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Chapter 1

 

Spring 1969

She knew mud and cold and darkness and the ache in her head and the squirming little boy in her arms. He took a deep breath, and she instantly pressed her hand over his mouth to smother another squall. He struggled for a little bit, until she tightened her arms around him. Then he quieted. Just like all the other times he had tried to protest their silence and stillness.

They had to be quiet. They had to sit perfectly still here in the darkness. They had to stay where they were and never move again.

"Why" had no part in survival.

The world consisted of the darkness and the smell of rotting wood around her, the slimy feeling against her bare arms and the sharpness of splinters against her back, the chill mud squishing between her bare toes--and the smell of dirty diaper coming from the little boy.

After a time, the darkness grew grainy and turned to gray. She looked up into an immense, reeking darkness. She looked straight forward and watched the darkness shift into more gray with patterns running through it.

Gradually, in time with the pulsing of growing ache in her head, the patterns turned into trees. She sat inside a huge, rotted hollow tree, holding a blond, filthy little boy in her arms.

She wore shredded green flannel pajamas. The little boy wore a diaper and a T-shirt. Both of them were streaked with mud and darker marks. 

Her mind shied away from examining too closely to see what those darker marks were.

The gray wrapped around them, and she realized it was rain when tendrils of cold and wet blew into the opening into the trunk. A worm squirmed through the rotting tree innards, crawling across her foot. She watched it and didn't think about moving her foot.

A loud, booming sound startled her. She almost stood, but her legs were asleep and the little boy was a heavy weight in her arms, tying them both to the filthy floor of their hiding place.

Voices. Those were voices somewhere beyond the trees. Words--but for some reason the words made no sense. Listening made her head ache. She closed her eyes and buried her face in the wet, muddy hair of the little boy crouching in the dirt in front of her and dug her back deeper into the rotting innards of the tree.

Squelching noises drifted through the misty air. Deep, slow sounds that were footsteps. Then higher, faster, sucking sounds.

"Goggy!" the boy crowed. He giggled and squirmed in her arms.

She opened her eyes, so tired it felt like lead weights tied all over her body, even her hair.

A hound dog speckled with mud, with drooping ears and slobbering mouth, looked into the hole of the tree at them. The little boy reached out to the dog, eager.

"No," she whispered. The pounding in her head filled her whole body. "Go away." 

Something churned up from the aching deep in her guts and met the ache in her head. It turned to fire around her heart. 

She saw a streak of red like her pain leap out and snap the dog across the nose. Yipping, it skidded backwards in the mud a few steps, then turned and ran with its tail between its legs.

"What in tarnation is wrong with that dog?" a man called.

"Goggy. Want," the little boy whimpered.

"No," she said, and pressed her hand over his mouth again.

"Do you see--Holy--" A weary, whiskered face appeared in the hole of the tree. "Wren, honey! We've been hunting two whole days for you and Petey. We thought you were-- Come on out, honey." The heavy old man reached into the tree cave with huge hands and caught hold of the boy. "You just let Gramps take care of everything, sweetheart. You're all right now."

"Gramps?" The word touched off a chord deep inside her, cutting through the numb layers. She trembled.

"That's right, sweetheart." The old man tried, but his lips could only twitch and hold onto an imitation of a smile for a moment. His big gray eyes were rimmed with red and his mouth trembled and his thick bush of silver-white hair was a tangled, greasy mat.

Other men appeared out of the brightening gray and the black vertical lines of trees. More men, some in ranger uniforms, others in plaid flannel jackets. Some carried rifles, others held the leashes of dogs.

"Come on out, Wren," a slim man in mud-spattered army fatigues said. He holstered his revolver and reached out both arms to lift her out of the hole at the base of the tree. "Let Uncle Davey help you out of there, okay?"

Her gaze locked onto the revolver.

The trembling grew stronger, making her teeth chatter. Tears filled her eyes. She knew the man kept talking to her, but the words made no sense. His hands filled her vision but she could still see the gun.

He was reaching for her. He would grab hold of her. 

He would grab her by the neck and shake her and throw her to the ground and kick her and then put the revolver to her head and--

Screams tore through the misty damp, dismal forest.

Her hands filled with wood rot and splinters as she tried to crawl backward through the tree, away from those reaching hands.

Petey, safe in their grandfather's arms, writhed and wailed.

"Wren! Honey! It's all right!" Gramps shouted. He handed Petey to Uncle Davey and got down on his knees, on the verge of crawling into the reeking hole with the violently trembling girl. He reached out a hand to her, and her screams turned louder and shriller.

A woman in a ranger's uniform raced up to the tree, her feet catching in the mud and exposed roots. She carried an oversized tackle box with a white circle and a red cross painted on it. Men stepped back, letting her through.

The girl stopped her screams for five long seconds when the woman's blond face replaced the reddened, whiskered face of the old man.

"Hi, Wren. My name is Maggie. No, it's okay," the woman blurted, when she raised one hand and the girl took a breath to resume screaming. She settled back on her heels, putting another foot of space between her and the girl. "It's okay, honey. Those bad men won't hurt you anymore."

"B-bad men?" Her teeth kept chattering, even though the numbness was starting to seep back in, covering up the hole deep inside that had created the screaming.

"Sure, the bad men." The woman ranger cast a puzzled glance at Gramps. Then she shrugged and opened up the tackle box. "I'm going to give you something to make you feel better, okay?" Maggie didn't wait for Wren to respond, but pulled a vial of amber liquid out of the box with one hand, a plastic-wrapped syringe with the other. Her movements were lightning quick as she unwrapped and prepped the needle.

Wren saw the needle aim for her--like bullets--and opened her mouth to scream. She got one long note out before the ice bit into her arm and traveled up to her head with a single heartbeat.

"Mamma," she whispered, as the darkness swallowed her and dragged her down into a bottomless hole.
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Daylight came three times and passed across the sloping roof of the room and faded away. Wren lay very still and closed her eyes whenever she heard footsteps approaching on the creaky wooden floor. She held still, breathing shallowly, pretending to be asleep when the door sighed open and someone stepped into the room. Gentle, warm hands touched her forehead and wrist. Sometimes there was the bite of a needle, and then she didn't have to pretend to sleep. Sometimes there would be a spoon and ice water that tasted faintly of lemon, or once there was applesauce, and another time chicken noodle soup. Someone would put a few spoonfuls into her mouth, then move her lips closed and stroke her throat until she swallowed. Wren knew she should have swallowed without their help, but she couldn't seem to get past the thought. She couldn't move. Didn't want to move.

Then the fourth time golden, warm light spilled slowly into the room, she blinked and turned her head and looked around.

She lay in a big four-poster covered with rainbow quilts. The bay window hung open, letting the cool smells of morning sift in along with the sunshine; the smells of the mist on the lake and pine trees as the day warmed and wood smoke from a cast iron stove somewhere close by. She didn't wonder how she knew the lake and pine trees and cast iron stove were nearby. A clock bonged seven.

A mass of leaves swayed gently in the breeze. Wren was content to just watch the leaves dance as the sunshine grew brighter and birds started singing. 

She had to go to the bathroom. Wren got up before the thought really registered as more than awareness of pressure. She was already at the door before she realized what the feeling meant. She kept going, turning the knob and padding out into the hall in her bare feet while she considered what to do.

The hall was long and wide, the walls paneled in dark wood, closed doors in a line vanishing into the shadows in either direction. She didn't want to go into the shadows. Her bladder didn't hurt now that she was standing up. She sank down to the floor, crouching on her heels, a pale figure in an oversized T-shirt that read Valleyford High School Recreation, with her dark, ember-colored straight hair almost touching the floor.

She crouched there, listening to the shadows and the creaking of the huge old house, smelling pancakes and coffee and hot maple syrup trickling up to her from somewhere far away. A clock bonged once. Voices accompanied the smells of breakfast. She knew they were voices, but the words made no sense.

A doorbell rang. More voices. Boards creaked and footsteps grew loud enough to be heard. Doors banged open and closed and the voices faded away. The clock bonged eight.

She trembled, just a little bit, as she recognized the creaks and muffled thuds of footsteps, climbing stairs, coming closer to her.

"I'm not going to argue with you, Judge," a woman said. "Being surrounded by familiar things will be far better for your granddaughter's recovery than leaving her in a sterile, unfamiliar hospital. I'm just worried that if she doesn't start to respond soon, we're going to have to put her on intravenous feeding and some kind of drug therapy to--"

The voice stopped as three people came into view near the end of the hall on the right. Wren sat very still and watched them watching her.

The big, silver-haired man from the wet, muddy forest stared at her. He looked so sad. Wren thought she had seen him smile before. She knew he smelled of peppermints and coffee and he liked to read bedtime stories aloud. He wore brown pants and a neatly pressed white shirt and a gold chain hung from his clenched fist. Somehow she knew he carried a pocket watch in that hand.

The woman with him was very thin, dressed in blue jeans with a long, white coat that hung down past her knees. A black bag in her hand and a stethoscope folded up in her other hand told Wren this woman was a doctor. The boy with them was tall, skinny, with deep red hair and lots of freckles, dressed in cutoff shorts and a T-shirt with the sleeves torn off, and barefoot. He grinned and pushed past the two grown-ups.

"Hey, Birdy," the boy said. He dropped to his knees next to her, grinning. "I told them you'd get better. You're going to be okay now, aren't you?"

"I have to go to the bathroom," Wren announced. Her voice came out in a whisper, cracking like stale bread. Her throat felt full of dust.

"Want me to help you up?" He stood and held out a hand.

She hesitated a moment before letting him take her hand. Images of big, grasping, strong hands reaching for her kept trying to leap out from the dark shadows at the edges of her mind, from the closed doorways up and down the hall. When she had hold of the boy's hand, she held on tight.

"Where?" she whispered, when neither of them moved right away.

"You don't remember, honey?" the old man said with a groan. He took a few steps toward her, then stopped. Tears touched his eyes. "Wren, do you know where you are?"

She shook her head.

"Well, Judge, we've exchanged one problem for another," the woman murmured. She went down on one knee in front of Wren and held out her hand. After a moment of thought, the girl gave her free hand into the woman's grasp. "Wren, I'm Dr. Stanhope. I'm here to help you get better."

"Am I sick?" she asked. "How come I'm hungry if I'm sick?"

"There are lots of ways to be sick, sweetheart." The woman smiled a little. "Paul, Judge, why don't you two go downstairs and see what you can find for Wren to eat while we take care of the bathroom, all right?"

Wren waited until man and boy had grinned and nodded and gone back down the stairs. She let the woman lead her to the bathroom and was grateful when she was allowed to use it by herself.

She would have sat still in the bathroom for the rest of the day, enjoying the green and blue plaid wallpaper and thick rag rug, warm against her feet, and the cracked stained-glass window next to the lion-footed, white iron bathtub. Dr. Stanhope knocked on the door several minutes after Wren flushed.

"Okay," the girl said.

"How would you like to get dressed? I bet that T-shirt is getting a little old," the doctor said as she came in. She carried a pair of shorts and underpants, a daisy-spotted T-shirt, and sandals.

Wren waited until the woman left her alone again, then peeled off the T-shirt and underpants she had been sleeping in. She didn't know what to do with them for a few seconds, until she saw the big green wicker basket in the corner, looked inside, and saw other dirty clothes.

"That's much better," Dr. Stanhope said when Wren stepped out into the hall again. "Your grandfather said that was your favorite shirt."

Wren looked down at the sunflowers. Shouldn't she feel good if this was her favorite shirt? She felt nothing. It was just a shirt.

"Who's he?"

"Who, dear?"

"My grandfather."

"Judge Spencer. You're at your grandfather's house."

"Why?" Wren let the woman take her hand and lead her to the stairs. "Because I'm sick?"

"That's part of it, yes. Doesn't that smell good?" Dr. Stanhope took a deep breath as they started down the staircase. "I'm half tempted to eat a second breakfast. Your grandfather is a very good cook. Or else it's your brother."

"I'm a good cook," Wren said. "I can even make a cake from scratch. I'm going to make the whole turkey all by myself at Thanksgiving this year."

"You are? That's an awful lot for a little girl to do."

"I'll be eleven in October! I'm not little."

"That's true." 

They stopped at the foot of the stairs. Wren looked to the left and saw a long hallway filled with bookcases on one wall. The opposite wall had a row of pegs filled with hats and coats, butterfly nets and fishing poles, and a bench running the length of the wall nearly hidden by boots and shoes and assorted sundry outdoor gear. The doorway that broke the expanse of wall was double-wide, an archway leading into a long room filled with shadows, dominated by the massive fireplace filling the wall exactly opposite the doorway. Old, solid chairs with deep cushions, thick arms, lion feet and clawed ends to the arms filled the room, placed haphazardly wherever floor pillows and books and games and a huge puzzle didn't take up floor space.

Wren turned to the right, following her nose, and saw another long hallway, narrow and lined with more bookcases. Light spilled from a doorway just out of her sight, and the smell of fresh pancakes and frying trout reached her and wrapped around her head and made her stomach growl. More important, she recognized those smells. She tugged her hand free and scampered down the hallway to the kitchen.

A long oval table filled up half the room, with a mismatched assortment of twelve chairs around it. A cast-iron stove sat in one corner of the kitchen, surrounded by cupboards and a hand-pump, with another, modern stove in white enamel in the other corner, a double-wide stainless-steel refrigerator, and more cupboards. This was the largest kitchen Wren had ever seen in her life. She could almost remember being in here before, sitting at that table full of people, laughing and talking and eating. Almost. It was like the moment she tried to look directly at the ghostly images, they evaporated.

"Are you my grandfather?" she demanded of Judge Spencer when he turned from the stove with a sizzling frying pan in his hand to greet her.

"I sure am, sweetheart."

"How come I don't know you?"

"I don't know, Wren." He glanced at the boy, who stood stricken at the refrigerator with a cardboard carton of milk in his hand. "Do you know who that is?" he asked after a moment, and gestured at the boy. He choked a moment when Wren shook her head. "That's your brother, Paul. Do you remember your brother, Petey?"

"There's a baby... " Wren winced, feeling as if something had just slammed up against the back of her head and tried to knock her off her feet.

She blinked and found herself sitting down, with Judge Spencer helping her settle into one of the big, sturdy wooden chairs at the table.

"Petey is the baby?" she asked, forcing the words out.

"That's right," Dr. Stanhope said. She sat down on the other side of the big table. "Petey is the baby we found with you. Do you remember the forest, Wren?"

"Cold and muddy all the time."

"What else do you remember?"

Wren thought until her stomach started twisting into knots. She pressed her hands against her eyes until she saw rainbows and finally shook her head.

"Hey, I'm just a kid," Paul said. He sat down next to Wren and rested a hand on her shoulder. "But on TV when somebody has amnesia, they're real careful not to tell them anything, so they get their memories back without any big mess-ups. Shouldn't we do that with Wren?"

"I don't subscribe to the television writing school of medicine," Dr. Stanhope said with a smile. "I do believe in good food and rest and exercise and being surrounded by people who care. Wren needs her breakfast." She smiled and gestured at the empty, red-checked tablecloth in front of Wren.

In moments, pancakes and sizzling fried trout appeared on a plate, drenched in butter and syrup, and placed in front of Wren. She stared at it a moment, then attacked. She choked a few times when she tried to breathe while swallowing. Judge Spencer patted her on the back and Paul hurried to refill her glass with milk, twice. No one said anything until Wren had scraped the last drops of syrup off the plate with her fork.

"Feel better now, honey?" Judge Spencer asked, and patted Wren on the back.

She nodded.

"What happened to me?"

Silence. Even the fire in the big cast-iron stove muffled its crackling and the breeze blowing through the open windows softened.

"You had a very bad scare," Dr. Stanhope said slowly, her voice soft, a sad little smile on her lips. "The fancy psychological word for it is 'trauma'. You saw or heard something terrible, and it hurt so bad your mind decided not to remember it. The best way of explaining is to think of a big, thick, brick wall built inside your head. If it's thick enough and high enough, you won't be able to see or hear or feel the bad memory that hurt you. Does that make sense?"

"I guess so." Wren sat very still, waiting for the shivering to start again, and the ache in her head.

"Well, when your mind built that wall to protect you, it also pushed a lot of good memories out of sight. The important things like this house and your family. Understand?"

"I won't remember anything until the wall goes away?"

"She's just like her father," Judge Spencer sighed. He slid an arm around Wren's shoulders and she found she liked it. The feeling was familiar. Or at least it was until she tried to remember where she had felt his warmth before, and smelled the clean, comforting smells coming off his clothes. She leaned against him, and he tightened his arm around her in response. "That man has--had more brains and common sense than both his brothers put together." His voice caught and broke.

"Where's my Daddy?" she asked after a moment of thought.

"He's dead, Wren. That's the bad thing that made you forget everything else," Dr. Stanhope said even more softly. "We think you saw your mother and father die."

 

 

Fall 1969

They wouldn't tell Wren all the details of how she and Petey ended up in the forest, which she thought was rather silly. How else was she going to remember, to break down the protective brick wall in her head, if she didn't have all the details?

Little girls who knew how to be quiet and listen could find out things that grown-ups and older brothers and cousins didn't want them to know. As the months went by and early summer turned to fall, she put together the story bit by bit.

She and Petey, who was nearly three, had gone camping during spring break with their parents, Paul and Maggie Spencer, and their aunt and uncle, Bea and Carl Spencer. They had welcomed two strangers to their campfire one night; big, rough-dressed men who simply appeared out of the forest shadows. The men were escaped felons from a penitentiary only twenty miles from the forest. Wren and Petey were sleeping in the family's station wagon because Wren thought it was more fun than sleeping in the tent, and Petey wanted to be with her. This part of the details they got from Petey, after very careful questioning. He was very excited about sleeping in the car with Wren. He hadn't seen anything, or if he did it didn't register in his conscious mind. All they could get from him was that Wren woke him up and carried him out into the dark and that was fun, but she wouldn't let him talk, and that wasn't fun.

The Spencer men were found murdered in their sleeping bags. Their wives were dragged from their beds and brutalized before they were murdered. No one would have known anything had happened if the two men hadn't stolen the station wagon, got drunk and wrecked it only a day after leaving their victims. When the report came to Judge Spencer, he pulled strings and called in favors to investigate and get answers immediately. Wren and Petey spent two days alone with no food, drinking from the river, and hiding small, dark places before they found the tree and the hunters found them.

Wren supposed she would never get her memory back. After learning the bare facts, she supposed it would be stupid to want to get her memories back. Petey woke up almost every night crying for his parents. Paul, age fourteen, didn't like talking about their parents. Their cousins, the twins Michael and Matthew, age eight, and their older brother, Charlie, age fifteen, had been orphaned by the same men. They didn't talk about their parents much, either. All the boys, including Uncle Davey's sons, had been at baseball camp and missed the camping trip. Judge Spencer would talk about his dead sons and their wives sometimes, but it hurt him, too. Wren thought it was only common sense to avoid as much pain as possible.

She told Dr. Stanhope so, when the woman made her bi-weekly visits to the house to see how she was doing. Wren realized early that Dr. Stanhope didn't have to do that. She was the doctor who had examined and treated Wren when the rescuers took her from the forest to the big metropolitan hospital more than seventy miles from their home in Valleyford. Her responsibility stopped when Wren came home and the family doctor took over.

"Everyone has to face pain sooner or later," the woman said with that half-smile that always made Wren wonder what she really thought. "You can't avoid it all your life."

"I'm not." Wren leaned back against the spindles of the kitchen chair and drew her knees up to her chin. Yesterday had been her eleventh birthday, October first, and she had realized as she blew out her candles that she felt far older than the calendar said she was. "I just don't want to go looking for it. Everybody else still hurts a lot. If I start crying all the time and getting nightmares, that'll just hurt Gramps all over again, won't it?"

"You like taking care of everybody, don't you?"

"I guess." She wondered why the woman asked that particular question. "It feels good. I'm a good cook."

"Yes, you said that the first time we met. You're the lady of the house now, aren't you? Maybe a little too busy to go to school?"

"I study. I get good grades. Gramps says I'm smarter than the kids who go to Valleyford High," Wren muttered. Her hands trembled for a moment as she relived that burst of terror when she stood in the doorway of the middle school on the first day of the new year and stared at all the strangers going through the doors and knew, just knew, she couldn't go inside. She had fled to her grandfather's hardware store and hid in the loading dock until Uncle Davey found her. She hadn't gone back to school since and her grandfather let her sit in the back room of the hardware store and study on the days he couldn't stay home with her. Judge Spencer understood why she couldn't go to school. Just like he understood when she got dizzy and vomited when she saw any gun besides a rifle.

"Do you leave the house at all? And I don't mean to the stable to ride your horse, or to explore the woods." A twitch caught the corner of Dr. Stanhope's mouth. 

After Wren's traumatic experience in the forest, she had been surprised to learn the girl liked to explore the shadows and quiet of the forest. Wren tried to explain to her, only once, that the woods felt safe. It was people who made her want to run and hide.

"I go shopping in town. I go to church." 

Her face warmed. Shopping meant quick trips to the grocery store where Aunt Marianne worked. In church she always sat in the back row of the balcony, where she could see everyone and they couldn't see her. No one except Pastor Andrews. She liked him; he was thick and silver and sadly understanding, like Gramps.

"I've been thinking about this a lot," Wren continued, when Dr. Stanhope just nodded and sat back to sip the blackberry tea Wren always made for her visits. "I think I do remember a few things. Like the wall in my head is thin in a few places. I think I remember just enough to be scared. I don't like it when there are people around and I can't see them. I like to be either alone, or to be where nobody can see me. Except my family."

"Are they really your family, Wren?" the woman asked softly.

"My grandfather and my brothers and my cousins. My family."

"Are they your family in your heart, or just your head? They're holding onto each other and to you because of their loss. Why are you holding onto them?"

"Because..." Her throat grew thick and she blinked her burning eyes rapidly until the longing to run away and scream died out again. "Because I don't have anybody and they want me here. They take care of me and I take care of them. I like them a lot," she offered. That sounded lame. Wren knew liking someone a lot wasn't the same as the love she should feel for her family.

Maybe she wasn't so smart, letting the wall stay up in her head so she wouldn't hurt again. Was it a good trade for the memories and the sense of belonging?

"That's a good start." 

The doctor's smile seemed sincere. Wren had grown very adept in the last few months at reading beyond people's words and expressions and voices. It wasn't something she thought she could do before. Judge Spencer had remarked often enough how perceptive and thoughtful she had become. Then he would smile and hug her and remark how quickly she was growing up. Once he even said how much he missed his giggly little girl. The conversation in the room had stopped completely and he had a glimmer of tears in his eyes. He never said that again.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

The problem, Wren decided after Dr. Stanhope left, was that she did perceive so very much. It wasn't that every sense was stronger, but it was like putting on glasses and being able to read a book for the first time, instead of just looking at blurry pictures. Everything was so clear. She understood where she had only guessed before.

At least, where she thought she had guessed before. It was a little hard to compare her life before the murders to her life after the murders because she still couldn't remember. Not the things that mattered, anyway. What good did it do to remember that Judge Spencer liked chocolate-dipped peanuts while Paul liked plain bitter chocolate and Petey liked anything he could suck on for hours? It would help when she made candy for Christmas gifts in another month--and she knew how to do that because she had physical memories of making candy--but what good did such bits and pieces do her in everyday life?

She and her brothers and her orphaned cousins had lived in Valleyford before their parents were killed, but down in the town, not on the mountainside family homestead. When their parents were murdered, Judge Spencer brought his grandchildren home to live with him. There was some talk for a while about their mothers' families taking them, but the cousins all wanted to stay together, and both Wren's mother and Aunt Bea were the only children of their parents and had little in the way of extended family. Wren's father and Uncle Carl had both met their wives while away at college, so there weren't any relatives in Valleyford other than Spencers to have a voice in the disposition of the orphans.

Besides, it wasn't like anyone would argue with Judge Spencer when he declared his grandchildren were coming home to stay with him. He had a hired woman for a while, to help with the increased cooking and cleaning, but Wren took that over. Mostly to keep busy so she wouldn't drive herself sick with trying to remember. Maybe if Wren had stayed in her parents' home she might have remembered things, but everyone said she and her brothers spent as much time at the family homestead as they did at home, so if Judge Spencer's home didn't trigger memories, why should the other?

Wren had to be content with pictures in photo albums and a few grainy home movies, and listening to others talk about their lives "before". She had already grown tired of the words, "Remember when..." and the cautious glances directed her way. She didn't know if people reminisced because they wanted to, or because they felt obligated to her. Their memories weren't hers, so she often found herself not listening.

What's wrong with me? she often wondered. Sometimes she would laugh silently and add, Besides the obvious?

As Dr. Stanhope often remarked, she was an oddly mature, introspective little girl.

"I'm not a little girl," she grumbled as she picked up the teacups and cookie plate and cleared them from the big kitchen table to the sink.

Wren checked the chicken in the oven, releasing a cloud of mouth-watering aroma, then pulled out the chilled filling for the cream pie and poured it into the chocolate crust she had set out to cool when Dr. Stanhope arrived. Her gaze and thoughts strayed to the stream-fed pond behind the house and the woods beyond that as she garnished the pie with late strawberries and blueberries and put it back into the refrigerator. There was plenty of time until everybody came back from school and work. Her grandfather was busy in his office and Petey was taking a nap. She could vanish outdoors for at least an hour before anybody thought to check on her.

After being cooped up all day, Wren needed to get outside.

The grass felt chilly under her bare feet as she hurried across the yard. The old pony in the little stable yard whinnied at her, begging a treat. Wren smiled and sent a thought to the animal, promising she would find something nice in the woods and bring it back.

The pony fell silent, instead of following her as far as the curve of the fence would let it, like it did for everyone else. Wren imagined the ancient little horse understood her. It certainly never fell silent for her brother or cousins until they came up with the treat, even if they shouted at it.

Judge Spencer said she had a knack for animals, but Wren suspected what she thought she could do and what he meant by "knack" were two separate things. Sometimes she thought back to those cold, dark hours in the hollow tree and remembered lashing out at that hunting dog that stuck its nose into her hiding place. She had wanted to hit it, hard, but she hadn't let go of Petey--yet somehow the animal had run away, yelping as if she had stabbed it. Wren wondered if the flash that slapped the dog across its nose wasn't in her imagination at all.

That was ridiculous, she knew. Such phenomena didn't exist except in movies or fantasy books.

She reached the dock jutting out into the pond that filled half the plateau at this level of the mountain, and ran across the weathered wood a few steps before starting around the curve of the rocky shore. Reeds and grass and mud parted easily before her seeking feet as she half-ran along the rough track. Wren took deep breaths of the damp air and listened for the sounds of fish jumping for late insects. Paul insisted he could still catch fish even this late into the season, and if their grandfather would let him, he would set up an ice fishing shack this winter. Wren laughed when he made his plans and promised that if he caught the fish, she would clean them. Personally, she doubted any fish that lived in the pond would be awake enough to take the bait when the surface was enclosed in ice.

Almost directly opposite the dock, she left the curve of the shore and darted across twenty feet of mown grassy field before vanishing into the shadows of the forest. The ground immediately sloped down, taking the wooded acres down the mountainside. Wren ran, letting her feet lead the way. She never got lost. She wondered now if she could ever get lost, for more than a minute or two. She had an unerring sense of direction that had brought her back after hours of roaming. Whether she had that sense of direction "before", Wren didn't want to ask. She didn't want to know about the girl who had died in the forest--she was too busy finding out about the girl who lived in her body now.

A rocky trail opened up through the shadows before her. Wren followed the upward slope when it branched. The ground grew open and mossy, revealing long, tilted slabs of rock, granite and sandstone and pretty streaks of some glossy material that could have been quartz, all jumbled together from some ancient upheaval. She bent forward as the rock in front of her grew steep and used her hands to help her climb toward the top of the slope.

A gasping laugh of triumph escaped her as she came out into sunshine, finally free of the last shadows of the trees. Wren settled down on a long spur of rock, hot from the afternoon sunshine. This was a good place to sit and think and look out over this side of the mountain.

A baying sound interspersed with growls and raucous barking broke in on her settling sense of contentment. Wren flinched and looked around. She hated the wild dogs that roamed the mountain. Her grandfather and some of the men from Valleyford's city council sometimes spent every fall weekend trapping the dogs that had been abandoned by their owners or who had escaped cruel owners and lived free now. They had to get rid of the dogs, either send them to an animal shelter or put them to sleep, to get them away from the mountain when winter fell. If they didn't, the dogs would get vicious and dangerous when winter made hunting hard for them. Starving dogs didn't use common sense, and in the past had been known to hunt people. Several children had vanished over the years, attributed to the wild dogs. No child had vanished since Judge Spencer had instituted the hunt twelve years ago, so there was no reason not to believe the stories.

For herself, Wren hated the wild dogs. They were nasty and dirty and didn't have the social skills of animals born to live wild. They were like human beings thrown into primitive conditions after living all their lives with televisions and cars and gas stoves--they turned on everything and everyone when they got hungry and desperate. She didn't feel sorry for the wild dogs when hunters shot them or trappers caught them, or worried parents took to sending buckshot or rock salt into any strange creature that ventured into their yards during the night.

"Beasts!" she shrieked, when she turned enough to see the animals making the noise now.

Something flopped across a short stretch of meadow maybe twenty feet below her. From the movements, the way the outline of the creature seemed to expand, Wren guessed it was a wounded bird, trying to lift its wings and fly away, but only succeeding in making hopping leaps.

A big bird, she realized, as the dogs raced around a jumble of boulders and she could compare the object of their chase to them.

Was the bird fierce enough to protect itself, or were the dogs just playing with it before tearing it apart?

"Go away!" Wren shouted and flung herself down the slope. She picked up stones from the moss and flung them at the dogs as she ran. She skidded twice and almost tripped. Her heart lurched at a mental image of herself tumbling head over heels, maybe knocking herself out, maybe ending up as the main course for the dogs.

Anger snapped through her, hot and driving away the chill that felt like the cold, muddy day in the forest when she had been born. The two lead dogs yelped and leaped backwards, tumbling heels over head. The other five dogs ran into them. For a moment there was a tangle of legs and ears and mangy coats. Wren hit the flat of the meadow and stumbled the last few steps to the bird.

It was a hawk. The left wing hung crooked. She saw torn flesh and blood matting the feathers and the white, thread-like bones sticking up through it all.

Tears touched her eyes as she reached out both hands to the hawk. Wren's arm hurt; her left arm. She gasped with the bursts of hot pain that streaked up her arm like lightning strikes. With each beat of her heart, the pain dimmed.

"Please," she whispered, and knelt, holding her hand still.

The hawk was silent, watching her with one big golden eye cocked at her. It looked at her hands, then tilted its head back to look at her.

"I want to help you." She thought of the dogs, starting to untangle themselves from their heap. What had happened to them? Any moment now, they would get their courage back and attack again. She had to get the two of them out of there.

Could the dogs climb the slope of the mossy stretch of rock?

Claws touched her hands. Wren closed her hands around the talons and gingerly lifted. The bird wobbled and hissed as the movement irritated its wing. Wren stiffened as another stab of pain touched her. She swallowed hard and told the pain to go away. The hawk quieted again.

Somehow, she couldn't remember later how she did it, but Wren reached the top of the ridge without the dogs coming up after her. She kept climbing, following the ridge until she reached a place that was easier to climb down. Toward home.

She was still busy in the barn, tending to the hawk, when the boys returned from school. She heard them shouting for her. Wren snorted, imagining the boys running around the kitchen where they usually found her when they got home. Couldn't they see she wasn't there? The calls quieted for a few moments, until she heard Petey wailing, and she knew they had roused him from his afternoon nap. As if he would know where his big sister had gone? They called their grandfather, and Wren thought she heard thudding coming through the open window of Judge Spencer's study, where he fell asleep every afternoon over his tea and the mail pile.

Wren knew she had done as much as she could for hawk. She stroked down its head and along its spine, willing it to be quiet and not hurt any longer. She was just leaving the barn as everyone poured out the kitchen door into the yard, calling her name. Their concern made her laugh.

"What's wrong?" she said, as Paul shouldered his way through the knot of boys to grab her and shake her and then looked her over as if he thought she had changed since they went to school that morning. "Is dinner burning?"

"Where were you?" her brother demanded.

Wren jerked her thumb over her shoulder at the barn for answer, and headed for the house. She had the table to set and rolls to get into the oven, after all.

"What were you doing?" Charlie demanded. He was the only one with the sense to follow her, leaving the other three boys rooted to the yard.

"Taking care of a bird."

"In the barn?" Paul said. He took a few running steps toward the barn door. 

Wren turned and ran faster than she thought she could, beating him to the door. She threw herself against it, keeping him from pulling the sliding door open by hanging on the handle. 

"Wren--"

"It's hurt and it's scared." For a moment, it was almost as if she was there, with the hawk, blinded by the makeshift hood, hearing the thudding and other unfamiliar sounds. "I don't want you ruining all my hard work."

"Hard work?" Matt's face wrinkled up. "What can you do to a bird? How did you catch it?"

"It was hurt, I said. I fixed its wing." She could see they wouldn't believe her until they saw. Signaling them to hush, she gently slid the old barn door open, lifting it a little in its tracks so it wouldn't grumble and scream.

The boys followed her, walking on tiptoes. The nursing goat and her two kids bleated softly as Wren went past their stall. She smiled at them and sent soothing thoughts--silencing them. The same for the old collie, Brunhilde, who preferred to spend her days sleeping in the barn until the boys came home. The old pony strolled in through the opening at the back of its stall and nosed around in its feed bin for a moment--then snorted. Its nostrils flared and it turned its shaggy head to look at the last stall in the row, where Wren had put the hawk.

"That's not--" Paul gasped when Wren dug her elbow into his ribs, effectively silencing him.

The hawk barely stirred on its makeshift perch. Wren had remembered--from the "before" time--that hawks always wore hoods to make them manageable. She had put together a hood out of an old, clean glove, with a hole torn in it for the beak to poke through. She wasn't sure if the hawk could breathe through the soft cotton or not, and didn't want to take a chance. The wild bird sat quietly in the darkness she had put around it. At least, Wren hoped it was darkness. The glove was dark blue, but faded by much washing. She thought the dimness of the barn helped where the old cotton faded.

"That's a hawk, not a bird," Mike whispered hoarsely. He clenched his hands behind his back and took one tiny step closer to the hawk. It let out a tiny cheeping sound, pitiful instead of incongruous.

"A hawk is a bird, dummy," his twin retorted. "How'd you catch it, Wren?"

"I said it was hurt. See?" She stepped around the sawhorse she had set up, covered with rags for the hawk's perch, and held her hands up behind the bird to put better contrast to the brown rags and splints of Popsicle sticks she had used on the injured wing. Her nose wrinkled at the sharp bite of the horse liniment she had used, reasoning that if it worked for the arthritic, achy pony, it would help ease some of the hawk's aches.

"How'd you get it to let you touch it?" Charlie said. His voice cracked, disturbing the hawk so it raised its wings a little.

Aches shot down Wren's arm. She felt a racing in her heart, but not in her heart. Fear. She wasn't sure what she was feeling, she only knew the hawk was afraid, despite the hood to calm it.

"Out." 

Wren grabbed Paul by his sleeve with one hand and Matt by his sleeve with the other hand and hustled the ringleaders of the four out of the barn. Mike and Charlie followed without protesting. The four boys did break out in questions--loud ones, often repeated--as soon as they ended up back in the kitchen. The noise brought Judge Spencer from his study, carrying Petey, who was snuffling and rubbing his wet eyes.

"Now see what you jerks did," Wren grumbled. She held out her arms for Petey and sat down to cuddle the little boy. It was times like this she could only believe he was her brother. After all, why else would someone grab a smelly little boy in diapers when her life was in danger? Right now, she wished the other four boys were distant relatives, or just plain distant.

Judge Spencer thumped his fist on the dinner table until he got the quiet he wanted, just like he thumped his gavel in his courtroom in Valleyford's courthouse and city hall building. Then, just like he examined witnesses, he got the story from all of them. By the time he got to Wren and heard her side of the story, from the end of Dr. Stanhope's visit to bringing the hawk home, Petey had calmed down and she got up to start setting the table. Paul jumped up to help her, a good sign that he felt a little guilty. Wren wished the other three boys were more helpful.

"Not that I doubt you, sweetheart..." Judge Spencer beckoned for Wren to come to stand before his seat at the head of the table. "You look fine. The hawk didn't hurt you at all?"

"He knew I was going to help him." Wren bit her lip against telling him how she had concentrated on how much she wanted to help the hawk, how much she wanted to take its pain away--and how much her shoulder had hurt during the long walk home. Her shoulder had stopped hurting when she got the makeshift hood on the bird and it quieted its struggles.

"Gotta be dead, then," Mike said quietly.

"It's not dead," Charlie said quickly. "It moved, remember?"

"That hawk is a wild animal, Wren. It should have tried to claw you, at the very least," Judge Spencer said. "I think I'd better take a look at it."

"After dinner, Gramps?" she pleaded. "The boys got it scared again. How is its wing going to get better if people keep bothering it?"

"Honey, wild animals don't heal real well in captivity. Wing bones like you said were broken--they don't mend too good, period." He shook his head. Wren thought it odd that tears touched his eyes while a grin slowly worked its way across his lips. "Gotta hand it to you for trying, at least."

"You think he's going to die, don't you?" She scowled and went back to plopping refrigerator biscuits down onto the cookie sheet.

Nobody answered. The next day, her grandfather asked Dr. Swinford, the vet, to come up and take a look at her hawk. Dr. Swinford said Wren had done an amazing job with the damaged wing, but he didn't expect the bird to survive, either.

The hawk lived. All the Spencer boys boasted about Wren's prowess with healing wild animals, and by Thanksgiving, in trickles, hesitating and desperate, children started asking Wren to help their pets and the wild animals they had found injured in the woods.

It amazed and amused her a little, to realize that as long as there was an animal involved, she didn't mind being around people at all.

 

 

Winter 1970

There has to be a better way to do this. Daniel Harland glanced up from the thick pile of papers covering the table in front of him. The red second hand swept up toward the twelve.

"Ready?" the woman from the Registrar's Office asked. She smiled vacantly at him and watched the second hand inch from the eleven to the twelve. "Begin." She tweaked the blank paper off the top stack.

The room filled with whispering sounds as Daniel read through the first ten questions and reached for the scratch paper and pencils with one hand. They were math questions; easy ones. He wondered if the questions would get harder as he plowed through the ninth grade equivalency test. 

He had passed the eighth grade equivalency test three months ago and had felt justifiably proud until Khyber congratulated him on catching up with his age group in only one year of formalized schooling. Daniel had felt a little stunned at his feat, and sat down to consider what he had accomplished.

Going from a near-vegetable to being able to speak and read and write in eight months was nothing really to be proud of, Daniel realized. His head felt like the proverbial sponge, soaking in everything Dr. Harland and his various assistants wanted to teach him. He wanted to know everything. He wanted to understand.

He loved the proud laughter he could draw from Dr. Harland when he got perfect scores on every test and mastered basic concepts as easily as he had mastered tying his shoelaces.

Caught up? Daniel resolved it wasn't enough to catch up. He had to continue proving he was smart and smarter. He had to get ahead of his age group and challenge them to keep up. Even if no one ever knew. Khyber had told him how she felt, being younger than her classmates ever since she was in fourth grade, and progressively younger every year.

"Kids get jealous if you're younger than them and smarter than them. They don't like what's different. They'll make it hard on you. I didn't really fit into things until I came to Lyndvale for school," Khyber had told him, the day he announced his plan to advance at least two, maybe three grades every year.

"I don't really know any kids my age, anyway," Daniel said, shrugging.

"That's true." She sat back in the deep windowsill of the room that had been given over to Daniel for his studying and playing and the constant testing the psychology and medical departments wanted to conduct on him. 

There were some faculty members who refused to believe he had emerged from brain death without any damage, and were constantly trying to prove Daniel's brain wasn't healed. He didn't mind--they paid him fifty dollars for every hour of testing. Dr. Harland told him to consider it his allowance, which he was allowed to spend any way he wanted.

OEBPS/images/image.jpeg
Witters E}@W@ B-Palblfidhimg





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
MICHELLE LEVPGNE

\E Writers Exchange

i N





OEBPS/images/image.png





OEBPS/images/image-1.png





