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For Ruby Lee Woodson . . .
and all the family history I never got to hear


 

FROM FANCY’S DREAM DIARY:

DADDY STOOD AT THE FRONT DOOR SCREAMING FOR KIT AND ME TO LET HIM IN. KIT TOLD ME TO RUN AND GET MADDA, SO I TRIED, BUT MADDA WASN’T IN HER ROOM. HER BED WAS UNMADE AND SPITS OF BLOOD STAINED HER SHEETS. I RAN BACK TO THE FRONT DOOR, BUT NOW KIT WAS GONE, AND THE DOOR WAS WIDE OPEN. AND DADDY WAS DRAGGING HER DOWN INTO THE STORM CELLAR BY HER FEET.



CHAPTER ONE


Fancy only allowed three people in the whole world to get close to her: Daddy, who was on death row; Madda, who was working the graveyard shift; and Kit, who was dead to the world in the bed next to hers. And so when she awoke to find a prowler hanging over her, violating her personal space, her first instinct was to jab her dream-diary pencil into his eye.

But even in the dark of night with a stranger in her room, Fancy wasn’t one to behave rashly. Daddy had been rash, and now he was going to be killed. No, Fancy would be calm and think of a nonlethal way to teach the prowler why it was important not to disturb a young girl in her bed late at night.

She breathed in the yellow smell of the prowler’s beery exhalations. He was panting, as though from nervousness or excitement. The heat of his hand whispered across Fancy’s cheek, and she felt a tug on her scalp. A pair of scissors flashed in the dark, and then a lock of Fancy’s hair fell against her half-closed eyes, much shorter than it had been.

As soon as the prowler turned his attention toward Kit in the next bed, Fancy slipped quietly to the floor.

Because Fancy and her sister slept in the sleeping porch at the back of the house, a room with screens instead of proper walls, they relied on numerous paperweights to keep their papers from scattering in the constant breeze. Fancy plucked one such paperweight from the desk at the far end of the room, her eyes never leaving the prowler’s back.

While he hung vampirically over her sister’s sleeping form, Fancy crept closer, the paperweight cocked back, cool, smooth, and heavy in her hand, the prowler’s head growing larger in her sight. But before she could swing her fist forward, the prowler screamed and staggered backward, pinwheeling past Fancy and then crashing into the vanity.

The light clicked on. Fancy blinked in the glare and dropped the paperweight; she heard it rolling away. The light brought her back to herself, back to reality—the white summer linens on the beds; the broken-spined medical books along the only real wall, behind Fancy; the old black phonograph near the tea table. The jars full of various animal organs lining the shelves.

The prowler was the only unfamiliar thing, harmless and weaponless now that his scissors lay abandoned on the floor between the sisters’ beds. He sprawled before the vanity, paper white, young, and sweaty; the golden hilt of Kit’s switchblade curled ornately from his side like a strange doorknob to another world.

“Help!” he screamed, his hands fluttering over the hilt of the switchblade, afraid to pull it out.

Kit, in her pink satin slip, knelt beside the prowler, as awake and merry as if she’d been dancing all night. “Who you yelling for, Buttercup?” she asked with her usual zeal, despite the late hour and odd circumstances. “Nobody here but Fancy and me.”

She yanked her knife free, and the prowler jerked back against the vanity, blood soaking his white T-shirt and spreading like an electric-red bruise. One of Kit’s lipsticks dropped into his lap, a mute suggestion from the universe, perhaps, to fix himself up—he certainly wasn’t looking his best.

Before retracting the blade, Kit wiped it clean on the prowler’s jeans, and then scanned her younger sister for damage.

“I thought you were asleep.”

“I thought you were,” said Fancy.

“I saw him leaning over your bed. What was he doing to you?” Kit asked the question brightly, but the look she gave the prowler was anything but.

Fancy touched the shorn black lock dangling in front of her eyes. “He cut my hair.” He’d left plenty behind. Unlike Kit’s pixie-short hair, Fancy’s hair fell past her shoulders in a fluffy waterfall.

“Well, he didn’t come all the way out here to give you a haircut,” said Kit as she frisked the prowler. “Better check the loot.”

Fancy searched under Kit’s bed, but the treasure chest they stored their allowance in was still locked and untouched. “It’s all there,” she said, and returned to the foot of her own bed.

Kit’s search had turned up her charm bracelet and Fancy’s missing hair in a baggie. “I get why you’d want a gold bracelet,” she told the prowler gently, “but hair?” She slapped the bag against his runny nose, ungently. “What do you want with my sister’s hair?”

“Please. Call an ambulance.” The prowler was shocky, confused, as if he didn’t understand that the girl whose question he wasn’t answering was the reason he needed an ambulance.

“Ambulance schmambulance,” said Kit, and poked him in his hurt side. She smiled when he screamed.

“I’m bleeding!”

“I know,” Kit said with exaggerated slowness, as though the prowler were feeble. “I stabbed you.” She rescued her lipstick from the prowler’s crotch in a way that made him wince.

“You wouldn’t be the first person to die in here,” Kit told him. “Our great-uncle died in Fancy’s bed from influenza when he was eight. I’ll put you in my bed.” Kit shot a questioning look at Fancy. “Seems only fair, right?”

Fancy had pressed her cheek against the cool brass bedpost, her eyes half closed as if she wished she were still asleep. “We can’t let him die in here.”

“I guess not. You tell us,” Kit said to the prowler. “Where do you wanna die?”

The prowler lurched to his feet and scrambled for the screen door. Before he could get it open, Kit snatched a paperweight from the vanity, one with Fancy’s baby teeth inside it, and rapped him on the back of the head. After he crumpled to the floor, Kit said, “Interesting choice.”

The prowler looked much younger in his unconscious state, but still older than Fancy and Kit. College age, at least.

“You think he came as a prank?” said Kit, prodding him with her bare toe. “A college prank, or a hazing? Somebody ordered him to come to the Bonesaw Killer’s house and get proof that—”

“Who cares why he came?” said Fancy, sliding her heated cheek along the post, seeking another cool spot. “Only thing I care about is getting rid of him.”

“You’re right.” Kit propped open the screen door. A dust-colored moth fluttered inside and alighted on Kit’s bare shoulder, as though she were the brightest thing in the room. “Madda would lose her shit if she came home and found the place drenched in blood.”

“Don’t say ‘shit,’” said Fancy as Kit flipped the prowler onto his back and hoisted his legs. “Where’re you taking him?”

“To the cellar.”

The ground shifted under Fancy. She abandoned the bedpost, sweat beading beneath her pink sleep romper.

“What’s wrong?” Kit had paused in the doorway, leggy and boy thin in her slip; nothing like Fancy, who had begun to develop at an alarming rate since her fifteenth birthday a few months before.

Fancy felt as though she were experiencing another symptom of that unwanted development, something like a menstrual cramp, only in her chest instead of her belly. She thought of Daddy, and the last time she’d seen him in that courtroom three years ago. She didn’t want this to be the last time she saw Kit.

“Madda’ll find out.”

“Madda’s scared of the cellar,” said Kit, dragging the prowler halfway out the door, carefully navigating her backward descent down the porch steps. “Not enough loot in the world to make her go near it.”

“What if he screams?”

“You ever hear Daddy’s people when they were in the cellar?”

Fancy grabbed the prowler’s trailing arms and yanked him back into the room and away from Kit. “You’re not Daddy.”

The sisters’ dark, deceptively innocent eyes flashed as they squared off on either side of the threshold, the prowler lying bonelessly between them.

“And this ain’t a squirrel or a deer,” said Fancy. “This is a person.”

“No, this is a piece of shit who broke into our house.” Kit snatched up the prowler’s legs again and yanked him through the door, rucking his bloody shirt up to his chest. She blinked at the display of flesh. “Nice body, though.”

When Fancy had lain in bed thinking of how to punish the prowler for invading her space, never once had she considered taking him down into the cellar. Well, maybe she’d considered it, but it simply wasn’t an option.

She said, “You aim to get busted like Daddy did?”

Kit looked at Fancy as though she wanted to scoop her up and drop her into the nearest cradle. “Before Daddy went to jail, did he somehow make you the boss of me? Did Madda come home while we were asleep, shove us back up her womb, and then give birth to you first?”

“You know they didn’t.”

“Well, until they do, stop ordering me around! And in the meantime, why don’t you act like my sister and help me?”

Fancy wavered, but only for a moment, before she took the prowler by the arms, struggling with his weight as she helped Kit lug him from the house. Kit was elder, after all, and as hardheaded as a statue—once she set herself on a path, dynamite couldn’t blow her off it.

But a nuke might.

Fancy racked her brain for something nuclear as they crossed the backyard to the cellar, confident like every baby of the family that she would get her own way in the end.

The only section of Portero that could support a storm cellar like the one on the sisters’ property was the upsquare area with its red hills and sprawling forests—the rest of the town was too low and prone to flooding. The towering hardwoods that characterized not only Portero, but all of deep East Texas, dwarfed the sisters’ one-story house and blotted out much of the moonless sky. The light from their sleeping porch spilled into the yard and picked out the cellar doors angling up from the ground several feet away.

Madda had eradicated all traces of Daddy in the house, and the cellar where he had tortured and killed at least fifteen people held no physical trace of him either. The tiny, windowless gray room had nothing to do with the man the sisters had known, a man who’d taught them how to make kites and teepees, who had taken them fishing and mushroom-picking.

The sisters carried the prowler into the cellar and lashed him to the metal cot the way they’d read in the papers their father had done to so many others. Except for the cot and a tall metal shelving unit lined with boxes of nonperishable foods and supplies, the only item in the cellar was the kinetoscope, a pretty wooden device that seemed almost as out of place as the prowler.

Kit sat on the cot with him and gave him a slap to hurry him out of his stupor. “Wake up, Buttercup.”

His eyes fluttered open, blue and startled. He tried to jerk upright, but the rope restricted him.

“What’re you doing?” He looked around, disoriented.

“What is this place?”

“You mean you don’t know about Daddy?” said Kit, surprised. “About the room where he did everything? You’re in it. Don’t you feel special? You should, so take your shoes off and set a spell.” Kit laughed. “You’re gone be here awhile.”

The prowler looked like he wanted to laugh too, like he wanted to believe it was all a big joke, but then Kit flicked her gold switchblade and the laughter curdled.

“This is a mistake!”

“You got that right,” said Kit, smiling at him. “You picked the wrong house.”

“I just wanted some things! Just . . . Bonesaw Killer things. I wasn’t gone hurt y’all. I swear!”

“A few things for what?” asked Kit.

The prowler hesitated, shamed. “To sell online.”

“Craigslist or eBay?”

“It didn’t matter.”

“Don’t matter to me, either,” said Kit, as if revealing a secret.

“I figured I could make extra money for school, just—”

Kit touched the switchblade to the prowler’s mouth, silencing him. His mouth trembled beneath the press of the blade. “School’s out, Buttercup.”

Fancy moved closer to the cot. “Kit, listen—”

“What do you think?” Kit asked as she tapped the blade against the prowler’s mouth. “Throat? Heart? His eyes would be the obvious choice, but I want to look into ’em while he dies.”

“Why? Think you’ll see Daddy stamped in his corneas, giving you a thumbs-up?” Fancy regretted her sharp words when Kit looked at her with tears shivering in her eyes.

“Sounds good to me.”

And like that, Kit handed Fancy the nuke she’d been looking for. “If you wanna see Daddy, I’ll show you.”

For a long moment Kit simply stared at her sister, unable to speak, and when she did, her voice was unusually soft. “You said you couldn’t see him anymore.”

“I ain’t even tried,” Fancy admitted. “Not for a long time. But I will if you promise not to kill him.”

“You’d do that?”

“I’ll try.”

Kit swung off the cot, her eyes shining as before, but not with tears—with excitement. “Try now!”

Fancy scanned the metal shelves but knew it was hopeless. “There ain’t anything in here to look through.”

“The kinetoscope?”

Kit pushed Fancy in front of the small cherrywood box with a round lens on the front that sat atop a brass stand. It was what had passed for television about a hundred years ago—people would turn the crank and watch images unfurl through the lens. Daddy had fixed the kinetoscope but hadn’t been able to find the right kind of film or the crank that would make it work. But even though the machine was empty and crankless, it was still possible to see moving images inside of it.

It was for Fancy.

She had far-sight. That’s what Daddy called it, an ability to see what was happening in the next room or miles away. All she needed was something reflective to look at and she could see anything: She could even make up things. Like the happy place, a world she’d invented after Daddy had gone away, a world she needed. The real world had stopped being fun a long time ago.

“I only ever see the happy place in the kinetoscope,” Fancy protested, already sorry she’d offered. It hurt too much to think about Daddy. “I’ve never seen anything real in this thing.”

“You said you’d try.”

So Fancy tried.

She only had to think of what she wanted to see—real or imaginary—and she would see it. So she knew right away, when the lens of the kinetoscope remained black, that it wasn’t working, but she furrowed her brow and clenched her fists so that Kit would feel she’d at least—

A scream sent her whirling in time to see Kit’s gold switchblade slice across the prowler’s chest. A second slice crossed the first cut, forming a large red X.

“Kit!”

“Don’t mind me,” she said cheerily. “Just keeping myself entertained.”

“You promised you wouldn’t kill him!”

“He look dead to you?” Kit pointed the dripping blade at the writhing, wild-eyed prowler. “Cuz he looks real spry to me. I’m just gone play with him until you bring Daddy up on the screen.” She drew back her switchblade, and Fancy quickly turned her gaze back to the kinetoscope. The happy place bloomed bright and large in the round lens, a mostly sepia-toned panorama straight out of Better Homes and Gardens. It did that sometimes without her having to think about it consciously.

The Headless Garden was in view on the screen, the area in the happy place she most liked to watch because it had the most calming effect on her. Fancy knew the place well, down to the sundial and the fountains, the animal topiaries and the carefully sculpted hedges.

At the very center of the garden stood a circle of headless, winsomely proportioned statues that gave the garden its name. Fancy loved looking at the statues, mostly because she could look at them as long as she wanted and they couldn’t look at her with disgust in their eyes or ask snide questions about Daddy and whether it was true that he ate all his victims.

But watching the statues wasn’t calming her. Because they were bleeding. Slashes appeared randomly on their golden skin as though from invisible whips, their blood a golden glitter that dusted the air like pollen, vibrant against the sepia landscape. The golden blood beckoned Fancy to run and play in it, to catch it on her tongue like snow.

“Fancy!”

Fancy jerked away from the screen, blinking, trying not to notice the whimpering mess on the cot and failing. “What?”

“I asked you if you want a turn.” Kit noticed the beige glow of the screen and rushed to the kinetoscope, beaming. “I told you to tell me when Daddy—” The hope in her face faded at the sight of the oddly bleeding statues. “Try again.”

But as soon as Fancy thought about Daddy, the screen went black.

“Damn it!” Kit kicked the bowed brass legs of the stand, nearly knocking the kinetoscope to the floor. She visibly reined herself in at Fancy’s disapproving look and took a deep breath. “Tell you what, why don’t you take this”—she held out the gory switchblade—“and put a few hash marks on Buttercup over there. That’ll help clear your mind.”

Fancy looked at the prowler, shirtless now and covered in myriad bleeding cuts. Some of them looked deep, possibly as deep as the one in his side. His blood wasn’t golden like the statues . . . yet still it glittered and beckoned in a similar way. She turned away from the knife and wiped her sweaty hands on the short legs of her romper. “You’ll have to stitch all those cuts,” she said, and her voice only shook a little.

“Says you.”

“He’s gone bleed to death otherwise!”

“So? Death by a thousand cuts.” Kit looked at the blank kinetoscope screen, defeated. “You think Daddy ever killed anybody that way?”

“You promised.”

Kit snatched the first-aid kit from the shelf and tossed it to Fancy, who almost fumbled it in surprise. “You stitch him up.”

Fancy opened the kit and noted the sutures and hooked needles, trying not to be excited at the thought of poking holes into the prowler’s skin. She kicked away the bloody rags of his shirt and knelt by the cot, but Kit followed her down.

“First things first.” She put the switchblade in Fancy’s hand and wrapped her own around it, insistent. “Not until you take a turn. It’s only fair. We do everything together.”

Fancy’s hands began to sweat again, the prowler spread out before her like an oddly iced pastry, begging to be sliced. “I don’t want to.”

Kit guided her sister’s hand; the knife slid teasingly down the underside of the prowler’s bare arm as he strained against the rope. He flinched from the touch of the blade so near his armpit, as though he were ticklish, even in his fright.

“We’re practically the same person,” Kit said, like a cartoon devil whispering enticements into Fancy’s ear. “You think I don’t know what you want?”

Fancy quickly nicked the prowler’s underarm, and just as quickly elbowed Kit away. “There, I did it. I’m done.” She freed her hand from the knife, from Kit, from temptation. “Now go get me some peroxide. I don’t see any on the shelf.”

Kit refused to be shooed. She stood and set her hands on her hips. “What did I tell you about ordering me?”

“I’m not ordering. I’m asking. Now go on!”

Kit blinked at Fancy’s tone, one she almost never heard. “Fine, spoilsport.”

As soon as the cellar doors closed behind Kit, the prowler went to work on Fancy. “Please,” he said, his voice ruined by tears and blood loss. “While she’s gone. Please let me go. I won’t say anything.”

Fancy kept silent, carefully threading one of the needles from the kit.

“I know you’re a good person. You didn’t let her kill me. I know you’re good. Please?”

Fancy looked him in his eyes until he stopped babbling and really focused on her, really saw her. When he was quiet, she said:

“Daddy’s locked up, so we never see him. Madda had to start working twelve-hour shifts to support us, so we never see her, either. If Kit kills you, they’ll lock her up too, and then I won’t have anybody. That’s the only reason you’re alive. Because if I thought I could do it and not get busted, I’d kill you myself.”

Fancy looked away from the prowler’s horrified stare and finished threading the needle.

“I’m the Bonesaw Killer’s daughter,” she whispered, almost to herself. “Why would you ever think I was good?”

 

FROM FANCY’S DREAM DIARY:

A DOCTOR EXAMINED ME AND KIT AND SAID THE REASON WE WERE SICK WAS BECAUSE KIT HAD MY HEART AND I HAD HERS. BUT WHEN HE SWITCHED OUR HEARTS, THEY STOPPED BEATING.



CHAPTER TWO


“After breakfast,” said Fancy, setting the table while Kit sliced fruit at the counter, “let’s go to Bony Creek. We ain’t been in a while.”

“Alas, we cannot, Fancy Pants,” said Kit, the blade flashing in the early morning light that streamed in through the kitchen window. “We gotta bathe Franken.”

Thanks to Kit, the prowler was now covered in so many stitches that she had laughingly renamed him, like a pet. Kit cared for him like a pet too, feeding him, cleaning up his filth. Franken seemed to flourish under her care and rarely screamed anymore, even when she cut him.

Fancy admired her sister’s knife skills and wondered whether Kit had always been so adept or if her time with her cellar playmate had honed her abilities. Fancy herself had developed such first-rate suturing techniques that she could probably get a job at a hospital. She wished Kit would leave Franken alone, though. It was stupid to constantly slice up a guy you were never going to kill. It just created a lot of blood that had to be cleaned up, and Fancy had enough chores to do.

“Don’t gimme that face,” said Kit. She dumped all the fruit into a bowl and handed it to Fancy. “You’re the one who wanted to keep him alive.”

“Keep him alive, not keep him forever. We spend half the day fooling with him. We never hang out anymore.”

“We always hang out,” said Kit, keeping watch over the bacon and eggs. “Sometimes we hang out on a train, sometimes we hang out on a plane. We often hang out in the sun, and sometimes even in the rain.”

“Not at Bony Creek,” said Fancy, ignoring her sister’s poetic exaggerations. “Not since school let out. I wanna look for fairy rings.”

Kit actually laughed at her. “You don’t still believe in that stuff, do you? That’s just make-believe.”

“Doors aren’t make-believe.” And they weren’t. It wasn’t a coincidence that Portero meant “doorkeeper.” Portero was full of doors, and not all of them had four sides and a doorknob. Many were much more subtle than that, and sometimes people would pass through one not realizing what it was and end up on a desert with four moons and purple sand and creatures that thought human beings tasted like chicken. “People disappear through doors all the time.”

“I know that, but not through fairy doors. Fairy rings are just mushrooms, Fancy. I can’t believe you’d rather play with mushrooms than a real-life boy in our cellar.”

Kit had become disturbingly boy crazy over the past year. She pranced around in tight T-shirts and leggings that instead of emphasizing her skinniness showed off her curves, slight though they were. She wore lipstick and nail polish and rubbed blackberry-scented cream into her skin and hair, as if she wanted some boy to mistake her for a pie and eat her.

“It ain’t about the mushrooms,” Fancy said, setting the fruit bowl on the table. “It’s about the doorway inside the mushrooms. Wouldn’t it be neat if—” Fancy froze, realizing she’d set a place for Daddy, something she hadn’t done in a long time. She lifted the plate she’d set for him and caught a flash of his face on the porcelain surface, but she couldn’t hold on to the image.

“What’re you looking at?” Kit was watching her closely.

“Nothing.” Fancy thought briefly about telling Kit that she’d seen Daddy, even if only for a second, but decided against it. Kit would only get upset, and if she got too upset, she might take it out on Franken. “I’ll figure out how to open a fairy door one day. And just cuz something’s a fairy tale doesn’t mean it’s not true.” Fancy cleared away the extra setting. “And Franken won’t be ‘real-life’ much longer. Not if you don’t stop cutting him so much. At least give him time to heal. He’ll get infected otherwise.”

“I should be more careful with him. Do you know what he said yesterday?” Kit emptied the bacon and eggs onto a serving dish, her eyes dreamy and faraway. “He said, ‘The cellar is brighter with you here. You radiate light.’” She held the metal serving spoon to her face and smiled at her reflection. “‘You radiate light.’ Isn’t that pretty?”

“Gorgeous.” Fancy bumped Kit with her hip as she passed by to set the eggs and bacon on the table. “But he’d say anything to get you to stop cutting on him.”

Kit gripped the spoon to her chest and swooned against the counter. “You don’t mean to say you think he was lying?”

“Yup.”

Kit unswooned and glared at her sister. “You know, you could at least humor me, for Christ’s sake.”

“Boys always lie.” Fancy shrugged. “The sooner you face that, the better.”

“How would you know?” Kit threw the spoon at her, but Fancy, used to Kit’s moods, caught it without even looking and set it gently on the table.

“Yeah, Fancy, how would you know?”

The sisters jumped as Madda kicked the back door shut behind her, her arms full of groceries from Alcide’s Cajun Market. She was wearing her black work Dickies with her name, Lynne, stitched over her bosom. She looked sweaty and tired and happy to be home.

Fancy felt the same grateful thrill to see her mother that she always felt, as though Madda had somehow been tricked into caring for them and any minute would realize the truth and flee. However, there was no mistaking the sisters’ maternity; Madda shared their looks: the whisky eyes and ballerina necks, the Cadbury-smooth skin and rolling gait that made a dance of every step. Once Madda’s hair had been swingingly long like Fancy’s, but working all night at the factory had robbed her of the time and energy needed to maintain such vanities, and so she’d shaved her head. That was Madda’s way: When something became inconvenient, she scrapped it.

“Y’all got any boyfriends I don’t know about?” she asked, grinning.

“Puke,” said Fancy as she dropped into her chair at the table. “Not me,” said Kit, when Madda looked at her. “To my eternal shame.” She took one of the grocery bags and helped put the food away.

“It’s not shameful,” Fancy exclaimed, watching them work. “Virgins automatically go to heaven.”

“Heaven schmeaven. I don’t wanna get saved that bad.”

Madda smacked the back of Kit’s head on the way to the bread box. “Don’t talk like that. And if you want a boyfriend, go out there and get one. How you expect to meet anybody if you never leave the house?”

Since it was Friday, Madda gave the sisters their allowance— a generous one since they took care of the house and did most of the cooking and all the chores. It paid not to inconvenience Madda.

When Kit squeezed into Fancy’s chair, butting her with her sharp hip bones, Fancy gave Kit her share of their allowance for safekeeping.

Kit fanned the money. “You keep paying us like this,” she said as Madda joined them at the table, “we gone fly away in a private jet, and you won’t ever see us again.”

“Everybody flies the coop sometime. Kit, sit in your own chair.”

When they were settled properly around the table, Madda said, “I’m fixing to be dead to the world in a short while, so I wanna remind y’all to get new dresses. Especially you,” she added, shooing Fancy away from her plate. “I swear there ain’t one thing in that closet of yours that fits anymore.”

“Why we need new dresses?” said Fancy, her mouth full of Madda’s bacon.

Madda smoothed Fancy’s hair away from her mouth, where she’d crammed it in along with the bacon. “For Juneteenth. You’re fifteen now—more than old enough to participate.”

The bacon stuck in Fancy’s throat.

Kit, seeing Fancy’s distress, said, “I been old enough for two years, but you never made me go.”

“You would’ve gone without Fancy?”

“Of course not!”

Madda spread her hands as if to say there you go, and then proceeded as if the matter had been settled. “So new dresses. Something real nice for the bottle ceremony.”

Dresses? Ceremonies? Socializing? Fancy said, “I don’t wanna go to Cherry Glade.”

“Why not?” Madda asked, though she sounded as if she had been expecting Fancy’s reaction.

Fancy exchanged a helpless look with Kit, who answered for her. “Same reason I don’t wanna go. We hate it when people look at us and say things. Forget that. Summer vacation means we don’t have to put up with other people’s crap.”

Madda said, “Everybody goes to Cherry Glade on Juneteenth.”

“But—”

“And that’s that.” Like Kit, when Madda made up her mind, it stayed made up—only more so. “I know how shy you girls are,” she said gently, “but Juneteenth means something, especially in our family. You girls are direct descendants of Cherry du Haven. She—”

“We know, we know,” said Kit. The sisters had heard the Cherry du Haven bit of trivia a million times. “Once upon a time there lived a famous slave who died and then came back as a ghost or whatever to grant wishes for all the good black children in town.” She tapped Fancy on the head with an imaginary wand. “Bippety, boppety, boo!”

Madda scraped her spoon against her plate, annoyed. “One of these days, you girls are gone wish y’all had paid more attention to the family history. Cherry was special. She passed that on through the years, maybe even to y’all. Big Mama used to tell me all these stories about—”

Kit pretended to snore, and Madda finally gave up. On any other day Kit would have been interested, but Fancy guessed that her sister wanted to win at least one battle.

Fancy made herself calm down. It was just one day, and they had plenty of time to mentally prepare to be around so many people. Just one day, and then they could have the rest of the summer to themselves.

“What’re y’all planning today?” Madda asked Fancy.

“We’re going to Bony Creek.” She shot a defiant look at Kit. “After breakfast.”

“Not right after,” Kit shot back. “Maybe later in the day.”

“Y’all know to be careful?” said Madda. “There’s cacklers roaming the woods. Used to be they all stayed around the dark park.” Madda shook her head. “These days they’re just making themselves at home all over town.”

Kit said, “We can handle cacklers. One good kick to the head and they’re toast. Hi-ya!”

“Not just cacklers,” Madda continued, as Kit karate-skewered several strawberry and banana slices from the fruit bowl. “Wild hogs, too. And corpses.”

“Corpses?” Kit snorted. “What could they do, besides stink us to death?”

Madda was silent for so long the sisters stopped eating and stared at her. She said, “I guess y’all don’t have to worry about it, old as you are.”

“Worry about what?” asked Kit.

“Nothing.” Madda wiped her mouth. “Just boring family stuff. So.” She leaned back in her chair and gave her daughters a considering look that immediately put them on edge. “Y’all aim to spend the whole summer at Bony Creek?”

“And the music store,” said Kit. “We need some more records for our collection. They had this one record from 1910, and I hope hope hope it’s still there!”

“And the bookstore,” Fancy added, wondering why Madda was so interested in their summer activities. They always did the same things. “What else is there?”

“Classes.” Madda drew a deep breath. The kind you take before diving into deep and possibly shark-infested waters. “I signed y’all up for summer classes.”

Fancy had the strangest sensation that Madda had just spoken Chinese. She turned to Kit, but Kit looked just as bewildered as Fancy felt.

Kit said, “You did what?”

“I don’t mean for the two of you to sit around all summer watching grass grow. Not this year.”

Madda was speaking English, and yet Fancy still couldn’t process it. Kit, fortunately, was much quicker.

“Why would you put us in summer school when you know we passed everything?”

“I know how smart y’all are and how much you like science and . . . anatomy.” Madda knew about the jars in the sleeping porch and could never hide the disgust in her voice whenever she had to refer to the sisters’ love of dissecting animals. Of course, she thought they were doing the work for school and extra credit. She had no idea the dissections had been off the clock and unsupervised.

“I’m not talking about school,” she continued. “These are just fun little classes. Nothing heavy. You in music at Gracie”— Madda turned to Fancy—“and you in art at the Standard. It’s only three days a week: Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays.”

“You didn’t even put us in the same class?” Kit in a fury wasn’t a pretty sight, but Madda held her ground, even when Kit screamed, “We’re not going!”

“Think of it as a cultural experience,” Madda continued, ignoring Kit’s outburst. “You won’t even be graded. And remember what you said, Kit. If you want a boyfriend, this is how you get one. You go where people are, and you mingle.”

“We don’t want to mingle.” Kit left her seat and once again sat with Fancy in her chair. “Not if it means being ripped from the side of my only sister!”

Madda huffed. “Stop being so dramatic; nobody’s trying to rip you apart.”

“Then why can’t we be in the same class?”

“This ain’t a discussion between me and you, Kit. This has already been decided. Classes start next Monday, but since Juneteenth’s on Monday, both your teachers said y’all can start Wednesday.”

“Next Wednesday?” Kit picked up the pitcher of orange juice and cocked back her arm.

“Christianne,” said Madda, her voice full of danger. “Throw my good pitcher, and I’m gone throw you right after it.”

Kit put the pitcher down.

“Look at me.” When Madda had Kit’s attention, she said, “I love that you and Fancy are so close. But it’s okay to be close to other people, too.”

“There are no other people! Are there, Fancy?”

Fancy, who had been watching in stunned silence, said, “People?” as though she’d never heard of such a thing. “They’re like dolls. Plastic and shiny and fake.”

“Like if you took out their batteries,” Kit said, “they’d fall over.”

“Exactly! Who cares about people? It’s not like they matter.”

It was Madda’s turn to stare at her daughters in disbelief. “Everybody matters. People aren’t toys. You can’t just . . .” She trailed off, and looked away from whatever she saw in Kit and Fancy’s eyes. “The people in this town matter as much as you or me. And the sooner y’all learn that, the better.”

 

FROM FANCY’S DREAM DIARY:

MADDA BROUGHT A YOUNG MAN HOME AND TOLD KIT AND ME THAT HE WOULD BE TAKING CARE OF US FROM NOW ON. THE MAN CLIPPED A LEASH TO KIT’S NECK AND TOOK HER OUT FOR A WALK. A FEW MINUTES LATER KIT CAME BACK ALONE AND WHEN MADDA ASKED HER WHAT HAPPENED, KIT GAVE HER THE LEASH WITH THE MAN’S SEVERED HAND DANGLING FROM THE END.



CHAPTER THREE


The sisters sat alone in the dark, shuttered living room, crammed together in a huge rocking chair. After bathing Franken, Kit hadn’t wanted to go to Bony Creek, and neither had Fancy, who felt much too raw.

“Classes, Fancy!” said Kit, rocking them violently. “Our whole summer ruined over two classes that we don’t even need!”

Fancy elbowed her sister in the ribs. “Hush.” It would take a lot to wake Madda, who was asleep in the back room, but Kit had a lot.

“Don’t tell me ‘hush.’”

“Did you put our allowances in the treasure chest?”

“The hell with money! Why am I the only one freaking out?”

A few bars of slanted light came through the shutters and glanced off the fish tank across the room, where a two-foot silver dragon fish cut through the water. It belonged to Madda, who’d named it Merlin and liked to watch it chase down and eat the live fish she fed it. Fancy understood that side of Madda, that small morbid streak. But she didn’t understand Madda’s desire to separate her and Kit. Fancy closed her eyes. “It’s not real to me. I can’t think about it.”

“You better think about it. Madda’s serious! She—”

Fancy’s eyes flew open. “Shh. Listen.”

The rocking stopped, and the sisters’ ears pricked at the sound they’d been waiting for: the telltale squeak of the mailbox opening.

They waited until they heard the mail truck roar to life and then fade in the distance before they burst out onto the front porch and into the summer heat.

Fancy quickly weeded out the bills and junk mail, placing them back into the rusty black box beneath the porch light. What was left over was the only thing that could have distracted the sisters from Madda’s summer-killing news: a bunch of handwritten envelopes with no return addresses.

They hurried into their room with the letters, and after Kit got the sun tea from the porch steps, they sat at the pink, flower-shaped tea table that overlooked the garden. Kit played an old record on the phonograph, which crackled and popped as some woman sang about another woman named Dinah Lee.

As Fancy added ice and sugar to the tea, Kit began to read:

“‘What I love about Guthrie Cordelle is that not only is he one of the few black serial killers, he’s one of the best ever. I am glad that black people are finally representing because the world needs to know that black people can be just as crazy if not crazier than white people.’”

The sisters looked at each other and giggled into their teacups. “That’s what ‘the world’ needs to know?” said Fancy.

“And she misspelled ‘representing.’ What a bozo. Oh, wait. This one has an address from Canada! ‘My uncle shot my aunt in the face. I’m sending you a piece from the shirt she was wearing that day. If you could send me something from one of Guthrie’s victims, that would be awesome. Best wishes, Albert. P.S. It doesn’t have to be bloody.’ How cool is that?” Kit studied the enclosed square of yellow fabric and sniffed the rusty brown splotches staining it. “Foreign fan mail, Fancy, and he wasn’t mean or crazy or anything.”

“Sane people don’t send bloody clothes through the mail.” Fancy tore off the Canadian postage stamp and placed it in the keepsake box on their desk filled with other such stamps from Algeria and Israel and Nepal. Daddy’s crime spree had made news all over the world.

“Would we have sent something to him?” Kit asked as Fancy came back to the table.

“Nope.” Fancy opened another letter. “Probably he’s just looking for something to sell. Like Franken was.”

“Maybe Albert’s lonely,” said Kit, almost stubbornly. “Maybe he wants to be friends.”

“You think people wanna be friends with us? Listen: ‘Your father is the devil himself and you girls are the devil’s spawn. He should have killed you instead of innocent God-fearing Christians.’”

Fancy showed Kit the letter, the angry dark slashes gouged into the notebook paper. “This is what people think of us. And Madda wants us to think they matter. What’s wrong?”

Kit was toying with the gold switchblade again, hitting it against the table. “You think Daddy did want to kill us?”

“Trying to understand Daddy is like trying to nail jelly to a tree.” Fancy turned away and swapped “Dinah Lee” for Cole Porter’s “Anything Goes.” She hated when Kit started obsessing over Daddy’s possible motives—you could talk and wonder for hours and never get anywhere. Daddy was a mystery.

“He couldn’t’ve wanted to,” Kit said, almost to herself. “It would’ve been easy as pie. Deep down he must’ve known that we’re just like him, and that’s why he let us live.”

“He let Madda live.

She’s not like us.” “She’s not like us and she doesn’t like us; otherwise she wouldn’t be trying to split us up.”

Fancy grabbed Kit’s fidgeting hands, forced them to be still. “Don’t talk like that, Kit.”

“Even if Madda does like us, she don’t like the real us. If she knew what we were really like, she’d turn on us like she turned on Daddy.” Fancy felt the tension ease from Kit’s hands. “At least I have you and Franken.”

Fancy dropped Kit’s hands as if they had suddenly become radioactive. “Franken?”

“I can be myself around him, too.” Kit gave her a surprised look. “What’s not to love about that?”

“You don’t love him,” said Fancy sharply. “You love cutting on him. Don’t confuse it.”

Kit put her switchblade away and poured herself more tea. “Well I ain’t confused about one thing: Nothing’ll ever split you and me up. Not classes, not Madda, not boys.”

“Not death,” Fancy added, relieved to hear Kit speaking sensibly.

Kit raised her pink cup to Fancy in salute. “Not even death. Not even Franken’s death.”

Fancy groaned. “Don’t start that again.”

“You said yourself we can’t keep Franken forever,” Kit insisted. “Sooner or later we’re gone have to get rid of him.”

Fancy sipped her tea thoughtfully, fascinated by the way Kit could speak of loving and killing someone in the same breath. But not fascinated enough to let her do anything stupid. “We got all these medical books, right? Maybe we can study up on how to cut out the part of Franken’s brain that remembers stuff. He won’t remember he was here. And we won’t go to jail.”

“A lobotomy?” Kit gave Fancy a surprised and admiring look. “Why can’t you think of awesome stuff like that all the time?”

“Bring me some more hostages,” said Fancy, “and I’ll make a list of fun things to do to them.”

“Oh, boy!” Kit jumped to her feet.

“I’m kidding.”

Kit dropped back onto her stool and opened another letter. “Spoilsport.”

A few days later Fancy finally convinced Kit to go to Bony Creek with her. The sisters parked their bikes near the slow-moving snake of water, which ran deep in the woods about a quarter of a mile from their house. The thick cover of leaves filtered the harsh afternoon sun, and so the light that made it to the forest floor was cool and green and harmless.

The sisters, in their swim clothes, weaved in and out of the trees. They seemed to have sprouted from the forest floor, with their reddish-brown skin the color of autumn leaves, as doe-eyed as the deer that occasionally wandered into their kitchen garden to snack.

“See anything?” asked Fancy over the trickle of water and birdsong.

“Sure.” Kit slapped a mosquito against her neck. “Poison ivy and deer crap and rocks. Oh, my!”

A scream of laughter shrilled from the forest, one ungodly yipping laugh . . . and then a chorus.

Fancy stopped dead, her skin rough with goose bumps, her peaceful slumbering forest now awake and heavy with malice. She whispered, “Cacklers? This far upsquare?”

Kit didn’t say anything, but as the laughter crescendoed, her frown grew darker.

Fancy had once overheard Big Mama speak of a man she’d lived next door to when she was a child, back in the fifties, a neighbor who had caught a cackler and kept it chained in his front yard like a pet for weeks. It had scared Big Mama to death to have to walk by it on her way to school. She’d said the worst part was how human it had looked, a slimy white mannequin with a pumpkin-sized head and pink eyes. It never barked or laughed or made any sound like cacklers normally do, but every time Big Mama passed her neighbor’s yard, the cackler followed her with its eyes and seemed to grin at her with a white, needle-toothed mouth that split its face ear to ear.

But one day on her way to school, Big Mama noticed that the cackler was gone. Instead her neighbor was chained in the yard by his throat, and the lower half of his body was simply gone. Eaten.

Fancy pulled on her sister’s arm. “Let’s go back.”

“Screw that.” Kit shook her off. “I ain’t letting some trespassing cackler run me outta my own woods.”

She turned slowly, as if she wanted the cacklers to get a good look at what they were laughing at.

“It’s two o’clock in the afternoon, creeps!” she shrieked, startling not only Fancy but the entire forest. “Does that sound like dinnertime? You think you can come into our woods and make a meal outta us? These are our woods! You hear me?

THESE ARE OUR WOODS!”

Silence.

Kit waited, scanning the dappled trees, animal-still, waiting for any excuse to strike. Fancy imagined the cacklers gathering their young and slinking away into a safer stretch of forest. Fancy couldn’t help but smile at her sister—Kit was such a badass.

When the silence continued unabated, Kit relaxed and said, “There’s one.”

Fancy grabbed Kit. “A cackler?”

“No, stupid girl, a fairy ring.”

Fancy followed Kit’s pointing finger to a circle of mushrooms, at least two feet in diameter, nearly hidden in a copse of dogwood trees. The mushrooms that formed the circle weren’t storybook-friendly red caps, but pig’s ears—slimy brown mushrooms that looked like the flesh of a creature had been scratched off and left to rot on the ground.

When Fancy curled her lip, Kit said, “Beggars can’t be choosers. Come on and let’s get this idiocy over with.” They made their way to the pig’s ears, and as they stood before the circle of mushrooms, a hawk screamed somewhere above them. Otherwise the woods were unnaturally silent, as though simply being near the fairy ring had moved the sisters at least halfway out of the world. Fancy could feel the laces of time and space wanting to unravel. She just had to find the right place to tug.

Fancy marked the starting point with a photo of Daddy taken a month before he’d been sent away. He was doing a muscleman pose with his shirt off, which was hilarious, because Daddy was almost as skinny as Kit.

“What’s the picture for?” Kit asked, watching Fancy position the photo just so against one of the mushrooms.

“To help me focus. Shh!” She looked at the picture for a long time, until she could almost see Daddy’s blood pumping through his biceps. She held the image in her mind, willing a door to open to him the way she’d tried to will herself to see him in the kinetoscope. Hopefully, today she’d have better luck.

“Ready?”

Kit rolled her eyes, which Fancy took as an affirmative.

“One, two, three, go.”

The sisters began walking in opposite directions around the outside of the fairy ring.

Fancy grabbed her sister. “Not that way. Counterclockwise.”

“We never go counterclockwise.”

“Maybe that’s why it’s never worked. Now come on.”

After a few minutes of circuitous walking, Kit said, “I feel like a dork.” She scowled at the hawk screeching in the treetop. “Like all the birds are laughing at us. How many times we gotta go around this thing?”

Fancy thought it over. “Thirty-six.”

“Thirty-six?”

“That’s how long it’s been since we last saw Daddy. Besides, three is a magic number, and thirty-six is a multiple of three.”

“There’s no such thing as magic.”

“Just do it, Kit.”

“What did I tell you about ordering me?”

Fancy looked over her shoulder. “You said somebody’s gotta do it, so it might as well be me.”

“Wow, is it Smart-ass Day?” Kit took a swipe at the back of Fancy’s head and only just missed. “You shoulda told me; I’d’ve brought you a present.”

Fancy squealed as Kit chased her around the fairy ring, managing to stay just ahead of her. “Just curtsy every time I walk by. That’ll be present enough.”

“Oooh, you think you bad?” Kit sang. “Huh? You think you bad?”

“Bad enough to make you mad,” Fancy sang back, laughing, then squealing as Kit grabbed at the middle of her back.

But the old playground rhyme came to an abrupt end as a storm-gray hawk swept out of the dogwood tree and attacked Fancy.

She shrieked and dropped to the ground, batting the hawk away with one arm, the other shielding her face from its vicious yellow talons.

“Come on, bird,” said Kit, yelling over the screeching hawk. “Everybody likes street rhymes. How about this one? Down down, baby, down down the roller coaster—”

“Kit!”

“Lemme sing to it.” Kit grabbed the bird under its long, pointed wings and flung it high into the air. “Music has charms to soothe the savage beast. Miss Mary Mack, Mack, Mack. All dressed in—”

“You are not charming that bird,” Fancy yelled as the hawk wheeled above the trees.

Instead of going back to its nest, the hawk zeroed in on the sisters again. But this time it dived for Kit, its hell-red eyes full of rage.

“Maybe it’s deaf,” said Kit, waiting patiently for the hawk, her switchblade in hand, but the hawk’s flight halted in midair.

The sisters gaped at the motionless bird in silence. It could have been stuffed and mounted, it was so unnaturally frozen, and centered directly over the fairy ring.

The fairy ring!

“It worked!” cried Fancy. She grabbed Kit. “We opened a door!”

Kit circled the hawk, careful to stay far from the mushrooms lest she get trapped as well. By the time she reached her sister’s side once again, she was frowning. “If that’s a door, why didn’t the bird disappear? It’s just stuck up there.”

“Maybe this is all we can see from our side. And where the bird is, it’s actually flying around and having a great time.”

“I don’t think so, Fancy.” Kit’s dubiousness had given way to shock. “Look at it.”

The hawk molted, shedding feathers as quickly as an illused feather duster. In no time it was nude, like a plucked chicken, its skin nubby and goose-pimply, as though without its feathers it had caught a chill. Seeing the hawk in this new, pathetic state made Fancy want to help, even though it had tried to kill her. She began to reach into the fairy ring—

“No!” Kit snatched her back. “You want me to stand here and watch that happen to you?”

What was happening was that the hawk was losing its flesh and bone the same way it had lost its feathers—huge chunks of it were simply falling away and hitting the ground inside the ring like rain. But the pieces weren’t staying on the ground. The flesh rapidly decomposed as soon as it touched the soil, until it had disappeared into the earth . . . and into the pig’s ears. The mushrooms were no longer slimy folds, but baseballsized balloons.
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