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For Ann, Tom, and Jocelyn Ingham—

who know the old Willis place far

better than I ever will




Chapter 1

“They’re coming, they’re coming!” My brother, Georgie, ran up the shady driveway, almost too excited to speak. “Hide, Diana! Hide!”

I didn’t need to ask who was coming. Scooping up my cat, Nero, I plunged into the tangle of vines and weeds lining the drive. Georgie was right behind me. Together we squatted down and watched a pickup slowly approach, bumping over the ruts. The sun and leaves patterned the windshield, hiding the people inside. Their belongings were piled haphazardly in the truck bed, held in place with ropes. Wedged among mattresses, bed frames, chests, tables, and stacks of cardboard boxes, a big golden dog panted and lurched around, excited by the smells of the woods.

“The new caretaker,” I whispered. “Who’s in the truck with him?”

Beside me, Nero tensed his long black body and twitched his tail, his green eyes wide with curiosity.

Georgie was still breathing hard from running to warn me. “A girl about your age. I couldn’t see her very well, but the man got out of the truck to unlock the gate. He was tall and skinny and he was wearing baggy shorts. His legs were long and white.” Georgie almost choked with laughter. “And he had big knobby knees.”

I giggled. “He sounds like the heron we see at the pond.”

“Yes, that’s exactly what he looked like—long neck, pointed nose, and his hair stuck up in a crest.” Georgie bumped against me, his shoulders shaking with laughter. “Heron Man, that’s what we’ll call him.”

“Shh, shh,” I hushed him. “The dog’s looking this way.”

The dog barked, but no one in the truck noticed. I imagined he barked often. Dogs are foolish. They bark so much at nothing that people don’t pay attention, even when they should.

The truck passed us. I glimpsed the driver’s birdy profile and suppressed a giggle. Soundlessly we followed the truck, keeping the trees and brambles between us and the lane. We knew where it was going.

The truck slowed almost to a stop as it approached the house. The old Willis place everyone called it, though its true name was Oak Hill Manor. The front lawn was a field of knee-high weeds and thistles the size of small trees. Paint peeled from the front door and wood trim. The steps and porch had rotted long ago. Shutters hung crooked from the boarded windows; some had fallen off and leaned against the house. Slates from the roof littered the yard. Two tall double chimneys tilted to the right, giving the place an unstable look, as if it might topple over at any moment in a tumble of bricks.

I wondered how much the new caretaker had been told about the old Willis place. Georgie and I had been watching the house long enough to learn quite a bit. For instance, we knew the owner, Miss Lilian Willis, had been dead for about ten years. It was common knowledge she hadn’t left a will, so the county owned the property now. Workmen had patched up the house in a temporary way, covering the windows with plywood and draping the leaky roof with sheets of heavy blue plastic. They’d put chains and padlocks on the doors and posted “No Hunting, No Trespassing” signs at the gate.

They’d also hired a caretaker to live in a trailer parked near the house. He hadn’t done much work or stayed long. Neither had the others the county hired, one after another, too many now to remember all their names. Maybe night noises scared them—the barking of foxes, the shrill screech of owls, the rustle of unseen deer in the woods. Maybe they didn’t care for the solitude. Maybe they believed in ghosts. Or came to believe in them. At any rate, after a few months, one would leave and a week or so later another would come. Where the county found them I can’t imagine. They were a sorry lot. Old and grumpy. Lazy, too.


Now we had a new caretaker to spy on. And he had a daughter. I could hardly wait to learn more about her. What books did she read? What games did she play? What did she do when she thought no one was watching? If only she could be my friend, if only—

Georgie interrupted my daydreams with a jab of his elbow. “When do you think they’ll get out of that truck?” he whispered, full of impatience as usual. “Heron Man just sits there and talks and talks.”

“He must be telling the girl about the house,” I said. “And Miss Lilian.”

Georgie cowered beside me, suddenly fearful. “Don’t say that name, Diana. It’s bad luck.” As he spoke, he peered at the house’s boarded windows. Nothing moved except the vines rippling over the walls and the shadows they made.

I shivered, knowing my brother was right. We never spoke the old woman’s name out loud, just as we never went too close to her house. Miss Lilian was the snake in the garden, the witch in the gingerbread house, someone to fear even though she was dead.

At last, the truck moved on and parked next to the trailer. We scurried after it and hid in a thicket of dead vines and pokeweed. Unseen, we watched the man and his daughter get out of the truck.

As Georgie had said, the man was just as tall and scrawny as a person can be, a human heron if I’d ever seen one. His shorts looked three sizes too big and so did his T-shirt. But he had a pleasant face and a nice smile.

I knew at a glance he wasn’t like the other caretakers. Which made him more dangerous, I supposed. He was the sort who noticed things.

The girl was pretty, small and slender, about eleven or twelve years old. My age. Her hair hung down her back, smooth and wavy, so dark it shone with blue highlights in the sun.

The first thing the girl did was get the dog out of the truck. He was a big mutt, part golden retriever, part shepherd maybe. I couldn’t tell if he was fierce or not, but he hadn’t caught scent of Georgie and me yet.

“Give MacDuff some water,” her father said, “but keep him tied, Lissa. I don’t want him running off into the woods.”

“Lissa,” I murmured. It was a pretty name—a whisper, a sighing sound like a breeze blowing through a field of wheat.

I watched Lissa tie MacDuff to a tree and bring him a bowl of water. Leaving the dog lapping sloppily, she helped her father lift a shiny blue bicycle off the truck.

“A bike.” Georgie nudged me. “Wouldn’t you love to ride it?”

He didn’t bother to hide the longing in his voice. Our bikes had disappeared a long time ago, soon after the bad thing happened. Despite the warm fall sunshine, I shivered at the memory.

“Maybe she’ll leave it outside,” I said, “and we can borrow it after dark for a moonlight ride.”

“We could go a long way on a bike like that,” Georgie said. “Miles and miles, on and on and on—”

“Yes, all the way to the gate and back,” I reminded him.

He sighed and plucked a blade of grass to chew on. “I know, I know. I was just daydreaming, that’s all.” He sounded so sad that I was sorry I’d said anything. But I couldn’t let him forget the rules.

Lissa leaned her bike against a shed. “Will it be safe here, Dad?” she asked.

“Sure,” he said. “We’re a mile from the road, and the gate’s locked. Who’d take it?”

Georgie and I pressed our hands over our mouths to keep from laughing out loud. They’d learn soon enough what was safe and what wasn’t.

“Give me a hand with some of these boxes, Lissa,” her father said.

We watched them come and go, carrying things into the trailer. To Georgie the best thing was the television. What pleased me most were the books, boxes and boxes of them. It had been a long time since I’d had anything new to read. Or anyone to talk to but my brother.

Without thinking, I said, “Wouldn’t it be fun to be friends with Lissa?”


Georgie stared at me, wide-eyed with shock. “Friends? We can’t be friends with her. You know that, Diana.”

I gazed past him at the trailer. I’d never wanted to break the rules before. Not once. For as long as I’d known what we could and couldn’t do, I’d accepted the rules completely. I’d stayed hidden, I’d never gone beyond the gate at the end of the drive, I’d kept away from Miss Lilian’s house. But now, for the first time, I was tempted.

I looked at Georgie. “How can it hurt to have a friend?”

He scowled. “I can’t ride that bike past the gate, and you can’t have a friend. We’re not allowed.”

Suddenly angry, I pinched his arm. “What can happen if just one little time—”

Georgie pulled away and rubbed his arm. “You’d better not talk like that,” he whispered. “You’ll ruin everything.”

“Ruin everything?” I glared at him. “It seems to me everything’s already ruined.”

Without answering, Georgie moved deeper into the shade. Behind him, the sun shone on a field where corn once grew. My brother and the trees were dark against the brilliance.

“Where are you going?” I was torn between following him and staying where I was, watching Lissa and her father.

“Nowhere.” Then he was gone.

Sometimes Georgie was such a baby. I hadn’t really hurt him. One little pinch. He deserved it for being such a spoilsport. Who did he think he was, telling me what to do? I was older than he was. He had no right to boss me around. If I wanted to break the rules, he couldn’t stop me. So I stayed put, with Nero beside me.

Through the trailer’s open windows, I heard Lissa and her father debating where to put their things. I’d been inside and knew how small it was—two bedrooms, a tiny bathroom, a small kitchen, an eating area, and a living room. It was good they didn’t have much furniture.

After a while, Lissa’s father took the dog inside. I heard Lissa showing him his new sleeping place. “Right here in Daddy’s room,” she said. “I wish you could sleep in my room, but it’s not big enough.”

I waited a while, but when Lissa didn’t come back outside, I slipped into the woods to find my brother. He’d gone to our hideout, an old shed almost covered by the wild grape, honeysuckle, and brambles growing around and over it.

When he saw me, he frowned. “What do you want?”

“I’m sorry I pinched you.” I squatted beside him on the shed’s dirt floor. “But you made me mad.”

Georgie rubbed his arm. “You hurt me. Your fingernails are sharp.”

I looked at my nails. Georgie was right. I’d let them grow long and sharp like claws. I flexed my fingers and made scratching motions like a cat. “Pfssst,” I hissed at him.

Georgie edged away as if he didn’t quite trust me. “You won’t really break the rules, will you?”


“I’m sick to death of those stupid rules,” I said. “Aren’t you?

Georgie shrugged and picked up a stick. I watched him practice writing his name in the dirt. “I don’t want to get in trouble,” he said. “I don’t want to be punished. Things could be worse, you know.”

I sighed. It was hopeless to argue with Georgie. “But don’t you miss friends and—”

Georgie pressed his warm hand over my mouth. “We promised not to talk about those things.”

I pulled away from him. “But—”

“We promised, Diana!” Georgie got to his feet and covered his ears with his hands. If I said one more word, he’d run off again.

“All right,” I said, “all right. Forget Lissa.” Which of course I had no intention of doing.

Georgie grinned in relief. “Let’s go down to the creek and catch minnows. It’s cool and shady there.”

I followed him across a field grown wild with milkweed and goldenrod. Purple-crowned thistles shot skyward. Bees droned around us, eager to get the last of the nectar before winter set in.

We saw a vixen and her kits playing in a hollow near their den. They watched us pass without running for cover. We meant them no harm and they knew it.

“You’d better be careful,” Georgie called to the foxes. “A new caretaker has come. The last one set traps, remember?”

“And the one before that had a shotgun,” I added.

The vixen pricked up her ears as if she intended to take heed of our warning. The kits tumbled about her feet, yelping and nipping at each other, too young to listen. What was danger? What were rules?They had no idea.

We passed a family of rabbits grazing on clover; a groundhog; a deer and her fawn. We told them what we’d told the foxes. It was silly, I supposed, but it made us feel better. We knew how to spring traps and ruin a hunter’s aim, but we had no idea if we’d need our skills this time. We hadn’t learned the ways of the new caretaker. But we’d find out, the way we always did—by watching and following . . . and waiting.


Chapter 2

When it was almost dark, Georgie and I sneaked back to the trailer. No matter how risky it was, we couldn’t stay away. This time it was the smell of food cooking that drew us to the edge of the woods.

Lissa and her father were sitting at a sagging old picnic table that had been in the yard as long as the trailer. The wood was silver gray with age. Every caretaker who’d lived on the farm had carved his initials in the top. Georgie and I had carved ours more than once, using a jackknife we’d stolen from Mr. Wagner, one of the first caretakers. As Georgie had said, the old man could always get another one.

While hamburgers sizzled on a grill, Lissa sliced tomatoes. MacDuff watched eagerly, hoping a burger would come his way. Barely containing his appetite, he inched forward, making a little squeaky crying sound.

“Get back, MacDuff,” Lissa’s dad said.

MacDuff cried a little harder but backed off.


“Lie down, boy.”

MacDuff obeyed, but he never took his eyes off those burgers.

Neither did Georgie.

With watering mouths, we watched Lissa and her father eat their dinner. I was glad to see they gave MacDuff his very own burger. But I wished, oh, how I wished, they’d give Georgie and me one, too. It would be so lovely to sink our teeth into hot juicy food again.

But the rules were the rules. They had to be obeyed. No burgers for us. Not tonight, not ever.

Heron Man smiled at Lissa. “Well, what do you think of our new home?”

“It’s kind of spooky,” she said slowly. “We’ve never lived in a place like this. No neighbors. Just woods and fields and that scary old house. I don’t know if I’m going to like it or not.

“It will be a great place to write, though,” her father said. “I might actually finish my novel here.”

Lissa frowned. “What am I supposed to do while you sit at your computer?”

“You’ll have your schoolwork,” he said. “And three hundred acres of land to explore. You and MacDuff will have a lovely time.”

“How about friends? I’ll never meet anybody way out here.” She leaned across the table. “If I could go to school, real school, I’d—”


Heron Man shook his head. “You’ll get a much better education at home. School grinds kids down, destroys their minds and their imaginations. Makes them into conformists, unable to think for themselves—”

“Okay, okay!” Lissa got to her feet. “I’ve heard it all before.” Gathering her plate and glass, she went inside. Bang! went the door.

Heron Man sat at the table for a while. By now it was too dark to see his face, just the sharp outline of his nose and his crest of hair. In the kitchen, Lissa ran water in the sink and began washing dishes with a lot of clattering.

Georgie nudged me. “What’s wrong with her? She should be happy she doesn’t have to go to school.”

I sighed, too embarrassed to tell him how much I missed school myself—not arithmetic or geography or social studies, but reading and drawing and playing with my friends at recess. I missed my favorite teacher, Miss Perry, and my best friend, Jane, and a red-haired boy named Stephen. I missed jump rope and dodge ball and field trips. I even missed the cafeteria food.

Heron Man gathered his dishes and went inside. Through the kitchen window, I saw him give Lissa a kiss on the cheek. “There’s a YMCA not far from here,” he said. “I’ll sign you up for gymnastics. Would you like that?”

Lissa gave him a hug, and they finished the dishes together. When they’d dried the last fork, Heron Man said, “Shall we see if the television works?”


“TV,” Georgie whispered, “oh, let them watch TV. I’ve missed it since Mr. Potter left. He kept the TV on all night long. Remember? We could see and hear everything.”

I smiled, remembering the fun we’d had watching TV through the window while Mr. Potter dozed in his armchair. Sometimes Georgie sneaked inside and changed channels with the remote. Mr. Potter snored away, never suspecting a thing. Finally, Georgie decided to steal the remote to save himself the trouble of climbing through the window every night.

When he woke up, Mr. Potter noticed the remote’s disappearance and wasted hours searching for it, cursing up a storm the whole time. Then Georgie got the bright idea to change channels while Mr. Potter was awake. Sometimes he turned the volume up; sometimes he turned it down; sometimes he’d switch the TV off, then back on. I couldn’t help feeling a little sorry for Mr. Potter.

Not too long after Georgie stole the remote, Mr. Potter quit. We heard him tell the property manager the solitude was driving him insane. He was going to stop drinking, he said, and straighten his life out. Georgie and I felt good about helping Mr. Potter reform.

Lissa’s answer disappointed Georgie. “I think I’ll just go to bed and read for a while,” she said. “I’m tired, Daddy.”

He yawned. “I’m pretty done in myself. We’ve had a big day.”


The kitchen light went off and the bathroom light came on. In a few moments, the light in the small bedroom came on, too.

Without a word, Georgie and I sneaked across the yard to Lissa’s room. We’d peeked in the windows many times before, often with pranks in mind. To make things easier, we’d hidden cinder blocks in strategic places. Standing on them, we could look in any window except the one in the bathroom, which was higher than the others. Of course, we wouldn’t have looked in the bathroom even if we could have. People deserve some privacy.

Lissa was already in bed. The grumpy old men caretakers had used her room for storage, but now it was clean and neat. A green and yellow rag rug covered most of the old linoleum tile. A small desk, a narrow bookcase, and a white dresser with a mirror were crammed into the tiny space, along with Lissa’s bed, painted white to match the dresser. She’d made a little nest of pillows and quilts and stuffed animals, and she looked cozy and comfortable snuggled into it, a book propped up on her knees.

After a while, Georgie nudged me. “Let’s go for a ride on her bike.”

We climbed down quietly from the cinder block and ran silently across the yard to the shed. The bike leaned against the wall, its chrome handlebars bright in the moonlight.

“Do you remember how to ride?” Georgie whispered.


“Of course.” I walked the bike to the long dirt driveway leading away from the house. “Wait here. I’ll go first.”

“It was my idea,” Georgie said. “I should go first.”

“This bike is different from your old Schwinn. It has gears and hand brakes like the Raleigh I used to have. Let me try it first and then I can show you how everything works.”

Georgie scowled and stuffed his hands in his pockets. “It’s not fair. You aren’t the queen of the world.”

“No, not of the whole world.” I straddled Lissa’s bike. “Just the queen of Oak Hill Manor.”

With that I pushed off and left Georgie behind. Ahead of me, the drive tunneled between massive oaks, dark with shadows, but lit here and there with patches of moonlight. The bike bounced over ruts. The cool night breeze blew in my face, bringing with it the smells of damp earth and fallen leaves. Exhilarated by speed, I hunched over the handlebars and pedaled hard. I imagined myself riding around the world, flying to the moon, coasting down the Milky Way. Like Georgie, I yearned to escape—to leave Oak Hill Manor forever.

Five deer surprised me. They stood in the middle of the drive, their eyes on me, unsure what to do. I swerved around them as they dashed into the woods, graceful as gazelles. Somehow I managed to control the bike, but my dream of flying vanished into the shadows with the deer.

The drive emerged from the trees into a grassy area. Just ahead was the locked gate and its “No Trespassing,” “Private Property,” “Keep Out” signs. Beyond was the road—and the rest of the world.

I laid the bike down in the weeds and went to the fence. Hidden in the underbrush, I watched the cars speed by, their headlights sweeping over me. Every year there was more traffic, more people, more houses. Where fields and woods had once been, homes had sprung up. I could see their lights across the highway.

Suddenly, Georgie was beside me. “You said you’d come right back!”

I turned to him. “Don’t you wonder where all those people are going? Look at them, just driving and driving.”

“I wish we were in one of those cars, going far, far away,” Georgie said. “To California, maybe. Wouldn’t you love to see the Pacific Ocean?”

I patted his shoulder. “Yes, but—”

Georgie’s smile faded and he leaned against the fence, watching the headlights go by. “Don’t say it,” he said sadly. “I know, I know.”

“Hey,” I said, “it’s your turn to ride the bike.”

Turning my back to the road and the cars, I picked up the bike and held it steady for Georgie. His legs weren’t quite long enough, so he had to stand up to pedal.

“Don’t shift the gears,” I told him. “They work fine just the way they are. If you need the brakes, squeeze these.” I put his hands on the levers. “But don’t squeeze hard. If you stop too fast, you’ll go right over the handlebars.”


As he started to pedal back toward the house, I called after him, “Go slow at first. Get used to the feel of it. Your Schwinn was much heavier.”

“Don’t boss me,” Georgie said. “I know how to ride a bike.”

“And watch out for deer,” I added. “I almost hit one.”

This time he ignored me. Wobbling from side to side, he pedaled into the dark tunnel of trees. I ran after him, but he was soon out of sight. A few seconds later, I heard the bike’s bell, followed by a loud crash and my brother’s cry.

By the time I found Georgie, he’d righted the bicycle. “There was a fox in the drive,” he said tearfully. “I missed him, but I smashed into that tree.”

Georgie hadn’t hurt himself, but the bike’s front wheel was twisted and the tire was flat. “Nobody can ride it now.” He gave the bike a kick. “Flimsy old thing.”

If he hadn’t looked so upset, I would have pinched him for ruining our moonlight bike rides when they’d barely begun. “Why couldn’t you have been more careful?”

“I’m sorry,” he mumbled.

I yanked the bike away from him. “Now what do we do?”

“Put it back where it was,” he suggested. “Maybe they won’t notice right away.”

I shook my head. “We’ll hide it. They’ll think someone stole it.”

Georgie brightened. “Maybe Lissa’s dad will buy her a new one.”


“Maybe.” Pushing the bike ahead of me, I followed a deer trail deep into the woods. When I came to the creek, I shoved the bike down the bank and watched it splash into the water. It came to rest behind a clump of pokeberries. No one would find it there.

Without another word, we left the bike where it had fallen and headed for home.
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