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  Dedication

 

 

To all who are courageous enough to open their minds to new possibilities.


  Introduction

 

 

1905

Grand Island, New York

 

I am thirteen years old. I am a ghost, and this is my story.

            —Letticia (Lettie) Cahill

 

 

 

 




  Chapter 1: Slowly Rising

 

 

            I didn’t know I was dead. Not at first anyway. I was in church, the church my family always attended, but something was different.

            People filled every single pew and those without pews filled every corner of the church. Children, too big for their parents’ laps, sat on them anyway. Everyone was wailing. Maybelle, my very best friend, the loudest of all. It sounded like the revival meeting I once sneaked into.

            Only my family’s pew, the one next to Maybelle’s, was empty.

            “Never before has anything like this ever happened on Grand Island,” someone said.

            “A disaster. Nothing left of the entire family,” another said.

            “What’s going on,” I asked as I drifted through the crowded church. No one would answer me.

            The minister looked up from the pulpit. He cleared his throat, then again more loudly until the wailing subsided.

            “Why did such a tragic fire take an entire family?” He turned to look at the coffins beside him: two adult sized and three child sized. Everyone waited to hear more.

            “We are here today to put to rest the souls of this beautiful family.”

            I couldn’t remember which families had five people so I came to the front of the church and looked at the cards tacked on top of the two larger coffins. My eyes opened wide. “No, it can’t be. Not my mother and father.” I collapsed on my mother’s coffin sobbing. Tears rolled down my cheeks. My nose ran. I lifted the hem of my dress and wiped the snot from my face. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered any more.

            The minister continued on with his sermon like I was invisible.

            After a while, terrified of what I might see on the other coffins, I forced myself over to them to look. “Thomas and Elroy,” my brothers’ names were written on cards on the next two narrow boxes. And then I read the card on the last one, “Letticia and Sarah.”

            “No. Not my baby sister Sarah. And not me. I’m Lettie and I’m not dead. I can’t be.” I rushed to the minister. “Look at me, I’m here. Look at me.” But he didn’t. He just went on with his sermon. I looked out over the packed church. “Someone, anyone, please see me.”

            No one did. I was so angry.

            The service ended with everyone saying amen. I looked up. My mother and father and my brothers and baby sister, all almost invisible, were slowly rising from their closed coffins.

            “Come Lettie, come with us,” my mother pleaded holding her arms out to me.

            “No, I’m not dead. I can’t be,” I screamed as she, along with the rest of my family, faded into nothingness.

            Men lifted the coffins and carried them outside. People quietly filed out behind them. Maybelle and her family followed the others. I reached out to take her hand. My hand went through hers. She continued walking.

            Could I really be dead? I hurried back into the church calling to my family. I was too late. They had gone without me.

* * *

            I went back outside, and watched as the men lifted the two larger coffins onto one wagon and the three smaller ones onto another. Behind the wagons, the entire village of mourners; men, women, and children, made their way to the Whitehaven Cemetery. Even Harold, the brattiest boy in school and usually alone, shuffled alongside the others.

            Maybelle and I used to ride my horse, Buck, over to this cemetery just to read the sayings on the tombstones. We planned what ours would say when we got to be very old and died. Our favorite was “they were best friends, where one went the other wasn’t far behind.” We figured that we would both have husbands and children but we’d stay best friends and live to be old women. And whoever died first, the other would die shortly after of a broken heart. We even made a pinky promise.

            I watched wordlessly as the men placed my father’s coffin, and then my mother’s, on the ground beside the open graves. Then, one by one, my brothers’ coffins were placed beside my father’s. The last one, the one they said contained me and Sarah, was put beside my mother’s.

            “Pity, no next of kin at the funeral,” a woman whispered.

            The woman next to her whispered back, “Poor Mr. Cahill’s sister is the only one left. And she couldn’t be contacted. Off on some sort of expedition or something. Can you imagine, a single woman traipsing across the country?”

            They were talking about my Aunt Catherine.

            As the men lowered the coffin marked for me and Sarah into an open grave, Maybelle’s heart-wrenching sobs brought her to her knees. “No. That’s not how it’s supposed to be. Lettie is supposed to grow old with me.”

            “You remembered our pledge,” I said, crying with her. “I didn’t mean to break it. I don’t know what happened. Please don’t be mad at me. I need you to be my friend.”

            Maybelle wiped her eyes and looked around. Mrs. Phillips helped her to her feet. “Mother, Lettie’s still here. I can sense her presence.”

            Maybelle’s mother embraced her. “Honey, Lettie is with her mother and father and her little brothers and she’s buried with Sarah. You know how much she loved her baby sister. She wouldn’t have wanted her to be alone.” 

            Now I was pleading again. “No! I’m not with Sarah. Look at me pleeease. I’m here Mrs. Phillips. Pleeease.”

            A mound of dirt had been piled near each open grave and now the men shoveled the dirt back into the holes, over the remains of my family. Only I knew that their souls were not in those boxes, and neither was mine.

            Autumn winds swirled the red, orange, and yellow leaves about. And the minister said something about returning to dust.

            The men staked a simple wood cross at the head of each fresh grave. I read the names and dates from birth to death. Ben, my father, was 46 years old. Beatrice, my mother was 43. My fingers traced the crudely chiseled letters that spelled out the word sisters. Sarah had just turned one and I had turned thirteen. We shared the same birthday. And my little brothers, I sighed. Thomas was eleven and Elroy, only eight.

* * *

            All of the mourners headed back to the church where planks had been put on sawhorses to make tables large enough to accommodate the community. Some of the women had stayed behind to put out the food they had brought earlier. The delicious aroma of cornbread wafted upward. Memories of my mother standing over the stove and pouring her batter into the hot, sizzling, cast iron skillet came to me. I could almost taste her buttery cornbread with its crisp golden edges.

            I saw Maybelle’s mother and father, and her sisters too, but Maybelle wasn’t there. I wondered if she really felt my presence at the cemetery and needed to be alone.

            Alone. I’d never been alone in my whole life. Now I was. What was I supposed to do?

 

 

 

 




  Chapter 2: Lettie’s Image

 

 

            I thought of finding Maybelle, but the river, one of my favorite places, called to me. And so, I was there. The surprising thing about that was that I wasn’t surprised. It seemed so natural to just sort of drift around. Being dead felt strange, but not in a bad way. I felt like I was still me, but invisible.

            The sky was clear, blue. The winds had stopped. A red rowboat tied to a mooring bobbed in the water. Tiny waves rippled at its side, yet its reflection was a mirror image of the boat, color and all. I lay down on my stomach, on a bed of crisp autumn leaves. A smooth quartz rock, in the shape of a small heart, lay near the river’s edge. I reached for it, only to have my fingers go right through it.

            I leaned over the river’s edge to see my likeness. The tips of my reddish brown curls reached the water as they fell forward over my shoulders, but I couldn’t see even a faint image of myself in the still water. And when I sat up, my hair was dry. If I tried to describe what I felt like just then, I’d have to say like a misty figure, or a wispy cloud. Had I become a ghost? Was there really such a thing?

            According to my Aunt Catherine, there were. She once told me that she had one living right in her house.

            Aunt Catherine was Father’s older sister, by ten years. She was so pretty, even when she wasn’t wearing make-up or fussing with her hair like most ladies did. Mother worried about her because she was single and lived alone.

            “Until I find a suitor worthy of me, single is how I will remain,” she told Mother.

            Mother had shrugged. “I guess we have a free spirit in our family.”

            I’d secretly thought it was wonderful that she could be a free spirit. I burst into laughter as I thought of that. The word spirit had taken on a whole new meaning for me since I became one.

            Anyway, Maybelle, me, and Aunt Catherine had been sitting on the porch shucking corn for dinner one early evening when she said, “Have you heard of The Bell Witch?”

            Maybelle and I moved closer to her. We loved hearing her stories.

            “She appeared on the farm of the Bell family in Tennessee in 1817, in the shape of a weird animal. Some people believed she was a good spirit sent to help the family.” Then she whispered, “Some said she was an evil spirit and was responsible for the death of the father of the Bell family.”

            Mother came out to the porch. “Cat, you stop filling these girls’ heads with such nonsense.”

            “It isn’t nonsense. I read about her in the library. According to some she was invisible, but able to speak. Other people insisted that, on occasion, she’d materialized into a huge bird and had flown away.”

            Mother shook her head and sighed. “It’s folklore, a legend. Nothing more.”

            I believed Mother. Still, later that night, I put a sheet over my head and walked slowly toward Thomas and Elroy saying, “I am the Bell Witch ghost, I’ve come to haunt you.”

            Terrified, they both ran away from me. I thought it was funny at the time, but now that I’m dead and yet I’m still on earth, I’m not so sure.

            I needed to find Maybelle.

 

 

 

 




  Chapter 3: Return to the Farm

 

 

            I floated above the road that would lead me past my farm and to Maybelle’s house, but when I came around the bend, I stopped.

            All that remained of the plank farmhouse my pappa had so lovingly built, was the doorframe, the cast iron stove, and the fireplace with its soot blackened chimney. Father had been so proud of that fireplace. It had taken him months to find just the right stones. He’d built it almost like a puzzle with each piece fitting neatly near the ones around it.

            Over the empty shell that had been my home, a smokey smell hung in the air. Yet, beyond what had once been our back wall, the Niagara River twinkled in the sunlight.

            I turned away from the brightness and ambled through the green fields and the pasture land that lay beyond the front door.

            We’d harvested our crops of hay, wheat, and corn that had grown nearby. Our cold harvest crops: lettuce, spinach, carrots, and the other vegetables, still stood strong. Father had lined up a crew of workers to help pick when the time was right, and then, like always, he’d planned to plow under the stubble and residue so, he’d said, “it could decompose and release nutrients and the fields would be clean and ready for planting next season.”

            Only now there would be no next season.

            The fields hadn’t always looked like this. My grandpa had moved his family to Grand Island and purchased this land in 1849. I’d heard the story of how he’d done the exhausting work of felling all of the trees, and, with the aid of a team of oxen, he’d pulled out all of the stumps and burned all of the brush so that he could plant his crops. But he’d left one great white oak. It was so majestic, that when he cleared the rest of the land, he didn’t have the heart to cut it down.

            The tree stood in our front yard. When I was little, my father attached rope to one of its branches and made me a swing. Grandpa died before I was born but sometimes, as I swung high up to the sky, I’d feel him near me and sometimes, I could almost hear him laughing. When I told Mother, she said I was making it up.

            The swing moved slowly back and forth in the gentle breeze. I made my way to it, and pictured myself sitting down on the worn wood seat and leaning way back to pump my feet. I must have risen up to the sky on this very swing a million times when I was alive. I tried to take hold of the rope on each side and pump now as I always had, only this time, I couldn’t. The swing just continued to move slowly in the breeze.

            Why hadn’t I gone with my family, and why hadn’t they come back for me? Furious at myself and at them, I shrieked as loud as I could. A couple of bluebirds perched on a nearby branch flew away.

            “Mother, Father,” I pleaded, “Come back for me. I’m sorry I was so stubborn. I don’t want to be here without you. I don’t know what to do, where to go. No one even knows I’m here.”

            But someone did know.

            Buck, neighing, trotted over to the swing. He’d taken a liking to me when Father had bought him and allowed me to ride him while he’d bucked everyone else off. That’s how he’d gotten the name Buck. I reached out to stroke his neck. He curled his upper lip and bolted away. He did that when he was frightened. I whistled. Slowly he returned to the swing only to bolt again when I tried to touch the white stripe that ran down his dark brown face.

            “Please God,” I prayed, “let this be a dream. Let me wake up at home with Mother and Father. My brothers can be as bratty as they want to be and I’ll love them anyway. And I’ll change all of Sarah’s diapers. And I’ll be the best daughter anyone ever had. I promise.”

            Buck circled the area and then, tentatively, returned to me. “Oh Buck, I don’t understand any of this.” He stood beside me and whinnied, his ears pointed straight at me.

* * *

            I turned at the sound of hoofs as a group of men rode down the dirt road that crossed our property and passed what had been my home. “Damn shame,” one of the men said blowing his nose.

            “Good people, god-fearing,” another said, his voice breaking as he held back tears.

            “Enough already. What happened happened,” a third man said.

            I hadn’t recognized the first or second voices but I did recognize the third, my neighbor, Claude Dunst, and I didn’t like the feeling I got. Neither did Buck. He looked toward Mr. Dunst, curled his lip, then bolted away. Dunst’s horse side stepped and he almost fell off before he tightened his grip on one of the reins. “That was strange. Something spooked my horse,” he said.

            That man never did or said anything to me that was wrong but whenever he was near I felt like something was crawling over my skin. He was just so all-around nasty. And he never showed any kindness to his animals either. That’s how I judge people, by the way they treat their animals.

            Claude Dunst had been trying to get Father to sell our land to him for the longest time. Over the years, lots of people had shown an interest in our property, but this neighbor was most persistent. Father told me it was because our land, on the north-west side of the island, near the Niagara River, was prime. Most of the other farms on Grand Island were inland. Bars, saloons, and swimming coves bordered the island’s coast, along with the big fancy summer homes wealthy people from Buffalo were building.

            After my grandfather purchased his land, the Beaver Island Club, the first private club, was built on the southern tip of the island. Grover Cleveland, the president of the United States, became a member of that club. That was in 1893, just after I was born.

* * *

            The winds off Lake Erie picked up as I floated above my swing. The sky darkened. I know that fall evenings come with a chill in the air, and yet, I didn’t feel cold.

 

 

 

 




  Chapter 4: A Day With Mother

 

 

            I slid off the swing feeling the full skirt of my new blue dress bellow up around me. How long ago had it been since Mother and I had taken the ferry to Buffalo and then the trolley to AM&A’s Department Store to choose the material for this very dress. I remembered the feel of the lace trim, and the sleeves that puffed out at my upper arms. “Mutton chop sleeves. The latest style,” Mother told me. She’d worked so hard to copy the dress from the picture in the Townsend’s Quarterly.

            There had been fabrics for walking out dresses, street attire, and evening gowns. Mother had been so patient as I touched one piece of yard goods and then another before I finally settled on the thin-striped blue gingham. Then Mother led me to the trim section. Your first grown-up dress surely needs lace for the bodice and skirt,” Mother said

            With a big grin on my face, I’d watched the sales lady carefully fold and wrap our purchases in brown paper and tie our package with string.

            It wasn’t often that I got to go all the way to Buffalo. I loved the tall buildings and the lights on Main Street. And I loved seeing the trolley tracks that crisscrossed the paved streets and the new horseless carriages that only rich people could afford. I’d skipped along with Mother, happy to stop just to look in the window of the McArthurs Confectionary Shop, and drool as I had on previous trips. We’d never entered the establishment before but on that day, Mother took my hand and led me toward the entrance.

            “Are you sure Mother?” I whispered.

            “It isn’t every day that my first born daughter turns thirteen.”

            We sat at a small, linen-covered table for two. I sat up straight. Trying to act more grown-up, I had suppressed my excitement—until Arthur McArthur served us ice cream in long-stemmed glasses. Then my eyes opened wide. The ice cream was heaped up to the top of my glass. I took great care to trim off the edges so as not to lose a drop.

            Besides ice cream, McArthurs made candies and sugar coated fruit and nuts. Some people called them sweetmeats but I couldn’t understand why. They had no meat in them. McArthurs also sold newspapers and tobacco.

            “What do you think the boys would like,” Mother had asked when there wasn’t another lick to be had in my glass.

            I went to the display case and studied all of the hard candies, the candied fruits, nuts, and toffee. And I chose two pieces of molasses, and two of maple candy, for each brother. Mother also bought a newspaper and a can of tobacco for Father’s clay pipe.

 

 

 

 




  Chapter 5: Buck Stops at Dunst’s House

 

 

            Remembering my perfect day with Mother, I began to cry again. And I cried until I couldn’t cry any more. Buck had returned and was grazing nearby. He raised his head, neighed and came closer to my voice. I dried my eyes on the sleeve of my dress. Then I reached out for him once more. This time he didn’t shy away. I tried to bury my head in his mane but I couldn’t feel it.

            “Let’s go to Maybelle,” I said remembering how I used to take Buck’s mane and swing myself up and onto his back and we’d ride past Dunst’s farm, and then on to Maybelle’s.

            Buck turned his head. He still couldn’t see me, but I was sure he heard me. Confused, he walked in circles. “It’s okay boy. Just go.”

            His rein hung loose and Buck, knowing the way, trotted on, although he paused every few minutes to look over his shoulder for me.

            Engrossed in thoughts of my family, and trying to understand what had happened to me, I didn’t realize Buck had stopped in front of Claude Dunst’s house to look for me once again. Dunst was a farmer like my father, but he didn’t keep his buildings in good repair like my father did.

            The door opened and he came out. He wasn’t very tall but he was broad. Buck pulled his head up and flicked his ears but before he could bolt again, Dunst grabbed his rein. “Got you. You’re mine now, big boy. You and the Cahill property.” He gave a weird kind of laugh. “That fool. I told him to sell to me.”

            We were the only Cahills on Grand Island so I knew he was talking about my father. He had no right to be calling him a fool. My father was a good man. I was about to explode with rage.

            Buck must have felt the same way. He snarled. Then he reared up and came down inches from the man. Enraged, Dunst hollered into the barn, “Harold my rifle. Quick.”

            “No Harold, don’t,” I screamed, but Harold couldn’t hear me. He hurried out and handed his uncle the gun.

            “That damn horse.” Mr. Dunst raised the rifle and took aim. “Rear up at me will you?”

            “Stop,” Harold pushed it away as it fired. Buck galloped off.

            Dunst hit Harold with the butt of the gun knocking him to the ground. “You stinkin’ piece of shit. You’re in my house out of the goodness of my heart. Don’t you ever forget it.”

            “I thought you needed your gun for some kind of vermin. I never would have brought it out to you for this. Besides, it was Lettie’s horse,” Harold whispered holding the side of his bloody head.

            I was filled with uncontrollable anger for his uncle. My fists clenched, or would have if I wasn’t just a misty form. Dunst’s leg twisted and he fell on his side. Furious, he pulled himself up, limped into the house and slammed the door.

            Illness had taken both of Harold’s parents, and he had been sent to live with Claude Dunst. For a short time, when I heard my neighbor had taken in his orphaned nephew, my feelings toward Dunst had softened. Then I saw how he treated Harold, so Harold’s behavior hadn’t shocked me. From his first day, he’d come to school with a chip on his shoulder. If any of the other boys even looked at him crooked during recess he’d beat them up. He’d never been particularly nice to me either. He’d never even spoken to me so I was amazed that he even knew my name.

            I kneeled down at Harold’s side and, although I couldn’t physically feel it, I touched his cheek. He put his hand on the spot I had touched. Had he felt something?

            Being dead really changed me. I never would have had the courage to touch him when I was alive.

            Mother had once told me that people who bully are most likely people who have been bullied themselves. Seeing how his uncle treated him— well, maybe that was why I cared.

            Suddenly, as I looked at him, I could actually feel his pain—not the pain from the blow to his head, but strangely, his inside pain. It is like I have a whole new perspective. I didn’t get it before but now I do.

            I followed Harold as he stumbled into the barn. He pulled a handkerchief from the pocket of a worn pair of the overalls that hung on a nail beside two threadbare shirts. He dipped it in a bucket of water, squeezed it out, and covered the wound on his head. Then he lay down in a pile of hay. His school book and pencil sat nearby.

            So this is where he makes you sleep, I thought. I touched the handkerchief over his wound. Maybe some ghostly power could help it to heal. He smiled and fell asleep.

            As I left the barn I could see the lights on in Dunst’s house. I peeked into the curtainless window. And then I thought about being inside and I was, just like that.

            Mother would have been angry with me for going into anyone’s house uninvited, even though I hadn’t actually walked through the front door. But I was a little angry with her and with Father too. Why hadn’t they returned for me?

            Dunst sat bent over his table, a pen in hand, a whiskey bottle beside him. He was holding a receipt and carefully copying something from it to a larger, more official-looking document on the table. I recognized the receipt. I’d been with Father the day Mr. Dunst purchased one of the cutting tools Father was famous for making. The reason it stuck out was because everyone on Grand Island did business with a handshake, but he insisted that Father give him a signed receipt. And now he was forging Father’s name onto a land deed dated a week before the fire.

            My family had just died in a terrible accident and here he was, trying to steal Father’s land. The bottle began to rattle and then it fell over. Whiskey spilled across the paper. A fruity smell filled the air.

            “Bugger,” Dunst shouted upending his chair as he jumped up. The receipt he’d been holding slipped from his hand. “Where’s a god damn towel?” Frantically he looked around the messy space. He ripped off his shirt and tried to mop the paper he’d written on, but it was too late to save it.

            I wondered if I, in my anger, had caused the bottle to tip over. When Aunt Catherine told me about Bell Witch, she also told me about poltergeists. I think those were her favorites. They’re ghosts who are able to lift things, pound against walls, open doors, and even attack people.

            Earlier, when Mr. Dunst hit Harold, had I caused his body to twist and make him fall? Could that mean I was a poltergeist ghost?

            Cursing, Dunst bunched up the soggy paper and threw it across the room. He ran out of the house and toward the barn. “Harold get in here.” He screamed. Then he stormed back in and tripped over the chair he’d knocked over. And I could feel myself smiling for the first time since… He tried to right the chair and it fell over again and this time, I laughed out loud. Why not? No one could hear me.

            Dunst stumbled across the room to some sort of cupboard. The base had a large compartment on one side and several drawers on the other. The top portion had a compartment with a small door and shelves next to it. He opened the door, grabbed another bottle of whiskey, and slammed it shut. A bowl bounced off the shelf and crashed to the floor.

            Harold came in rubbing his sleepy eyes. There was no sign of his wound.

            “Clean up this mess. And find me that Cahill receipt. I’ll pick up another blank deed tomorrow and fill it in.” Dunst kicked the shattered crockery aside and gulped down a shot of whiskey. He picked up a copy of the Dispatch, sat down, and mouthing each word, began to read the newspaper.

            Harold set to work washing and drying the dishes. He put them on the shelves of the cabinet, then gathered the clothes that had been tossed all over the room and hung them on pegs along the wall. Next he grabbed the straw broom and swept up the pieces of the broken bowl. I’d seen the receipt with Father’s signature land near the cupboard but could do nothing about it. Harold came toward it now. He reached down. “I found…” he started to say.

            Mr. Dunst looked up.

            “No,” I pleaded. “Harold don’t give this to him.” I had to cause a distraction. I had no idea what kind of powers I had but the first thing I saw was a mug at the edge of the table. Dunst was reaching for it. I tried to push it but my hand went through it. Frustrated I waved. The mug crashed to the ground. I looked at a spoon and it fell. Somehow my thoughts had caused these things to happen. But maybe my waving my hand had a part in it too. I’d have to experiment.

            “Bugger.” Dunst shouted again. He banged his fist on the table and, forgetting about the receipt, stomped out of his house.

            Harold scooped up the paper and tucked it away in one of the pockets in his overalls.

            I looked at the newspaper Mr. Dunst had left lying open. There was an article with this headline, “Fire Claims the Lives of Entire Grand Island Family.”

            I scanned the article. “The Cahill family consisted of…” It talked about each of the six of us.

            The rest of the page was devoted to advertisements and one circled was for a Hoosier Cabinet. The picture looked exactly like the strange cupboard Dunst had. I gasped when I saw price. This man had more money than all of the other farmers. Where did it come from? And did it have anything to do with my father’s land? I was determined to find out, if I could only figure out how.
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