
  
    The Ghost of Mary Prairie

    A Novel

    Lisa Polisar

    University of New Mexico Press

    Albuquerque

  


  
    

    
      Also by Lisa Polisar

      Knee Deep

      Blackwater Tango

      Straight Ahead

    

  


  
    

    
      ©2007 by the University of New Mexico Press

      All rights reserved. Published 2007

      Printed in the United States of America

      E-ISBN-13: 978-0-8263-4210-2

      Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

      Polisar, Lisa.

      The ghost of Mary Prairie / Lisa Polisar.

      p. cm.

      ISBN-13: 978-0-8263-4209-6 (pbk. : alk. paper)

      1. OklahomaFiction. I. Title.

      PS3616.O5675G47 2007

      813’.6dc22

      2006034207

    

  


  
    

    
      For Coyote

    

    

  


  
    Prologue

    In 1961, southern Oklahoma was a landscape of hard traditions and miles of empty space. Recycled stories and wide prairies were the sustenance from which everyone drew strength and stability. Families lived in the same houses, on the same ranches and farms, and on the same streets as their ancestors before them, and no whim of Darwinian evolution was going to break that chain. And woven into the very strands of this social tapestry was a culture of silence and a graveyard folklore that followed every day and every event like a grim, relentless shadow.

    It wasn’t that more people died here than in other parts of the world. Life was hard, not for some but for all of us who lived its painful cycles and endured all of nature’s tricks. Drought, tornadoes, and ﬂash ﬂoods were the obvious ones, but the real tricks involved watching a man sip his morning coffee and then, after not more than a hiccup, slump over dead in his chair. No logic or analysis could predict these injustices. But we all knew the stories and most of us had ﬁrsthand knowledge of death, had smelled its damp, rotten breath and watched it perform its slithering, languorous dance through the body of someone we loved. There were ten thousand people in Jefferson County in 1961. So when the news of death arrived, it was likely somebody we had bought milk from or sold eggs to or from whom we hitched a ride across the ﬂatlands of Route 32. Death, in this place, was as expected as rain on a cloudy day.

    The overgrown baseball diamond in Grady was where my life radically changed for the ﬁrst time. And that year, 1961, when I was ﬁfteen, it would change twice more so that soon I would hardly recognize who I had once been. Grandma Leeds, we called her “Weaver,” said that’s what growing up meantnibbling on the forbidden fruit and realizing that your life was never actually as you had known it.

    My mama refused to call Grandpa Leeds “Woody,” like the rest of us. She hated him, or maybe she hated how he frightened her, though I had no concrete proof on which to base this theory. There were all kinds of quirky things on that side of the family, like how Weaver never let Woody drive anywhere at night. She hid his cigars from him and only let him smoke on his birthday, but knew he smoked every second he was out of her clutches. Woody told me stories of how the men in his oil cartel used to lie and cheat each other out of thousands of dollars, and then one of them would just stop showing up for work one day. He painted a picture of himself as the conscience shadowing their dirty deals, and the one who reminded them of goodwill and honesty. And whether or not it was true was beside the point. I never got to know him well enough to establish either intrinsic goodness or evil, or to judge his misdeeds. Woody was just another thread in my family’s fraying tapestry.

    I thought, back then, that the fate of my older sister Lewella and her premature baby was foremost in my mind and heart. But little did I know that three womenJanet Lange, Nelda McCann, and Mary, would shape my life more than any other inﬂuence. It was largely because of them, this femme trilogy, that I would become a man far before nature intended.

    My adolescent world was full of trilogies like this. My Daddy, a rancher, believed every story had not two but three sidesthe truth, that which covered up the truth, and a whole world in between. And there were only three things to see in southern Oklahomathe open sky, a dry dotted landscape, and the murder of crows that ﬂew around dead cattle. Our tree house club was a trilogy of sorts, even though neither me nor Mikey Savage liked Jimmy Wilson as much as each other. Mikey and me were best friends, though this was a fact neither of us ever spoke of out loud. Issues had come between us, like Janet for one, but not enough to dismantle a friendship that had lasted ten years so far. There just weren’t enough people in Grady back then to be too selective.

    The most important epiphany that came out of that year was that I was not intended to have the simple life I was born for. Mama and Daddy expectedI guess everybody didthat I would grow up, maybe study agriculture somewhere, marry some local girl, and endure the life of toil and hardship endemic to heartland farming and ranching. In my life, I had known little of both, since we started out as a dairy farm and later converted it to a ranch. But by the following year, I knew that chasing ghosts and dead bodies and killers was as native to my mind and heart as herding cattle was to Daddy.

    And once I knew this, there was no going back.

    I had learned that lying and pretending were for the weak of character and the faint of heart. And I knew, the night Mary McCann ﬁrst called out to me, that I was neither of those and that I, of all people, had been chosen to be her savior. And so it was that I would change from a gawky, bumbling teenage boy into a superhero nearly overnight.

  


  
    One

    I heard her for the ﬁrst time on the Fourth of July. Hottest damn day of the summer, the thermometer read ninety-eight degrees at ten in the morning. By noon the grass was too hot to walk on with bare feet. The air inside the house felt thick and heavy, and laden with a strange silence.

    No one answered my knock on the bedroom door.

    Mama’s pie was still baking in the oven but her round, aproned ﬁgure wasn’t in front of the stove. The house was deserted. It was a Saturday afternoon and by far the scariest day of my life.

    Little did I know what was coming.

    The screams had stopped sometime in the middle of last night. My older sister, Lewella, had been for twenty hours trying to have a baby that didn’t want to come out. Doc Fisher and his wife stayed with us all week, but even they couldn’t be found anywhere now, and I knew Weaver and Woody had been here last night from the smell of his cigars in the air. With no car out front and the red scarf tied at the very bottom of the fencepost, I knew something had gone wrong somewhere in the world. In my world, on my farm. Had the baby come out backward or upside down, or worse yet, dead? Or had they taken Lewella and her dead baby into town to get her cleaned up right at Doc Fisher’s clinic?

    The weight of family responsibility heaved down on me like a thousand-pound gorilla. My family had deserted me, though I had trouble digesting this reality. So I kept sane by sticking to the things I knew, and on a farm all you knew were two thingschores, and how to get out of them. So I pretended to be a big city doctor and made my rounds, reminding myself the whole time that everyone had gone without telling me. Mama, Daddy, the farmhands, Lewella, Doc Fisher, and Lewella’s ham-ﬁsted boyfriend Denny. Denny was the only grown-up I knew who was afraid of the dark. Hell, he sometimes had trouble ﬁnding his way home from Hooper Circle late at night. I couldn’t imagine how he found his way to Lewella’s privates to knock her up in the ﬁrst place. But a brother doesn’t have those thoughts about a sister. At least not in 1961 in Grady, Oklahoma.

    I started by taking the pie out of the oven. The hand-crocheted oven mitts Grandma Weaver made were like boxing gloves on my knobby hands. Everything wobbled when I picked it upthe glass pie plate ﬁlled to the quick, my knees, ankles, innards. I collected Mama’s sheets from the clothesline and laid them across her bed, then remembered, at the last minute, that the dogs might run across them and dirty them all up again. So I folded them in a messy stack and started on the potato peeling. I couldn’t imagine how Mama did all this every day without a peep of complaint. I knew she didn’t like working so hard. Nobody would. But Daddy wouldn’t lift a ﬁnger to help her and that’s the way it was. After the tenth potato, my hands were sticky with the residue left by the dirty skins. My mind wandered. I thought about what Mikey said in the tree house at our last meeting.

    “You’re ﬁfteen now, Jake. Time for your initiation.”

    “Into what?” I asked him, but Mikey had a habit of ignoring the questions he didn’t want to answer. I found out well enough three days later, when my rite of passage came in the form of a rock thrown through my bedroom window. Mikey would never throw it himself; he’d get one of his younger brothers to do it for him, since they did anything he told them. Luckily it happened while everyone was tending to Lewella so I’d gone before anybody noticed.

    The rock had a note wrapped around it that read, “Initiation into Manhood: sleep on bare ground in baseball diamond. NO sleeping bag, no shoes, no blanket.”

    No shoes? What kind of a sadist was he?

    Mikey made up all the initiations himself, studying books on secret societies he got from the Waurika Library and the community college in Wichita Falls. Most of them involved dissecting small animals and drinking their blood out of tiny glass vials, but Jimmy Wilson threw up when he did that, so, over the years, Mikey had changed the rules some. It was his club; he could do whatever he wanted, or so we were constantly reminded. In Grady, a ﬁfteen-year-old boy was either in a club or excommunicated from civilization. Shunned, banished, the scorn of every girl and the embarrassment of the other boys. So I learned early on about the illusion of freedom of choice.

    Or, I thought I did.

    By the time I ﬁnished everyone’s chores, Mama’s apple pie was cool from sitting in the shade of the porch for two hours. I cut myself a three-helping slice, enjoying the autonomy of no supervision, but knowing all the while that I was about to be subjected to some form of discomfort or else why would Mikey have chosen it for me? Boys didn’t become men just because they wished it, after all. You had to do something courageous, survive what others weren’t equipped to because of either physical frailty or mental weakness. I was somewhere in between, I suppose. My muscles were undeveloped lumps of ﬂabby ﬂesh, but in my eyes was the resolve of knowing I could live through anything. And then I got to the baseball diamondand changed my mind.

    Nothing much happened in Grady after dark. Most of the farmers and ranchers in our part of town had lights out by eight or nine o’clock, and if you had no one to gossip or play cards with, you sat on the front porch looking at the sea of blinking stars. The baseball diamond was only called that because twenty years ago a bunch of doctors from Wichita Falls arranged monthly baseball games with the medical students at the college. This went on for a couple of years and then the college closed down and the baseball diamond became an empty ﬁeld of coarse reeds and vile secrets.

    People buried stuff there for all different reasons. They buried the ashes of loved ones, dead cats and birds, time capsules, and once Lewella planted some wildﬂower seeds and a pack of Mama’s cigarettes when she was trying to quit. I was sure worse things had been buried there, since its size made it the kind of ﬁeld no one would ever choose to search for something. I learned from Denny, Lewella’s clumsy boyfriend, how to ward off evil spirits. He told me to pretend I was somebody else and talk out loud. This kept the spirits away because spirits only bothered you when you were alone. I looked up into the night sky with nothing on but the shirt on my back and some worn dungarees.

    After the ﬁrst noise, I became a sea captain. “Ahoy mateys! Launch the life boats, we’re goin’ ashore.” I turned around quick in response to tricks of my ears, and then lapsed back into my role-playing. I walked sideways with a limp like a peg-legged pirate, and smiled and chewed out of the side of my mouth. Having read Treasure Island so many times, I had it almost memorized. “Fifteen men on a dead man’s chest, yo ho ho and a bottle of rum. Drink and the devil had done for the rest, yo ho ho and”

    And then my ears became ﬂeshy demons again, fooling me, conning me into thinking things that couldn’t be. At ﬁrst it sounded like Lewella’s screams from the barn the other nightnot steady screams but intermittent shrieks followed by long bouts of desperate quiet. But then I heard the moaning. I had made no camp because Mikey prohibited any normal sleeping comforts, threatening that they would impede the onset of manhood. So I tried to follow every rule. No blanket, no pillow, no shoes or socks, no hat to cover my head or cloth to cover my eyes. No sheets or pillowcases or secret love notes from girls and nothing to be taken from the tree house. “Just you,” Mikey said, “and the dark night and your twisted imagination.”

    I covered my eyes with my palms and left an opening between my pinkies for air to get in, but then I needed two more hands to cover my ears from the wailing sound, and two extra long arms to wrap around my body. It came from every direction. I turned to the right and it got louder. I turned again and my eardrums were about to pop. I would have cut off a ﬁnger for another piece of Mama’s apple pie right then, but I remembered the last rule of the clubno food. No Dick Tracy cards or my Superman ﬁgurines, either.

    So I started running.

    First to the left, out toward Happy Jack Road, pounding my bare feet into the rough grass and dirt as hard as I could, like I was trying to graft the blades into the fabric of my skin. But the noise only got louder. I turned around a hundred and eighty degrees and ran toward the direction I’d ﬁrst heard the sound coming from, and still it only got louder. Was I going out of my mind? Is this what it meant to go crazy, like Mama’s crazy sister Juliet who went to a convent and stopped talking and prayed in Latin lying down on her belly all day long? Then, like Lewella’s episode, I heard nothing but crickets and tiny animals all around the prairie ﬂoor for three whole beautiful minutes. Silence, dark, cool night air, and peace in the pit of my bowels.

    Shrieking came again but lower this time, lower in pitch and volume like the person was closer to death now. I tried to ﬁnd her, as I knew it was a woman. A young woman.

    “Where are you?” I called out, trying to appeal to her sense of responsibility. I was a humanitarian in that moment, trying to help, to hold her hand as she screamed, while all the life essence drained from her into the cold, unwelcoming dirt. I cried as I ran and never told another soul about it. I hadn’t cried ever in my life, not to myself anyway. I’d cried in front of Mama one time when she made me feel guilty for stealing candy bars from Munroe’s store, and I cried on Daddy’s knee while his long black belt whipped pink lashes into the ﬂesh of my behind. But never before had I allowed myself the luxury of feeling fear or sadness and let my crying resonate into the night air like this. I didn’t care what people thought or how I looked to the boys in our clubto Mikey, or Freddie or Jimmy Wilson or his brother Nate. It was just me running in circles trying to save a dead witch from the tortures of her longing soul.

    A speck of the moon peeked out from the layered folds in the clouds. And I saw something, or thought I did. She was twenty yards ahead of me, so I assumed so from the nebulous smears of white and red that I saw between the spaces of tall fescue. When I moved closer, the sky got dark again but the form in the brush didn’t move. Ten yards away now, then eight, and I could see it was a blanket. Was it a baby’s cry that I’d heard? Noclearly the moans and cries of a woman. Whether she was young or old I couldn’t tell and wasn’t sure I even wanted to know. As I came upon her, the jerking back motion of my head became a nervous tick. I couldn’t stop looking all around me, even though the woman in the grass and I were likely the only two souls out in all of Jefferson County that time of night. I saw her; not just looked, but absorbed fully what my eyes were taking in. Her skin was young and smooth without wrinkles, her untrusting eyes were small and dark, and her mouth was gagged with her hands bound behind her back. I wasn’t close enough for her to actually see me, but she felt me coming. I could tell because the screams resumed the closer I got. When I came into view and gaped down into the bloody grass, it got quiet.

    The wide, dark eyes moved back and forth and down the length of my body. The cloth gagging her mouth was wrapped high on her face, nearly covering her nostrils, but I could still see her fair complexion and beauty amid her despair. She sucked in air violently through her nose as I neared and her wet eyes glistened in the droplets of moonlight shining down through the evil sky. I bent down and reached toward her face to remove the cloth and then the shrieking started again. The sound startled me and I fell back on the hard ground. I didn’t know how she made that sound considering her mouth was gagged. It was a full and open scream loud enough to wake every dead body in the Ryan Cemetery twelve miles away. I used my opened palms to try to communicate a gesture of peace, as no words would come out of my mouth, but the closer I got the louder she screamed. So I ran again, and this time I didn’t stop ’til I got to a road. I wasn’t sure which road it was as all the light from the sky had been blotted out by the clouds’ terror, but I knew somehow if I stopped running, I would end up dead like that woman would be in an hour. God help her, and maybe me while he’s at it.

  


  
    Two

    Mikey said he found me the next morning passed out on his front porch with my shirt all grimy and balled up under my head.

    I didn’t know how I got there and didn’t even recognize Mikey at ﬁrst. But I wanted to bend down and kiss the weather-beaten slats under my head. I heard him ask his mother if we could have breakfast in the tree house. We kept a box of Cheerios in there along with spoons, knives, and a loaf of bread and peanut butter for midnight snacks. Half the time, Mrs. Savage let us sleep out there, except for a month or so after she caught Mikey smoking his brother’s cigarettes. He carried a bottle of milk in both hands and motioned for me to follow him. It was the only morning I can remember when I actually wanted a bath.

    He poured fresh milk over mounds of the cereal in the same bowls we’d been using all summer. Anything we put in there now tasted funny, as the bowls had been embedded with the taste of sour milk. Mikey looked me up and down, sized me up good and started eating.

    “Aren’t you gonna ask me what I’m doing here?” I said.

    He just shrugged. “It’s summer, man. What do you think? You come over here every day.”

    “Not that. I mean today? After last night??” I was yelling now. I felt like I’d slept for all of ten minutes.

    He just stared at me like he didn’t know what I was talking about. And maybe he didn’t.

    “I saw a girl out there,” I whispered.

    The edges of his mouth cracked slightly up.

    “A dead girl, or close to it.”

    “You don’t say?” Mikey chomped hungrily at the cereal and sour milk.

    I pulled the bowl away from him, spilling globs of milk on the edge of the mattress. “I’m telling you that I saw a dying girl out on that prairie last night. With my own eyes.”

    “What’d she look like?”

    And when he asked, in his typical uncaring way, I had a feeling he was thinking about her bra size or whether her face was pretty or not. I conjured the image back up in my mind and looked away from Mikey’s sneer. “She had long, dark hair, small brown eyes, and a cloth was wrapped over her mouth and her hands were tied behind her back. She was on some old blanket and there was blood on it, though I didn’t see where exactly. Just looked like blood.” I looked at Mikey’s bowl of cereal and almost threw up right on it. I tried to get my stomach to stay calm and my mind to focus, but then I found myself leaning my head out of the tree house, with clear strings of bile and gastric ﬂuid hitting the rungs of the ladder and landing on the soft dirt below. Mikey was looking at his cereal like it was a pile of maggots when I sat up again.

    “Don’t even pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about. You sent me out there. You knew, didn’t you? You’ve been out there. Who was she? Who did it to you? One of your older brothers? And where is she now? I went back out there but there was no sign of her.” I sighed and caught my breath. I was almost crying. “Maybe I belong in one of those institutions.”

    Mikey looked down as if he’d been caught. “I been out there.”

    “Who sent you?” I asked, knowing this detail would largely determine the outcome of his experience.

    “Blackie,” he said under his breath.

    Blackie was Mikey’s oldest brother. “Man,” I said with both sympathy and admiration. “You must’ve had to spend six days out there alone.”

    His eyes stared straight ahead. “Let’s just say I’m not scared of nothing now.”

    Neither of us spoke for a while, and I was sure we were both thinking the same thing. That sound, that woman. Could I have imagined it? I saw on Mikey’s face that I hadn’t. He’d seen the same thing, or had heard it anyway. Was she real? I thought of asking him, but decided he’d tell me when he was ready.

    “Her name’s Mary,” he said after he ﬁnished eating, “and she sure as hell didn’t die last night.” His hands were fumbling with the hem on his shirt. It was too long for him, a hand-me-down. With ﬁve brothers, Mikey never had new clothes. Neither did I.

    “So she’s all right, then?” I asked with the naivety of someone who’s seen something they shouldn’t. Then I remembered Mama, Daddy, and Denny, and felt the strongest urge to run home and see if they’d all come back yet.

    He chuckled. “If dead is all right, then yeah. She’s long dead and gone now, but she lived here once in Grady, near your ranch, come to think of it.”

    I tried to comprehend this impossible scenario. “What happened to her?” I asked.

    Mikey sipped the milk right out of the bottle and then handed it to me. He shrugged. “Guess somebody killed her or something.”

    “You guess?” I asked, incensed by his lack of information. “You mean you don’t know? Who told you about her?”

    He shrugged. “Everyone knows about her.”

    “Who?”

    He gave me the idiot look. “Ma-ry! She died out on that prairie just like you were out there last night. All alone and she couldn’t get up and even call for help. Somebody gagged her, tied her hands behind her back, and beat her up so bad she couldn’t move. That’s why they say she screams like that all night. She couldn’t scream when she was alive so now she haunts the whole prairie, calling out for her killer to return.”

    I felt a current zigzag up and down my spine. “So what the hell did I see and hear last night?”

    “Same thing everybody’s seen. Her ghost.”

    All the blood drained from my face and the tree house felt like a meat locker.

    “Would she kill the man who killed her?”

    Mikey shrugged like he’d told the story a thousand times already. “How should I know? She is dead, you know. Dead people can’t kill the living. That’s what I heard.”

    “So why’s she looking for her killer then?” I asked, begging for some additional detail to help me comprehend this odd new story.

    Mikey sighed and that’s when I knew I wouldn’t get another word out of him about her. “Ask your sister.”

    “Lewella? Why?”

    “It’s her boyfriend’s dairy farm that it all happened on.”

    Now I was confused. I told him Denny’s farm was nowhere near the baseball diamond.

    Mikey shook his head back and forth and grinned deeply. “But they used to live on Happy Jack Road and owned that plot of land before it got converted to a baseball ﬁeld.”

    I ran all the way home in bare feet on the dirt path and made it in close to twenty minutes. By the time I got there no air would ﬁt in my lungs. Doc Fisher was pacing on the front porch with a glass of yellow liquid in one hand and a cigar in the other.

    “Where’ve you been, boy? Gave your mama a near heart attack. She’s had enough of those lately.”

    I looked up into his bleary blue eyes and knew something bad had happened, maybe last night, maybe at the same time the baseball diamond witch was haunting me. “Where’s Lewella?” I asked in a small voice, terriﬁed of the answer.

    He shook his head. “Weak. Don’t know nothing yet about that baby neither.”

    “It’s not mature yet?” I asked, and the Doc couldn’t help but laugh.

    “Premature, you mean. It came a month too early and your sister nearly died in the process.”

    I didn’t know if I was more afraid to look at her or go back to that baseball diamond. It was a toss-up. I heard Mama’s voice in the house.

    “Jacob?”

    I was too scared to move.

    “Jacob Leeds. Come on in here this minute.”

    I stood on the porch with my nose on the screen door. I could see everything, but felt somehow insulated from the unmistakable smell of childbirth, which I remembered from Lewella’s last baby.

    “I thought you all moved away and left me here,” I said in a voice that I knew would gain sympathy from the only person who could properly give it. “So I did the chores and slept in the tree house with Mikey.” It was the ﬁrst of what I knew would be many lies to come.

    “Come inside,” she enunciated clearly as if I hadn’t heard the ﬁrst time. But I’d heard her all right. I opened the screen and slid in through the crack. Lewella’s big, usually rosy-cheeked face was the color of milk now. Her eyes looked like they’d been dipped in red paint and lacquer and her lashes were matted down with tears. Her hair was wet and brushed off her forehead. I could tell she was barely breathing.

    “Do you want me to get you anything, Mama?” I asked.

    She shook her head and wiped fresh tears from her eyes. “Say a prayer and light a candle at the church next time you go.”

    Church? Did she actually think I went to church voluntarily? I had sort of assumed she knew Mikey and me played kickball in the schoolyard during Mass like all boys our age did. But now I had to go, didn’t I? Damn.

    I found Denny Simms out by the barn brushing Lewella’s horse. He looked so small and pathetic with his head down and back hunched over. I would have felt sorry for him, if it wasn’t for the fact that his poison seed had brought nearly two dead babies and more misery into my family. Not that misery was anything new to rural Oklahoma, or new to America even. I was born during the Second World War and we’d already been in another one since then. From outside the barn doors, I could see Denny weeping and brushing his tears into the horse’s mane.

    I knew it was serious when I saw Doc drinking scotch out on the front porch. In my heart I was terriﬁed for all of them, all of us. But my head was longing for answers to all my questions about the baseball diamond. Out of respect, I thought I should announce my presence.

    “Hey Den? It’s Jake. Can I come in?”

    Denny sniffed and wiped his eyes on his shirtsleeves. “Where you been all night?”

    “In the tree house,” I lied for the second time. “How about you? I came back for supper and everyone’d gone.”

    “Doc Fisher said Lewella had to try to have the baby in a hospital. So we drove out to Wichita Falls and got there after dark. Don’t know how she held out that long but they had to have two doctors cut the baby out of her stomach.”

    I didn’t know how to tell him how badly I didn’t want to hear the rest. “She’s okay now?” I asked.

    Denny sniffed again. “Baby was turned backwards and Doc Fisher couldn’t ﬁx it. Lewella’s taking medicine for the infection and the baby’s still in Wichita Falls ’til it gets strong enough to come home,” he explained.

    I had closed my eyes.

    “Only reason why Lewella’s home now’s ’cause I begged Doc. I knew only your Ma could make her well again. God knows I only make things worse for everyone.”

    “Don’t say that, Denny. Lewella knows it’s not your fault and she’ll tell you herself soon as she can talk again.” I was feeling charitable. Besides, I needed something from him. So maybe it wasn’t charity at all.

    “I got a job at the lumberyard last week,” Denny said, continuing to brush the horse with his back toward me. “Today would’ve been my ﬁrst day.”

    Well, there was no consoling him now. I might as well jump in, I thought. “How long’s your family been at your ranch, Den?”

    He either didn’t hear me or was pretending he didn’t. “Soon as I get that job and some money coming in, I’m gonna have Lewella a big wedding in a church like she wanted.” He turned around now. “It’s been so long since I done anything right, I think I might have forgot how.”

    “You’ll do ﬁne in that lumberyard,” I said. “You got good hands for carpentry. Daddy says so.”

    He almost smiled at that.

    It was now or never. “So how about your ranch?” I tried again.

    Denny looked up. “What’s that now?”

    “Your family been there long?”

    He tilted his head back and the sun lit up his swollen, red face. “Since about 1920. Before that a preacher and his wife owned it. It belonged to the family of the preacher’s wife for near a hundred years.”

    “They have any slaves?”

    He chuckled. “Not this far west, no. It wasn’t no farm back then either. A cattle ranch. A big one’s I understand it.”

    “Ever heard of anyone named Mary on that ranch?” I asked after a long pause.

    Denny looked down and had a secret on his lips. “You don’t mean Mary Prairie?” Now he laughed out loud. “I had a feeling you didn’t sleep in no tree house last night.”

    I began inspecting my ﬁngernails.

    “Where’d you hear that old legend?” Denny asked.

    “Nowhere. I was just curious is all. Everybody’s heard of her. Everybody who lives in Grady, that is.”

    “I don’t know much about it, other than some girl died out there in the pasture after getting beat up real bad.”

    I pulled out an imaginary shovel. “Anyone else know about it, maybe?”

    “Walter van Geller, I reckon. He’s the son of the preacher who owned that land.”

  


  
    Three

    Walter van Geller was listed in the telephone directory. He had an address in Ringling, which was about twenty miles north on Route 81 toward Oklahoma City. There were several reasons for bringing Mikey with me, most important of which was as a cover. That way, when I didn’t come home for supper, Mama wouldn’t be able to call Mrs. Savage and see if I was with him, because we’d both be in Ringling by then. But Mikey didn’t understand why we were going and I guess I didn’t feel like telling him.

    “For Denny?” he shrieked, enraged by the prospect.

    “Well why the hell not,” I argued. “He’s nearly my brother-in-law by now and he can’t seem to get a job on his own. Doc Fisher says his man Van Geller might have a job for him.” Lying was the easy part now.

    “But you hate Denny. Hell, you’ve called him worse names than any I could ever think of, and I’ve got two older brothers! What do you care if he gets some stupid job or not? He’ll just lose it anyway on his own, ’cause that’s what guys like Denny are: l-o-s-e-r-s.”

    Besides just spit and vinegar, there was a logic to Mikey’s words that I hadn’t counted on. I needed a new lie, or at least a better one.

    “Mama asked me to go,” I said, the wheels in my devious head like a giant spinning jenny now. “Lewella’s pretty bad off, and Ma wants to have good news for her when she wakes up. Since we won’t know ’bout the baby for a while yet, she thought ﬁnding Denny a job might make her feel better.”

    “You’d be better off ﬂying to the moon,” Mikey said under the breath.

    We were almost at the Grady train station, change jiggling in our pockets. Mikey ran up to the top of the steps and stood over me with a pointed ﬁnger in my face like God or something. “I reckon you’re lying, Jake Leeds.” He always called me that when he was pegging me for something. “You know the penalty for lying?”

    I clenched my ﬁst and shook it. “How about I give you a fat lip?” I said in my play-ﬁghting voice.

    Mikey put his smelly hands, which he took pride in never washing, on my head and then pushed me backward onto the concrete. “I think somebody’s chasing Mary Prairie.”

    “Shut up.”

    “Jacob’s chasing Ma-ry, Mary Mary Prai-rie,” he said and laughed out loud.

    I knew Mikey would tolerate nothing less than the absolute truth from then on. I sat down on the top step, admitting defeat. “It’s your fault,” I blurted.

    “Me? What do I have to do with it? You just had the shit scared out of you and you need someone to blame.”

    I turned toward him. “You sent me out in that goddamned haunted ﬁeld, and you’re the one who got me reading all those Sherlock Holmes books last summer.”

    He gave me a puzzled glance. “Those things? I never thought you’d really read them. There’s not even any sex parts.”

    “But they’re puzzles and I like trying to ﬁnd things out,” I admitted. “I read every one of those books, twice.” There. I’d said it. Or part of it.

    “I thought this was about the baseball diamond witch who made you too scared to sleep outside,” Mikey said.

    “After that night, I remembered something I heard a long time ago, and I forget where, so don’t go asking me.”

    “Probably from one of them Methodist faggots from Edmond.”

    “Maybe. But there was a girl who just up and disappeared one day from Ringling. She had a rich daddy who offered a cash reward to whoever could ﬁnd her, but nobody did. So he gave all his money to that Seventh-day Adventist church and sort of went crazy looking for her.”

    Mikey had his head in his hands. “I wish I’d never told you.”

    “I think that girl who disappeared from Ringling has something to do with Mary Prairie. Hell, maybe she was the same person.”

    Mikey didn’t say a word the whole train ride to Ringling, but I knew he was interested in my story. That’s how he acted when he was interested in something, like the time I told him that Marcia Anders almost barged into the boys’ locker room to kiss him on the mouth because of a dare. After the conductor came around and took our tickets, he said, “So who’s this loser we’re seeing?”

    Mikey called everyone a loser.

    “Some old preacher.”

    “Oh man!” He wrinkled his face. “Aren’t we gonna see any girls at all on this trip?”

    I knew he needed an incentive now. “How about stopping off at the school to watch the girls’ ballet class?”

    When he grinned, that look revealed all there was to know about my friend Mikey Savage. So I told him about Walter van Geller, about how he was our only link between what I’d heard on that baseball diamond and Lillie Mechem, the girl who disappeared from Ringling. I pulled a book out of my backpack and ﬂipped to the dog-eared page.

    “What’s that?” Mikey asked and poked his head down into the musty pages.

    I pointed to a photograph of the Mechem girl.

    “Somebody killed her?” he asked.

    “No one knows for sure. The police never found her. She just disappeared one day.” I cleared my throat. “She would be twenty-three. Lewella’s age.” This correlation terriﬁed me, and gave me a moment of homesickness like I’d never felt before. I wondered about the color of Lewella’s cheeks and the fate of her and Denny’s ailing offspring. For a split second, I wondered what we were doing on a train on the way to Ringling when my own family was being held together by tricks, string, and glue.

    “Hello, boys,” the man said, pushing open his screen door. He sort of smiled.

    “Are you Walter van Geller?” I bravely asked, wiping my wet palms on my pants.

    “You betcha.” He leaned down to reach perfect viewing distance of our faces. That’s how preachers found out about your thoughtsby reading them through your eyes. He had a space between his front teeth. Grandma Weaver told me to watch out for gap-toothed people, as it meant their mouths were too full of lies to ﬁt all their teeth in there the way they should. “Now what can I do for you? Y’all selling something for school?”

    He seemed more like a furniture salesman than a preacher.

    “We’re on summer vacation,” Mikey piped in with a smirk.

    I elbowed him hard in the ribs. “We’re going to summer school, sir, for extra credit, and we’re doing a report for social studies on missing persons.”

    You could have heard a cockroach crawling across the ﬂoor. All four eyes were glued to me, but for different reasons. I knew immediately that I’d earned Mikey’s eternal respect by the ﬂuency and precision of my story, not to mention the curiosity of our host. To break the silence, Mr. van Geller slipped into the house and returned with two glasses of chilled lemonade in frosted glasses. It was sweltering hot but I was used to it by now.

    “Thank you,” I said and slowly took in the cool liquid.

    Mikey, on the other hand, grabbed the glass and slurped it down in one long gulp and then wiped his dripping mouth on his sleeve. I gave him a death stare.

    “I’m not sure I have the information you’re looking for, but if I can help two younguns, I surely will.”

    I took a deep breath, as I had to be sure to get my words exactly right. “We’re studying one girl from here, and another from Grady. The one from here’s Lillie Mechem. The other one I only know her ﬁrst name. Mary something.”

    The man opened his mouth, closed his eyes and tried to talk. “Now now now now w-what class did you say you were taking?” he stammered. I’d struck a nerve all right.

  


  
    Four

    “He didn’t tell us a goddamned thing,” Mikey whined on the walkway outside of Van Geller’s gigantic white-pillared house.

    It was true. I felt satisﬁed, though, that we’d not come all this way for nothing. “That’s right.”

    “So why’d you look so happy?”

    “The way I look at it, the fact that he told us nothing is something.”

    Mikey stopped walking. “You think he’s lying?” he yelled.

    “Sh!” I hissed. “He’s probably watching us from his window, dummy.” I grabbed Mikey’s arm. “And don’t turn around, for God’s sake!”

    Mikey still didn’t understand but I was tired of bringing him up to speed. I hoped that at some point, he’d just be happy to get out of Grady for a day and stop asking questions.

    “You see his face drop when I mentioned Lillie Mechem?” I asked him on the train ride back.

    Mikey squirmed in his seat and pointed to an older girl who had just sat down across from us. I rolled my eyes, not because I was uninterested in girls but because I was on a mission now and girls were a distraction. So was Mikey, for that matter, but I needed a partner and he would have to do. After a few minutes of staring, he leaned in close to my ear. “It was when you said ‘Mary’ that he turned all white and pasty. You think he knows who she is?”

    “He knows something, but he won’t tell us anything else. Men like that are what Mama calls ‘insulated from blame.’ He’s a preacher so people think he could never go against God and do nothing wrong. But I seen his face and I looked in his eyes.”

    “So did I,” Mikey added.

    “And so we know differently. Don’t we?” I said like I knew the answer already. The question now was how to get what we wanted without scaring people off. And that I didn’t know yet. But I could consult an expert anytime I wanted.

    We never did get to see the girls’ ballet class through the fortuitous hole in the wall from the boys’ locker room. A sign on the gymnasium’s back door read “Canceled ’til next week.” So to kill some more time, Mikey knew of a mound of dead rats in a quarry behind an abandoned factory near Ringling. That amused us for at least an hour.

    I saw the scarf tied low on the post as I approached Hooper Circle. Mama made supper for Daddy and me and then disappeared into the bedroom to tend to Lewella. I let the boiled ham and white potatoes get cold on my plate while I planned my next move and thanked God that Walter van Geller hadn’t asked our names. Surely he was the type to have called Mama and Daddy to verify my tall tale about summer school. I had never thought much of lying, but now that I had done at least two days’ worth, I knew many more would need to cover the ones I’d already told. I was becoming an addict.

    Daddy dug into the ham, not bothering to cut it into bite-sized pieces. He hadn’t done much farming since he got back from the war. Mama said she didn’t know why and I was too scared to ask him. We seemed to have enough money to pay for groceries and other things, so maybe he would never work again. But what would he do all day? It didn’t seem fair that Daddy got to sit on the porch swing all day long while I sat sweltering in school and Mama baked in that hot kitchen in long sleeves and an apron. Lewella, well that was another story.

    If she lived, I guess, she and that blockhead Denny would move away somewhere and I’d see her at Christmas and Easter and we’d sit next to each other in the pews at church. The days of her introducing me to all her girlfriends when they came over to study were over forever. Maybe a lot more than that was over now, too.

    After washing the dishesand I didn’t mind too much because a cool breeze blew on my back from the porch windowI took my tiny black notebook and sat on the ﬂoor under the light. On my bookshelf were mostly schoolbooks, some comic books, a dictionary, and my collection of Sherlock Holmes stories. I didn’t tell Mikey but I remembered one called “The Disappearance of Lady Frances Carfax.” It had been one of my favorites the ﬁrst time I read it, as I tried to read stories about girls whenever I could. Since Lewella was so much older than meeight yearsand didn’t live home anymore, I had no one to spy on to watch their habits, their movements, and to make observations about how they thought and what they liked and disliked. Mikey believed everyone was the same deep down. Girls, boys, old men and spinsters, kids and babies.

    What I knew so far about the baseball diamond ghost could ﬁt on a baseball card. Her ﬁrst name was Mary and she died in that ﬁeld. She may or may not be related to Lillie Mechem who disappeared from Ringling. Lillie Mechem had a rich daddy who offered a reward to the ﬁnder of her killer and gave the money to a church instead. There was so much work to be done and so many questions to ask, and hardly anyone to answer them.

    I decided, the next morning, that Mikey’s presence had probably weakened my position with Van Geller. So I took the rest of my saved-up allowance, asked Mama for a little extra, and bought my second ticket in two days to Ringling. Outside of Van Geller’s house, I organized my thoughts.

    The screen door swung open the same as it had the day before. “My name is Mikey,” I lied. “I was here yesterday about my social studies project.”

    He looked down at me but said nothing. I could see a suitcase with its handle sticking up behind the door. Seconds ticked by while the July sun burned holes in the back of my shirt. I waited, resisting every urge to speak or run away. Finally, the screen door opened farther and I was soberly motioned inside. The house was dark with no lights on. Tall, vertical windows were covered with white, see-through curtains.

    “I’m all out of lemonade today,” the man said as if this would make me leave.

    “That’s okay.” I appraised everything about Van Geller now and wrote my observations in an imaginary notebook. Long and spindly, with a square, almost knobby face. If it had been drawn in charcoal, the nose and chin would spill clear off the edges of the page. He had big hands with strong ﬁngers and protruding knuckles. A ﬁst made out of those knuckles could punch someone’s eyes out. “I heard you used to own the land where the baseball diamond is now. In Grady, I mean.”

    The man sat in a chair across from me and crossed his long legs. “And who’d you hear that from, boy?”

    “Denny Simms. He lives there now with his family.”

    “Where you know Denny from?” Van Geller asked. “He got dropped on his head when he was a baby. Bet you didn’t know that.”

    I tried not to laugh. “No, sir, I didn’t.” I ﬁgured that using the manners Mikey failed to use yesterday might win me some points.

    “I lived there a long time ago, when me and the wife ﬁrst got married. We bought it from my father, Wilfred Van Geller. My grandmother’s family owned it for a hundred years before that. So I guess you could say my own blood’s spilled on that land.”

    We’ll see, I thought, distrusting his use of the word “blood” under the circumstances. I cleared my throat and took out an imaginary clipboard and pen, ready to tick off the questions as I asked them. Van Geller kept blinking when I asked him questions, but I kept right on asking them, like where the farm was, how far it was from the baseball diamond, if he ever went there and then who his farmhands were.

    “Farmhands?” He seemed surprised. “Why you wanna know all that?”

    “It seems like you don’t want to answer my questions, so maybe I shouldn’t ask any more,” I commented.

    Van Geller shook his head and scratched it where he’d scratched it plenty before. I could tell because a patch of his hair stuck straight up toward the ceiling. “Just strange is all,” he said now. “How should I remember farmhands?”

    “When did your wife pass on, sir?”

    The man’s eyes bulged. “Twenty years
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