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one



BRUCIE? SAID JILL Monteiro, director of the Prescott Players. Could we have that line again?

Do not vorry, my little Gretel, Brucie said. All vill be vell.

Jill gazed at him for a moment, her dark eyes thoughtful. Ah, she said. That would be a German accent?

Jawohl, Kommandant, said Brucie.

Hansel being German, Jill said.

Brucie clicked his heels.

Interesting, said Jill.

Oh, dear, said Sylvia Breen, cast as the witch but in real life assistant head teller at Central State Savings and Loan. Im no good at accents. No good at all.

You see the problem, Brucie, Jill said.

Nein, said Brucie.

Either everybody does a German accent or nobody, she said.

Completely hopeless, said Mrs. Breen.

So were gonna take a vote? Brucie said.

Ingrid Levin-Hill, sitting on a stool beside Mrs. Breen, script in her hand and all Gretels lines underlined in red, saw that Brucies right leg was doing that twitchy thing. Ingrid loved being in the Prescott Players, loved this beautiful little theater in Prescott Hall, loved everything about putting on playsespecially working with Jill. Jill was a real actress: Shed been in a Hollywood movie, Tongue and Groove, where shed said, Make it a double, to the Eugene Levy character with this wicked look in her eye, best moment in the movie, in Ingrids opinion. Shed watched the video many timesthe only way anyone had ever seen the movie, since thered been no actual theatrical release. Working with Jill was a privilege.

But working with Brucie? Ingrid had known Brucie most of her life. They had the very same birthday, a disturbing fact. She remembered Brucie on the playground, one of those kidsthe only one, in her experiencewho never tired of making himself dizzy. Now Brucie was the eighth-grade class clown at Ferrand Middle, taken seriously by no one. Until recently: about a month before, in fact, when his Xmas Revue performance of the wizard, in the scene where Oz is revealed to be a fraud, brought down the houseeven though it wasnt supposed to be funny, and in rehearsal Brucie had missed every cue and botched his lines. But something had happened in the live performance, something that had prompted Mr. Samuels, editor and publisher of the Echo Falls Echo, to write in his Arts, Entertainment, and Things to Do column: Do not miss the hilarious youngster Bruce Berman as the wizard like youve never seen him. Brucie carried the clipping in his pocket.

I make a motion, he said, zat ve do German accents.

The castIngrid; Mrs. Breen; Meredith OMalley (playing the woodcutters wife), who looked a bit like Marilyn Monroe if Marilyn had reached middle age and let herself go; and the woodcutter, Mr. Santos, of Santos Texaco, who did a great wiseguy voiceall waited for Jills reaction.

Who vill second ze motion? said Brucie.

Jill turned to him. Know what Im afraid of, Brucie? she said.

Grizzly bears? said Brucie.

Jill blinked, a single blink, long and slow. Ingrid had never seen her do that before; for just a second, Jill didnt seem to be enjoying herself. Im afraid, she said, of any additional little touch that might tip us into parody.

Huh? said Brucie.

Parody, said Jill. Like Monty Python and the Holy Grail.

Monty Python? said Brucie. Three thumbs up. He got off his stool, pranced around the stage, making clip-clop sounds and banging imaginary coconuts together. Python rules. Ingrids best friend, Stacy, would have smacked him; Ingrid herself came close.

Siddown, said Mr. Santos.

Brucie skidded to a stop and sat.

Decisions like this always come back to understanding what the story is about, said Jill.

Silence.

These two kids get kicked out of the house, said Mr. Santos.

And meet up with a witch who lures them with a gingerbread house, said Meredith OMalley.

Dont forget the bread crumbs, said Mrs. Breen.

Youre giving me the plot, Jill said. But whats it about? Thats the root of everything were going to do with this play. Jill was back to normal. She had a lovely, expressive face; even under the dim houselights it was shining.

Kids on their own, Ingrid said.

Jill nodded. Kids on their own, she said. Yesand deep in a dark and dangerous place.

Ooo, said Meredith, in her breathy voice. I just got a shiver.

Sovote or no vote? said Brucie.



Ingrid stood alone outside Prescott Halla huge old mansion with lots of towers and gargoyles, now mostly hidden by scaffolding. She waited for her ride. Nothing unusual about that: Mom and Dad had busy lives, were often late. Meanwhile a gray squirrel was running through the snow, a fast squirrel that kicked up tiny white puffs. Heyit didnt really run, more like bounded along, the hind paws landing first. How come shed never noticed that before? Like Sherlock Holmes, her favorite fictional character by far, Ingrid made a habit of observing small details. She took a close look at its tracks. Most were blurred because of how fast it had been going, but she found one clear setthe hind paws, landing first, had five toes; the front paws, actually landing behind, only four. People had the same number of fingers and toes, so why would

Beep.

She turned, saw Dads TT parked in the circular drive behind her. The window slid down. Ingrid, Dad called, I honked three times.

Ingrid got in the car. It smelled of Dads after-shavea nice smell.

You really didnt hear me? he said.

Sorry, Dad.

Got your head in the clouds these days, he said.

And youve been crabby for months. But Ingrid didnt say it. Dad worked hardhe was vice president at the Ferrand Group, and Ingrid was starting to understand that Mr. Ferrand was a pretty demanding boss. In good light now, on days like this, for example, she could see tiny lines at the corners of Dads eyes; but still the handsomest dad in Echo Falls.

How was rehearsal? he said.

Okay.

What is it again?

Hansel and Gretel.

Youre Gretel?

Yeah.

Dad nodded, drove down the long lane lined with old-fashioned lampposts. Look in the glove compartment, he said, turning onto the highway.

Ingrid looked in the glove compartment. For me? she said.

Open it, said Dad.

A present? Very small, but stillit wasnt her birthday or Christmas, and besides, Mom bought all the presents. She glanced at Dad. He was watching the road, poker-faced. Ingrid removed the wrappingsilver paper with a gold bowand folded it carefully, just the way Mom did, although the saved old wrapping paper never seemed to get reused and ended up in the trash anyway. Inside was a tiny box; inside that, nestled in cotton, lay a ring. Ingrid had never seen one like it.

Thats a compass on top? she said.

So you always know the directions, Dad said. They were selling them in the pro shop. I got the last one.

Oh, said Ingrid. Thanks. It was a big ring, too loose for anything but her middle finger. She slid it on. The red needle quivered and pointed toward E. Were going east?

Dad shook his head. The needle always points north, he said. Magnetic north. You know the whole planets a big magnet, right? First shed heard of it, but Ingrid just nodded. Dad wasnt like this very often, explaining thingsthings that didnt have to do with sports, anyway. Just shift your hand and itll line up.

She shifted her hand. North?

North to Grampys, said Dad.

Grampys?

He wants some help stacking wood. Didnt Mom tell you?

What about Ty? Ty was her fifteen-year-old brother, bigger and stronger, much better suited to stacking wood.

Hes studying for a science test.

Impossible. Its Saturday, Dad.

Tys starting to take his schoolwork more seriously, Dad said.

He is? Were video games in the curriculum?

In the nick of time, Dad said.

Huh?

Ninth-grade results go on the college apps, Ingrid, become part of your permanent record, Dad said. This is your last year for getting off scot-free.

I plan to go crazy, Ingrid said.

He gave her a sharp look. She gave him back a poker face of her own. College apps: a hideous expression. And permanent record was pretty bad too. Ingrid never wanted to hear either of them again.



Dad drove up 392. At first the river ran toward their rightfast and black, narrowed by ice shelves creeping out from both banksand the car headed straight toward N on the compass. Then 392 curved left, the river disappeared, and their route swung around toward W. Soon after that, Grampys farmthe last farm left inside the boundaries of Echo Fallsappeared on the right: fields snowy, trees bare in the apple orchard, and the sheds, barn, house, their red paint long faded to a rusty brown.

Dad? she said as they parked in front of the house.

Yeah?

Grampy said we stole the farm from the Indians. He was joking, right?

They got out of the car. Ingrid could see her breath. It just hung in the still air. Wood-chopping sounds, thunking and splintering, came from the back of the house.

Grampys got his own sense of humor, Dad said.

So its not true?

They walked around the house. Grampy came into view. He stood by the chopping block, his thick hair the exact same white as the fresh snow, ax held high and split logs all around. The ax flashed down. Thwackand two more semicylinders of wood went flying.

Hi, Dad, said Dad; always a weird moment for Ingrid, when Dad called Grampy that.

Grampy, placing another log on the block, turned; his nose was running. Mark, he said. And to Ingrid, Hi, kid.

Hi, Grampy.

Wheres your jacket? Dad said.

Grampy wore a flannel shirt, sleeves rolled up, and old corduroys, torn at the knees. Even though he was almost seventy-nine, ropes of muscle stood out in his forearms. Its not cold, he said.

I brought you some papers to sign, said Dad.

What kind of papers?

Just some minutes, but the accountants agitating for them. Dad took a manila envelope from an inside pocket of his suede coat.

Leave them with Ingrid, said Grampy.

Dad handed the envelope to Ingrid, giving her a look that said, Make sure he signs. He buttoned his coat and walked back to the car.



What are minutes, Grampy?

Paperwork, said Grampy. Had it up to here with paperwork.

He chopped. Ingrid stacked, making nice even rows, each layer crosswise to the layer underneath, the way Grampy liked. The rows grew higher and higher. They didnt talk. Thwack thwack thwack. Ingrid sensed he was in a bad mood, could feel it, like weather. Sweat started dripping off his chin.

How about a break? Ingrid said.

Grampy paused. Getting tired?

A little, Ingrid said. Arent you?

Nope.

Not even your arms?

Arms got nothing to do with it, Grampy said. Chopping woods all about legs.

It is?

Arms just take care of the finishing touch, hog all the glory, said Grampy. Cmere. He stood a log on the block, gave Ingrid the ax. The edge of the blade gleamed. Hands like this, he said, and feet like so. Eyes on an imaginary vertical line right down the middle of that circle.

Like watching the soccer ball? Ingrid said. She hadnt played in weeks, was already starting to look forward to spring soccer.

Yup. Now bend your knees, up with the blade, and swing it forward from the backs of your legs, little wrist snap at the end. And dont forget your toes.

You mean not hit them, Grampy?

Why would you do a thing like that? said Grampy. I mean curling them at the right moment.

Sounded odd, but Ingrid did what Grampy said, felt strength flowing up through her body from her legs, even curled her toes at what she thought might be the right moment. The blade came down, little wrist snap, andcrack. The log split in two, so smoothly her hands felt nothing, as though shed been chopping a loaf of bread.

Hey!

Now you can be a lumberjack when you grow up, Grampy said, in a better mood now; she could hear it in his voice. How about a cup of something hot?



They went in the back, Grampy carrying an armful of firewood, Ingrid holding the door. The phone was ringing. Grampy, busy at the wood box, ignored it; typical Grampy. It rang and rang. No answering machine picked up because Grampy didnt have an answering machine.

Grampy? It might be Mom or Dad.

Answer it then, Grampy said, piling wood in the fireplace.

Ingrid picked up the phone. Hello?

A man, but not Dad. Aylmer Hill, please, he said. This is Dr. Pillman.

For you, Ingrid said.

Grampy took the phone. He listened for a moment, said, Wrong number, and hung up.







two



THEY SAT AT the table in Grampys kitchen. A fire burned in the huge fireplace, a roaring ten-log fire. Ingrid brewed tea. Grampy poured a little VO into his. He opened a can of peanuts. Ingrid slid the manila envelope toward him. Grampy, busy eating peanuts, didnt seem to notice.

About the Indians, Ingrid said.

Indians? Grampy looked up; he had bluish patches under both eyes, like bruises.

The ones you said we stole the farm from.

What about them?

Is it true?

Grampy gazed at her; he had clear blue eyes, a wintry shade of blue like todays sky. Got something to show you, he said. He rose, left the room; she heard his footsteps on the stairs, then creaking on the floorboards overhead.

Then silence. Ingrid drank her tea. She ate peanuts. She got up and poked at the fire. She checked the fridge, found some old lemons and three jars of peanut butter. She looked in the cupboardpeanuts, peanut brittle, a bag of marshmallows.

Grampy? she called. Want me to roast some marshmallows? No answer. Grampy?

She left the kitchen, went to the foot of the stairs. Grampy?

Ingrid got a funny feeling in her stomach, like nervousness but a bit lower down. She climbed the stairs, dark wooden stairs, very old-looking, with a faded maroon carpet running down the middle. Had she ever actually been upstairs at the farm? Maybe once: that maroon runner triggered a memory, maybe her earliest. She knew, without even putting a hand on it, how this runner would feel to the touch. Was it possible shed crawled up?

A shadowy corridor led to the right. There were three doors off it, but somehow Ingrid also knew the first one was Grampys bedroom. The door was open. Ingrid looked in.

Grampys bedroom was simple: dresser, bedside table, bed. He lay on it, eyes closed, fully clothed, boots still on; his red-and-black-checked lumber jacket hung on the bedpost. Ingrid watched until she was sure she wasnt imagining the up-and-down movement of his chest. His face was still; it looked much older asleep, really ancient.

It was cold upstairs. A blanket lay folded at the end of the bed, just beyond Grampys feet. Ingrid went in quietly, unfolded the blanket, and laid it over Grampy. A framed photo of a dark-haired woman with features a lot like Dads stood on the bedside table: Grampys wife. And also Ingrids grandmother, but shed died many years ago, long before Ingrids birth, before anyone could attach one of those grandparent names like Grammy or Grandma to her. She was standing on a balcony, or maybe a pier, waving and smiling. Ingrid backed out of the room.

She went downstairs, called home. Ty picked up.

Hows that homework going? she said.

Huh? said Ty.

Is Mom or Dad there?

Ty shouted, Mom! Dad! Pause. Guess not, he said.

Where are they?

Do I look like a search engine?

That joke wasnt funny the first time. I need to be picked up.

So? said Ty. What am I supposed to do?



Downstairs Ingrid put her jacket ona red jacket, red being her favorite color, the only one that said COLOR in big lettersand went out to the barn. Even just a few years ago lots of animals had lived on the farm, but now there was just one pigletfor tax purposes, Grampy said. He lived in a plywood pen shed helped Grampy build, a pen kept in the barn for the winter. Ingrid unlatched the little door.

Here, Piggy.

Piggy ran out, not even glancing at her, and headed straight for the shelf in the corner where Grampy kept the Slim Jims. He made snorting sounds.

Youre getting so big.

Piggy didnt care about that. He made more snorting sounds, kind of impatient now. Ingrid went over, peeled the wrapper from a Slim Jim, tore some off. Piggy tilted up his head, opened wide. Ingrid dropped the piece in. Gone in one chomp. More snorting, right away.

Dont you even chew?

Head up, mouth open. Ingrid could see the tail end of the Slim Jim, way at the back. She dropped in the rest. Chomp. Snort.

Thats it, Piggy. Back in your pen.

But Piggy didnt want to go back in the pen. A single Slim Jim still lay on the shelf, and his eyestiny but intelligent, even calculating, reminding her slightly of her math teacher, Ms. Groomewere locked on it. Ingrid reached into a bin for a handful of hay, covered up the Slim Jim.

All gone, she said.

Piggy snorted and didnt budge. He wasnt buying it for a second. Was this what being a mother would be like? If so, forget it.

You know youre only allowed one, Ingrid said. Grampy had a rulealthough why it mattered, since pigs ate just about everything including slops and garbage and therefore couldnt be spoiled, was something she didnt under

What was that? Voices? Yes, some commotion outside: angry voices. Ingrid went to a window, wiped away the grime. From there she could see the front of the house, about twenty or thirty yards away. A green van stood in the driveway, with stenciled words on the side: DEPARTMENT OF CONSERVATION. Grampy stood in the doorway of the house, facing a man about his own size, white-haired like Grampy but younger, dressed in a uniform, same color as the van. He had some papers in his hand and shook them at Grampy. Grampy batted them away with the back of his hand, scattering the papers in the snow. The man in green jumped back and snatched something from his pocket.

A camera?

Yes. The man in green stooped over and started taking close-ups of the scattered papers. That seemed to infuriate Grampy. He spun around and disappeared in the house. But not for long: A moment or two later he was back, the .22 rifle in his hands, barrel pointed to the ground. Ingrid banged open the barn door and raced outside.

Grampy! Grampy!

The men turned to her. They both froze for a moment. Then Grampy took the rifle and stuck it inside the house, out of sight. The man in green put his camera away and picked up the papers. Ingrid came to a halt a few steps away.

Whats happening? she said. Whats wrong?

The man in greenmuch younger than Grampy, one of those prematurely gray guysturned back to Grampy and said, Im trying to do my lawful duty.

Grampy said, This is my land. Get off.

The man in green folded the papers. Ill be back, he said. With a warrant and police protection if necessary.

Grampy started trembling. I wouldnt do that if I were you, he said.

They glared at each other. Then the man in green got in his van and drove away, spraying gravel. Ingrid went over to Grampy. She hated to see him trembling like that, but the look in his eyeso fiercemade the notion of hugging him or even touching his arm out of the question.

Grampy? she said. Whats going on?

He turned to her, the look in his eye slowly fading, as though he was coming out of some sort of trance. He took a deep breath. Total breakdown of society, he said.

Whats the Department of Conservation?

Meddlers, said Grampy.

What do they want?

To make trouble.

How? I dont understand.

He took another deep breath, stopped trembling. All at once his mood changed; he looked a lot better, those bruises under his eyes now almost gone. He smiled down at Ingrid. Nothing to worry about, kid, he said. All taken care of. He brushed his hands together, like after a job well done. How about we roast up some marsh

A soft crashing sound came from the side of the house. Ingrid and Grampy went around to look. The pig had knocked over a trash can and disappeared inside, all except for his twisted tail, which twitched wildly. Oh Godshed left the barn door open.

Here, Piggy, Ingrid called.

The tail went still. Ingrid and Grampy walked through the snow, stood over the trash can.

Come on out, Ingrid said.

The pig snorted and came barreling out of the trash can, backward but very quick.

Grab im, said Grampy.

Ingrid reached for the pig, too late. He ran toward the orchard. Grampy said, Weee-oooo, surprising Ingrid, and then surprised her more by taking off after it, maybe not fast, but actually running. That terrified the pig, no question. It swerved, changing directions. Ingrid ran to head it off. One thing about Ingrid: She could run. The snow, not too deep, hardly slowed her down at all. The pig heard her coming and tried to go faster, his little hooves flailing away in a cartoonish blur until he lost his balance and tumbled down. Ingrid fell on top of him, and so did Grampy, the three of them rolling over and over in the snow. When they came to a stop, the pigs face ended up side by side with Grampys.

Grampy saw that and started laughing, a rich, wonderful laugh, almost the laugh of a young man. Tears rose in his eyes and ran down his face. A crazed look appeared in Piggys eyes. He squealed, wriggled free, and raced across the field and straight into the barn, never looking back.

Ingrid sat up. Grampy? Are you all right?

He stopped laughing, wiped away the tears, and rose, not easily. She heard his knees crack. Youre a good kid, he said, and brushed some snow out from under the collar of her jacket.



How was Grampy? Mom said, driving Ingrid home in the MPV.

A tough question. Whats the Department of Conservation? Ingrid said.

The county agency that protects the environment, Mom said. Why?

One of them came to see Grampy today.

Oh, said Mom. Her eyes shifted toward Ingrid. Mom had big dark eyes that seemed to pull in all kinds of information from the visual world, like some sort of special magnets. What about?

I didnt really hear, Ingrid said. But they sounded pretty mad at each other. Ingrid left out the .22. Guns werewhat was that word? anathema?to Mom; no sense alarming her unnecessarily.

What did the conservation agent look like? Mom said.

He had white hair like Grampy, but much younger.

Oh, dear.

You know him?

From work, Mom said. Mom was a real estate agent at Riverbend Properties, their third highest seller two years before; lately the market had cooled off, and Mom hadnt sold anything in months. It sounds like Harris Thatcher. I wish theyd sent somebody else.

Why?

Harris is a bit of a hothead.

Yeah, said Ingrid.

The kind of person whod rub Grampy the wrong way, Mom added.

Ingrid nodded. But he cheered up afterward. We roasted marshmallows.

Does he still like them burned to a crisp?

Yup.

Mom smiled. She glanced over at Ingrid again. Whats that on your finger?

A compass ring, Ingrid said. She extended her hand so Mom could see. Ill never get lost again. Following the example of Sherlock Holmeswho carried a detailed map of London in his headIngrid had been trying for months, not too successfully, to do the same with Echo Falls.

Where did you get it? Mom said.

Dad gave it to me.

He did? Mom was beautiful. She had lovely soft skin, still unlined, except for when she was worried or puzzled about something. Then two deep vertical grooves would appear, right between her eyes, two grooves that were visible at that moment. That was nice of him, Mom said.







End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
NATIONAL BESTSELLING AUTHOR

of DOWN THE RABBIT HDLE

DL '“WE ) ARDAU | L Q
CLILN RAD M H uQ Mo
'J"./' T oy

* LA
£ N a
l/' NG N
"/' \\‘

IEM 3 m EN TH!' PD r
PD ALW

-J/J

€ AN ECHO FALLS MYSTERY |§






OEBPS/page-map.xml
 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 





