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      To readers—both young and young-at-heart⁠—

      who yearn for a bit of magic in their lives. I know I do.

      
        
        –Teter
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      My name is Deidra Ann Williams. I’m thirteen years old, and I live with my Granny, Aunt Willa, and Uncle Billy in a house at the edge of a mysterious forest where strange and magical creatures live. I know all about it because I’ve ventured into the woods and saw the wonder for myself.

      When my eyes pop open this morning, my brain is already going over what I need for school. Did I get all my homework done? Do I have a test today? Then I remember and grin so hard my cheeks hurt. Today is the first day of summer vacation. The next three months roll out in front of me like a glorious tapestry of adventure.

      I raise my arms over my head and do a big stretch from my fingers to my tippy toes. Then I get out of bed and walk barefoot to the bathroom. After I pee, I splash water on my face and try to brush my hair. I say “try” because my disobedient red curls always refuse to lie flat. Earlier this year, I would have wondered why I look different than anyone else in the family. My aunt and granny have dark, straight hair, and they don’t have my green eyes. That was when I didn’t know who my daddy was and had never put eyeballs on my momma.

      That all changed when the tree loggers used trickery to try and take ownership of the magical forest land, and Momma and Dad had to testify in court. After seeing my dad walk into the courtroom, there was no doubt who had gifted me with my hair and eyes. Just as I was thinking our family could now all live together, they disappeared again, claiming it was to protect me. From what, I ask, but everyone thinks I’m too little for an explanation. Hello, I’m not a baby anymore.

      “Where’s Granny?” I ask Willa when I go into the kitchen. Like every morning, she’s sitting at the table reading the Bible. Here’s the thing about my auntie: Something bad happened to her and my mom when they were young. Willa ran back to the safety of Granny’s house and has never left it. Momma just ran. She only returned to drop off baby me with Granny.

      “Your granny’s out by the fence,” Willa says, pointing at the back door.

      “What’s she doing out there?” I ask, taking a bowl out of the cupboard for cereal.

      “Testing the air.”

      I’m opening my mouth to say something when I realize what Aunt Willa means. “Granny feels something coming on?”

      Willa nods, still focusing on the scripture.

      “Something bad?”

      “Best you find out for yourself seeing how you’re so curious.”

      Cereal forgotten, I go find Granny. I worry it’s something real bad seeing we’ve for sure had enough of that lately.

      Granny’s out by the picket fence. She’s staring toward the tall loblolly pines that grow at the edge of the woods. Fog hovers over the meadow that lies between our house and the forest. As I watch, wisps of fog twist and swirl as the mist slowly rises and tangles in the treetops. The movement makes me shiver seeing how there’s not a hint of a breeze and the air is as still as a deserted graveyard.

      “Granny?” I say softly, not wanting to startle her.

      She turns to me, and seeing her face, I realize for the first time how old she seems. Not her hair, of course; that’s been gray as long as I remember, but her cheeks have hollowed out, and her eyes are dull.

      “Deidra Ann,” she answers, and it comes out all croaky.

      I put an arm around her shoulders to comfort her like she always does for me. I’ve grown taller than her now, and for a minute it’s like we’ve traded places—I’m the grownup and she’s now the child. “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      She sighs and pats the hand I have slung over her shoulder. “Something’s changed. There’s been a death, an important one.”

      I start to ask who, but just then Willa opens the kitchen door and hollers, “Momma, phone for you.”

      We start back to the house. I linger a bit, and when I look back at the meadow, the fog has picked up its twirly, swirly speed. Something about the way it moves scares me.

      I stay for a while watching the fog. That means I only catch the last part of the phone conversation and just Granny’s side.

      “I appreciate you letting us know, Donny.”

      Silence as Granny listens.

      “Donald, then. The funeral will be in three or four days, you think?”

      Silence.

      “Yes, of course. I ‘xpect the pastor will announce it in church.”

      Silence.

      “Your father was a fine man and our condolences to you all. God bless.”

      At that, Granny gently places the receiver back in the cradle. For as long as I remember, that old black phone has rested in a nook cut into the hall’s wall.

      Willa and I hover, eager to know the details. I suspect since Granny called the caller Donny and by the way Willa is wringing her Kleenex, that old Mr. Albertson must have passed.

      “Don Albertson?” asks Willa.

      Granny nods. “Sometime just before dawn.”

      “Gone on to a better place, praise Jesus. He’s at peace now after the suffering he’s had.”

      “Praise Jesus,” echoes Granny. She exchanges a look with Willa. “And may the Lord protect us all.”
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      At church on Sunday, Pastor Tom Chambers announces that the funeral for Donald Albertson, Sr., will be held Tuesday. That gives me this afternoon—after dinner dishes are done, naturally—and Monday, to do some exploring. When I was little, Granny forbade me from entering the woods. That changed last year after I rescued my lost classmate, Jenny. There is no going back after that. Plus, I’m thirteen now and smarter with my knowing how the magical forest works.

      Earlier this year, Uncle Abe arrived in his little Shasta trailer to teach me magic skills. Together, we saved the forest from the loggers. Uncle Abe isn’t really my uncle, but everyone calls him that. He claims he’s over a hundred years old. That’s hard to believe seeing he goes trotting along as good as Uncle Billy. He carries a walking stick topped with a golden lion’s head. The lion’s name is Wilbur. Believe me, Wilbur doesn’t let anyone harm Uncle Abe.

      Soon as I can, I escape the house. Not, of course, without a million questions.

      “Where’re you headed, Missy?” Granny asks.

      “Not far. Just looking around,” I tell her, trying to act all casual.

      “You be careful out in those woods,” adds Billy. “We don’t wanna have to go finding you if’n you get lost.”

      My aunt gives me the squint eye but doesn’t say anything.

      Granny says, “Be back in two hours. I want you home before dusk.”

      Do they know what I’m planning? I hate it when they read my brain like that. “Okie dokie,” I tell them and speed out the door.

      I cross the meadow and scoot beneath the triangle of leaning pines that marks the start of the trail through the thick trees and bushes. Soon I’m in a clearing. It’s a special protective place, Granny claims. It’s carpeted with moss, old leaves, and pine needles. Flat-topped stones, perfect for sitting, circle the edge. I sit myself on the ground, my back against one of the stones, and search out a bird.

      Uncle Abe taught me how to fly. Not actually me, since he said that would take giant wings to lift me off the ground, even if I am shorter and skinnier than my classmates. Instead, I call down the birds that flit through the tops of the trees. Spotting one of the sparrows, I use my imagination to mimic his movements—the tilt of its head, the snatch of a tiny bug hiding in the tree’s bark, the fluff of its wings.

      Pop, and I’m inside the sparrow’s mind looking down at a sleeping me propped against the rock. I—the bird—look up through the leaves at a spot of blue sky. We launch. This is always the best part, arrowing up and up until I’m flying above the treetops.

      There’s a deep canyon that splits the magical forest. A couple of times on other flying trips, I’ve seen at the bottom of the canyon, where it widens, what looks like buildings carved into the cliffside. I’ve spotted people moving down there, and I’m powerfully curious to find out what that’s all about and who lives there.

      I wing my way in that direction. The sun warms the bird’s back, and I sense its joy in the clear warm day—and a belly full of bugs.

      Soon, I reach the cliff village. There’s a gnarly pine growing out of a crack in the wall of the canyon. I land on one of the branches, suck in the fresh scent of pine, and watch the goings-on below me.

      There’s a man and woman down there with a kid littler than me. The man is dressed in jeans and a buckskin shirt with western stitching—birds have really good eyes, so I can see that from where I’m perched. A thick belt with conchos is threaded through the belt loops on his jeans. The woman is also in jeans, but she has on a checkered shirt with the sleeves rolled up. Both have long black and silver hair they wear braided down their backs. The kid has short dark hair and is dressed the same way, in jeans and a shirt.

      The man is sitting on a chair with a tray of plant seedlings on his lap. He’s digging the baby plants out of the tray and tucking them inside a shallow basket. The woman and boy are flattening dough balls and placing them on a metal grill that sits over a campfire. The breeze shifts and the scent of baking bread drifts toward me. If I were in my own body, I just know my tummy would be growling, but the bird I’m in doesn’t seem to care.

      The woman turns and speaks to someone inside the doorway that’s been carved into the side of the canyon. I sure want to see what it looks like inside that place. I’m leaning forward, trying to peek around a spray of pine needles. I’m so intent on looking that I don’t at first see the woman who walks out to join the others. Then POW. I realize...

      “Cheep, cheep,” I say in my bird voice and flutter my wings. What I mean is, “Mom, mom!” What is she doing here? I almost lose my footing, already tipped forward like I am. I flap my wings to keep my balance.

      Everyone turns at the sound of loud chirps to stare right at me.

      “Cheep. Mom.”

      “Deidra Ann, is that you hopping all around like that?” my mom asks. “You best be still before a hawk thinks you’re lunch.”

      I try and calm myself. I try harder when a hawk screeches. That’s when I see there’s a cage nearby taller than my mom. Several hawks, or falcons, I’m not sure which, stare out at me with their beady eyes.

      My bird wants to escape, and it takes all my will to keep her still. Our combined heart feels like it’s about to explode out of our throats.

      The man goes and covers the bird’s cage with a tarp and they quiet.

      “Cheep?”

      “You found me,” Mom says. “I’m not surprised knowing how curious you are. You’ve been here before, haven’t you?”

      “Cheep.”

      “I thought so. Now that you know, come back some time to visit. In your true self, that is.”

      She looks around like she’s worried someone or something is watching and steps closer to me. “If you do, you must be careful. Understand?”

      I don’t.

      “This is our place of refuge. It must not be found. There are protection charms in place, but they can be breached if we’re not careful. Be wary. If you sense someone is watching or following, turn around and go back to Granny’s house.”

      “Cheep?”

      “We are all in danger if you don’t. Understand?”

      I make a dejected sound that comes out, of course, as a cheep.

      “Go now, and be careful, child.”

      I want to stay so bad. I want to know why she’s worried and what could be out there spying. My bird has a different opinion, and while my mind is distracted, wondering about the why and what of it, we take flight.

      I would have liked to return to the canyon in my own body to visit, but it’s a long hike, and Granny had been serious about the two-hour limit. No way I want to get grounded this early in my summer vacation. There’s also no way I’m gonna tell Granny and them about finding my momma.
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      I want to hike to see my mom the next day, but Granny and Willa have other ideas.

      “Those corn seeds need to get in the ground lest it’ll be frost before them ears be ripe enough to eat,” Granny says. “The Almanac claims today is the best day for planting, and we are gonna get it done.”

      Willa puts in her two cents. “Clothes need to be washed and you, Deidra Ann, need to get your dress ironed for Mr. Albertson’s funeral tomorrow.”

      Granny finishes it off, “And don’t you roll them eyeballs at me, Missy.”

      I try to hurry the process along. Days are long this time of year, and there will be light far into the evening. That doesn’t work so well.

      “Pull that hoe straight through, or the stalks will grow in all jagged,” Granny instructs as we begin planting.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Don’t want no visitors coming here and thinking we was drinking up gin while we planted.”

      Granny isn’t wrong about that. Folks come to see her for healing of their ills and to talk through their problems with kin or friends. That, ‘cording to some of the town folk, makes her a witch. A crooked cornrow, mud not cleaned off Uncle Billy’s truck for a week, or my wrinkled dress at church would give rise to all kinds of fanciful gossip about goings-on with our family. I make the rest of the rows straight as an arrow.

      I take the same care when ironing my going-to-church dress and carefully hang it in the closet so it won’t get mussed. Of course, since I’m the one doing the ironing, Willa sees fit to add more things to the ironing pile.

      By the time dinner is fixed, eaten, and the dishes washed, the sun is setting. I drag myself into my bedroom to read and do some practice on arranging my shoes using just my mind. Uncle Abe was right, my telekinesis skills—that’s moving stuff around without touching it—are weak and need practice. I just wish there was some magic trick for ironing. I hate it.
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        * * *

      

      The church is filled with people paying their respects to Mr. Albertson. Granny, Billy, and I get there early so we can get a place in one of the front pews behind Donny Albertson, Jr., his wife, mother-in-law, and his wife’s auntie.

      Uncle Abe told me there was a chunk of families that came across the ocean from the old countries. The families were the protectors of Europe’s sacred forests and the rare and unusual creatures that live there. It’s a serious responsibility and keeping the secret of their existence is a heavy burden. Of the original families, some lines have died out, others turned their backs on what they came to think of as sacrilegious. Four families were left to remain true to their ancient pledge to keep the rare creatures hidden. They are the Williams, my granny’s line; the Bastien clan, that’s Uncle Abe; the Albertsons; and the Blackstone family, my daddy’s side.

      Donny Albertson, Jr. doesn’t believe in magic teachings and has no interest in the sacred duty to watch over the creatures. That means having unbelieving ways about him and being the last of the Albertson clan, his family link in the pledge to keep the magical woods safe broke with his dad’s passing. That leaves only the Williams and Blackstone families. And Uncle Abe, of course, for the Bastien side, but I suspect he’s the last of the line seeing as he’s never spoken of any kin.

      Maybe the worry of assuming more responsibility is the reason Granny is fidgety sitting in the church pew waiting for the service to begin. I look around at the people softly talking to each other in the pews. The senior Mr. Albertson had been old—maybe even older than Granny. He’d been sickly and in pain for some time. That said, folks were dry-eyed with only an occasional sniffle sounding. That was true of his son, too. Donny and his pa had a falling out earlier this year, and it doesn’t appear he’s all that sad about his dad’s passing.

      Pastor Chambers enters through the side door by the altar, and everyone hushes. The service doesn’t take long. There are no tears or long speeches, just the business of preaching the dead into their heavenly reward.

      All the way through, Granny is staring at the back of Donny’s head so fiercely that I think his hair—what’s left anyway—is gonna start smoking. The why of it puzzles me some, but I figure it goes back to Donny trying to sell the Albertsons’ interest in the woods and its valuable old-growth timber to the lumber mill. Uncle Billy called him a weasel for it.

      That’s why it doesn’t surprise me when Granny, her lips set in a grim line, corners Donny outside as we wait for the coffin to be loaded into the hearse. I’m right on her heels, seeing this is too good to miss out on.

      “A word, Donny. Donald, I mean,” she says, putting a hand on his arm.

      He’d been talking with Mr. Blackman, who owns the Piggly Wiggly, and he frowns at the interruption. “Yes, Mrs. Williams?” Donny says with a sneer.

      “Your father has an antique carved wooden chest he was holding for us. He told me he mentioned it to you; that it was to be returned to me after he passed,” Granny says.

      “He might have said something about that.”

      “Have you come across it yet?”

      Donny shrugs. “Not sure. Been occupied with arrangements, as you must know.”

      I’m betting poor Mr. Albertson didn’t have a chance to grow cold before Donny started searching the house, from the attic to the spidery crawlspace, for anything of value.

      Granny is thinking the same thing, I suspect. “I’ll send Billy after it tomorrow morning.”

      Billy nods. “I’ll meet you at your dad’s house first thing in the morning.”

      It didn’t work that way.
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        * * *

      

      Funerals are a big stinking deal in the South. First, we have Mr. Albertson’s funeral. Then everyone follows the hearse and the funeral home’s family car out to the cemetery at the edge of town. The preacher reads from the Bible, and the mourners pay their last respects to the dead and console the family. Last, we parade back to the church for a luncheon served in the community hall.

      I, of course, am starving by now; the activity of the morning and Granny’s confrontation with Donny Albertson setting up my appetite. Plus, I know what good cooks the church ladies are at these things. The fold-out tables are piled with platters of sliced ham and turkey. There are big pans of potato salad, corn casserole, green beans, and tons of biscuits. Pies of all sorts crowd the dessert table. I eat until I can barely breathe.

      Since we’re in town already, Granny decides to pick up a few things at the Piggly Wiggly. All this means it’s late afternoon when we finally turn into the driveway, and I’m too stuffed and sleepy to venture through the woods to visit my momma.
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