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For those who hear the same song I do. 
And to anyone who ever survived life 
inside a Dream House.














Come now, my child, if we were 
planning to harm you, do you think 
we’d be lurking here beside the path in 
the very darkest part of the forest?


—KENNETH PATCHEN, THE WALKING-AWAY WORLD
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Let everything happen to you: 
beauty and terror. Just keep going. 
No feeling is final.


—RAINER MARIA RILKE, THE BOOK OF HOURS
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In the beginning, there was a dream: a dream of a place called home.


It was shared by many creatures: serpents coiled at the bottoms of rivers and princes who spread wildflowers with each step, princesses who held kingdoms in their hearts and badgers who carried acorns in their pockets.


None of these dreamers had a home of their own. They were all wanderers and outcasts, lost children and exiles.


But if dreamers are determined enough, their dreams may become real.


This was how Bei Ilai was born.


It was an enchanted forest, where the trees were filled with stars and lanterns grew as tall as trees. The woods welcomed the creatures who had dreamed it into being, and both heroes and monsters lived in the shade of its trees for many years.


As days lengthened into seasons and seasons lengthened into years, the residents of Bei Ilai forgot how to make new elms and lakes and towers from their dreams. But although the magic of dreams was gradually lost, some creatures still understood how important they were.


One of them was a human girl named Sarah. She was a Prophetess, a young woman of great courage and kindness. The bread Sarah baked never went stale, the candles she lit never went out, and she always listened to her dreams. It was one of those dreams that saved Bei Ilai from being destroyed.


During a particularly wild storm, Sarah awoke with a start. She climbed out of bed and sent messages to the beasts and knights and sages of Bei Ilai, asking them to meet with her. As the sun rose, they gathered around Sarah, eager to hear what she had to say.


Their eagerness turned to despair when she told them, “I dreamed that a great flood is coming to swallow the earth.”


“Then we are finished!” roared one of the lions.


“We must say our goodbyes to one another right now,” the sages said, wringing their long white beards.


Sarah shook her head. “I don’t think we need to say goodbye. I believe it’s possible for Bei Ilai to be saved.”


“But how?” the creatures of the woods asked. “Only some of us can swim and even fewer of us can live underwater.”


“In my dream,” Sarah said, “I saw all the birds in the sky teaching the forest to fly so it can carry us away from the flood.”


“We can do that!” cried the flamingos and the sparrows. “Or at least we’ll try.”


“We’ll do anything to protect our home,” added the doves and the crows.


The birds traveled from one end of Bei Ilai to the other, teaching the trees, the mountains, and even the rivers the secret of flight.


On the day of the great flood, every living thing in Bei Ilai waited for an ending… or a new beginning. They shouldn’t have worried; birds are excellent teachers. As a wall of dark water roared toward the woods, the entire forest took flight! It soared high into the sky, escaping the flood.


“We’re safe, we’re safe!” cried the creatures of Bei Ilai, laughing and hugging one another. “Hurrah for Sarah! Hurrah for the birds! Hurrah for us!”


It is said that Bei Ilai is still flying today, above the storms that continue to brew in the world below.…
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In which there is a very lonely girl


EVERY STORY NEEDS A HEROINE.


Ours is a girl named Anne Applebaum. Anne lived in the mountain town of Silverthorne, where snow was draped like a wedding veil over every house and street for most of the year. The people there were shopkeepers and students and electricians and professors, their lives filled with ordinary loves and wonders.


At first glance, you would have thought that Anne was ordinary, too. She liked climbing trees and reading books. She was Jewish and had curly, russet-gold hair and deep brown eyes like her mother. She lived in a house that was perched on top of a hill, and every morning, she walked to school, where she learned about geometry and Torah and how to fight pretend battles with a pretend sword.


But there was one thing that made Anne different from everyone else in Silverthorne: She knew something was missing from her life. If your cat has ever run away from home, if you’ve ever forgotten the lyrics to your favorite song, if your best friend has ever moved to the other side of the galaxy, you might understand how she felt.


Anne searched for this missing piece in books and the dustiest corners of her bedroom. But she never found it. The problem was that she didn’t know who or what she’d lost. Only that it was gone.


Except when she felt a hint of it.


There were moments when, for no reason at all, Anne was so overcome with happiness that laughter bubbled up in her throat. That happiness always came from the east, like a summer breeze. There were other moments when, even though nothing terrible had happened, Anne felt so sad that tears welled in her eyes. The sadness arrived like a winter storm, also from the east.


Anne received her first clue about what she had lost while getting ready for bed one evening when she was nine. On that night, her mother, Mrs. Applebaum, came into her room holding a book. It was old, with a faded illustration on the cover: a girl standing in the middle of a forest, reaching for the six-pointed stars above her. The book’s dust jacket was torn; its spine was cracked. If you’d found it in a library, you probably would have assumed it was boring and full of long, confusing words.


Mrs. Applebaum placed the book on her daughter’s bed. It was called The World to Come. “This belonged to my grandmother. It was my favorite book when I was younger! And now, you’re old enough to appreciate the stories in it, too,” she said. “It’s full of tales about women of valor—eshet chayil—the battles they fought and the monsters they outsmarted.”


Anne eagerly opened the book to the first page, where someone had written a note. “To Anne and Rainer: may your hearts always find each other in these stories.” The small, dainty handwriting belonged to Mrs. Applebaum. But who was Rainer?


“What does this dedication mean, Mom?” Anne asked.


Mrs. Applebaum traced her fingers over the note. “I used to dream I was going to have twins: a boy and a girl. I believed in your brother so strongly I bought clothes and toys for him. I decided I’d call him Rainer, after one of the poets your father loves so much.” Anne’s mother sighed, soft and lullaby sad. “But when the angel Lailah brought your soul into this world and I gave birth to you, you came alone.”


Alone.


It was a small word, but it described how Anne often felt. Because no matter how much her mother loved her and how many birthdays and roller-skating parties she was invited to, the empty space inside her never went away. If Rainer had lived in Silverthorne with her, would he have filled that part of Anne with laughter and jokes that were only meant for the two of them?


Anne bounced on the edge of her bed. “I could still have a brother named Rainer! Please, Mom? We could be best friends, and I’d make a good big sister. I wouldn’t mind sharing my room or my toys. I could even teach him how to ride a bike and how to swim!”


But Mrs. Applebaum shook her head. “I’m sorry, Anne. But I can’t have any more children.”


Our heroine didn’t know what to say after that. Her dream of having a brother had vanished as quickly as it had appeared.


Since stories were the only reliable cure for sadness Anne knew, she nudged The World to Come back over to her mother. “Will you read to me?”


Mrs. Applebaum smiled. “I was hoping you’d ask.”


Every night after that, Anne’s mother read a chapter of The World to Come to her daughter. It was full of thrilling tales about the flying forest of Bei Ilai and the seven women—seven Prophetesses—who lived in the magical woods that wandered the sky.
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Anne’s favorite story in The World to Come was that of the Prophetess Hannah, who raised seven young witches in her splendid garden. These witches united to defeat Lilith the Nightshade Queen and her army of shadows. Using the magic Sarah had taught them, they foiled Lilith’s wicked plan to conquer Bei Ilai.


Anne thought it would be wonderful to have witches for friends. They always fought for each other and understood one another’s hearts. That was especially important in Bei Ilai, where a person’s heart wasn’t a tangle of muscle and blood the way it was in Anne’s world (and probably in your own, too). In the flying forest, a heart was a tiny star or a crystal rose or a ray of light, hidden behind a door in a creature’s chest for safekeeping.


Anne began carrying The World to Come with her almost everywhere. She took it to the woods just past the gates of Silverthorne, where she and Mrs. Applebaum picked wildflowers. She brought it to the sweet shop where they ate blueberry ice cream that was only sold for nineteen days in June, and to the museum dedicated to the town’s greatest heroes.


Anne even dressed up as the characters, playing make believe until she’d worn her imagination out like an old pair of shoes. She’d put on her father’s suits and pretend to be the Birch Witch, the magical baker. (“Now I can make gingerbread swords we can use to end Lilith’s evil reign,” she’d say to Mrs. Applebaum.) She’d borrow her mother’s biggest hat and imagine she was the Rose Witch, the enchanted gardener. (“Now I can plant roses that will make everyone who sees them happy,” she’d say.)


On Friday afternoons before the sun went down and Shabbat began, Anne read the best parts of The World to Come aloud while Mrs. Applebaum braided the challah they’d baked seven times.


“In our faith and in Bei Ilai, seven is a powerful number connected to life and creation and luck,” she told her daughter. “You can’t go wrong doing things in sevens.”


“I’ll remember!” said Anne.


The only time our heroine left The World to Come behind was when she and Mrs. Applebaum went to the synagogue on Saturday mornings. There, they sang and prayed and ate bagels and lox with their neighbors.


Despite how much she liked the services, Anne’s mind sometimes wandered. Hearing pairs of siblings giggle together and sing “Shalom Aleichem” and “Lecha Dodi” made Anne wonder what her brother, Rainer, would have sounded like. Would his voice have been high and sweet as a tambourine, the way Anne’s was?


When the golden light of the first star appeared on Saturday evening, Mrs. Applebaum lit the havdalah candle to bid farewell to Shabbat. Watching the glow reflected in her mother’s eyes, Anne thought about what color Rainer’s eyes would have been. She imagined they’d be blue, like a summer sky.


But most days, she pushed aside all thoughts of Rainer. It was better to get lost in a book than in the idea of a brother who didn’t exist and never would. It hurt much less.
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You may be curious why Mr. Applebaum has hardly appeared in this tale (so far). Mr. Applebaum wasn’t as terrible as many storybook fathers, who give away their daughters for flowers or kingdoms. But he wasn’t particularly good at being a father either. Perhaps it was because he was so good at his other job, which was teaching poetry at the nearby university. It left little time for him to be good at anything else.


The university was an old gray building bent under the weight of all the knowledge inside it. As a professor at such a respected place, Mr. Applebaum had certain ideas about the way life ought to be lived… and how members of his own family should act.


“Our daughter seems to think Bei Ilai is as real as our world,” Mr. Applebaum complained to his wife one evening. Mrs. Applebaum was playing her piano in the living room, and he was supposed to be reading the newspaper in his favorite green chair. “It’s all she ever talks about!”


Anne, who was on her way to bed, paused outside the living room. The door was closed, but she still caught every word her father said. The walls in our childhood homes are usually too thin to keep out the worst of the world—and the worst of our families, too.


Mrs. Applebaum turned around on the piano bench to face her husband. “What harm is there in letting Anne daydream? I thought you’d be happy that she’s inherited your love of books.”


Anne agreed with her mother but kept quiet. The last thing she wanted was to get caught eavesdropping on her parents!


Mr. Applebaum regarded his wife above his newspaper. “Books can’t replace real people. Real friends.”


“Anne has a few children she plays with at school,” Mrs. Applebaum replied. “She just hasn’t found a best friend yet. Someone whose heart speaks to hers. But she will, someday.”


Mr. Applebaum scowled so deeply Anne could almost hear it. “Our daughter can’t live in her dreamworld forever. I did that when I was younger, and it wasn’t healthy.”


A lump formed in Anne’s throat and she snuck away to her room. Trying to forget what Mr. Applebaum had said, she climbed into bed and pulled the blankets over her head.


But Mrs. Applebaum was a wise woman with a keen ear, and she must have known that Anne had overheard the conversation. She left her piano behind and knocked on her daughter’s door. When Anne didn’t answer, she came inside.


“About your father…” Mrs. Applebaum began.


Anne burrowed into her blankets. “Dad doesn’t understand anything—especially anything about Bei Ilai! I wish we lived there instead of in Silverthorne. Then no one would say I was unhealthy for liking stories.”


Mrs. Applebaum sat down and stroked the top of Anne’s head. “Your father is just worried. He doesn’t want you to be lonely or unhappy,” she said. “As for Bei Ilai… it might not be a real place, but I believe it has taught you real lessons, like how to be kind and brave, and the importance of tikkun olam: repairing the broken parts of the world.”


“Like the seven Prophetesses did!”


“Exactly.”


Anne peeked out from under her blanket. “But how can I fix the whole world? I’m not a Prophetess! I’m just one girl.”


“No one is supposed to fix the whole world in one day.” Mrs. Applebaum laughed. “We have a whole lifetime to work at it.”


“Can we help each other fix things, then? Together?”


“Of course we can,” Mrs. Applebaum said. “Tovim hashnaim min ha-echad—two are better than one. And there will be friends who come into your life who will want to help, too.”


“I hope I find those friends soon.”


“As do I,” Anne’s mother said. She wrapped her arms around her daughter, hugging her close.


It was one of the last hugs she would ever give Anne.
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Just days after our heroine turned eleven, Mrs. Applebaum died.


What began as the flu turned into pneumonia, and Mrs. Applebaum’s lungs filled with water instead of laughter. With her last breaths, she whispered to Anne: “Chazak ve’ematz. Be strong and courageous. Like a Prophetess.”


Anne dug a promise out of her throat. “I will be,” she swore. But Anne didn’t feel brave. She felt like she was splintering apart.


That night, Mrs. Applebaum slipped out of the world. Anne and Mr. Applebaum each held on to one of her hands, as if they hoped to pin her soul down where it belonged—with them. It didn’t work.


Gentle reader, grief takes a different shape for everyone. Some people sob until their throats are raw; others refuse to talk about their lost loved one ever again. Still others are angry at everything—the dead and the living, the snow and the sky, the clock in the hall and the books on their shelves. The shape that Anne’s grief took was silence.


If Rainer had been with Anne, she thought she and her brother could have comforted each other, wrapping their grief around themselves like a blanket. But Rainer wasn’t with her. This meant Anne’s grief was too big to fit inside a tear and too loud to be crammed into a sob. So she swallowed it.


At Mrs. Applebaum’s funeral, her friends and neighbors wept as they recited Kaddish, the mourner’s prayer. They cried as they lowered her coffin into the ground and helped to bury her, one shovel of dirt at a time. Their eyes stayed damp even when they came to see Anne and Mr. Applebaum over the next seven days, bringing chicken soup and condolences. Anne didn’t join the adults, who huddled on low stools and shared their memories about Mrs. Applebaum over plates of sweet kugel.


She wandered through her house, past the mirrors that had been covered up and her mother’s abandoned piano. When Anne brushed her fingers over the keys, they let out a long wail. Maybe the piano is sad about Mom, too, Anne thought.


As night swept through Silverthorne, the last of the mourners exchanged hugs and handshakes with Mr. Applebaum on the front steps. Anne watched them leave from the living room window, where a single candle was burning. It had been since she and her father returned home from the cemetery. Since they’d returned home, for the first time, without Mrs. Applebaum.


“Mom?” Anne croaked, finally finding her voice again. “Are you there? I need you.”


I’m sorry to say that Mrs. Applebaum couldn’t speak to her daughter. The dead rarely can.
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One morning shortly after, Anne was walking to school and watching the clouds drift overhead. In Bei Ilai, they would have been wintry animals—foxes and polar bears, white tigers and hares—having a race with the sun. As she crunched through the snow, Anne tried to guess which of these animals would win. But her game was interrupted as a snowball struck the back of her head hard enough to make her ears ring.


“Hey, Anne!” a boy yelled from behind her.


Our heroine held back a groan. The boy’s name was Jonas Dahl. He was the kind of person who enjoyed putting gum in other people’s hair, and Anne thought he was one of the most annoying children in Silverthorne. He might have even been one of the most annoying in the world, but she didn’t have proof. She’d never even gone past Silverthorne’s woods.


(That would change, dear reader.)


“I heard your mom died,” Jonas said, stomping up to Anne. “Why aren’t you crying about it? I thought girls were supposed to cry about everything!”


Anne kept walking, reminding herself that she needed to be strong. Like a Prophetess. And a strong girl wouldn’t cry just because a boy was poking at the bruised place inside her where her mother used to be.


Huffing, Jonas yanked The World to Come out of Anne’s hand. “What is this book, anyway? All you ever do is read it.”


“Give that back, Jonas!” Anne hissed and tried to snatch her book away from the boy.


Jonas pulled The World to Come out of her reach. He began to flip through it so roughly that the page where Mrs. Applebaum had written her note to Anne and Rainer tore. If Anne’s grief had a sound other than silence, it would have been that page ripping.


“Do you even care that your mom’s dead?” Jonas asked, his sneer cutting through the winter air. “Or is this stupid book the only thing that matters to you?”


It was a terrible question to ask and that was why Anne did a terrible thing to answer it. She curled her hand into a fist… and punched Jonas squarely in the face.


Jonas spun backward and tumbled into the nearest snowbank, dropping The World to Come onto the ground as he fell.


Most bullies are like balloons; they pop when confronted. And that is what Jonas did then. He sat up in the snow with a start, his lower lip trembling. “You’re so mean!” he shrieked at Anne before bursting into tears.


Unfortunately for our heroine, her teacher Mrs. Garcia had seen the entire incident from the steps of the school. She rushed over to the sobbing Jonas. “Are you all right?” she asked him, kneeling in the snowbank next to him. When the boy only continued to cry, Mrs. Garcia whipped her head toward Anne. “Anne Applebaum, what is wrong with you? You can’t go around hitting people!”


Anne scowled and snatched The World to Come off the sidewalk. “He hit me with his words first,” she fired back.


Mrs. Garcia wagged her finger at Anne. “I’m going to tell your father about this!”


“Go ahead and tell him,” Anne replied coolly, hugging her book to her chest. “He won’t do anything. He never does.”


When Anne returned home from school that evening, Mr. Applebaum was in the living room as usual, poring over one of his poetry books.


“Anne,” Mr. Applebaum said mildly.


“Yes, Dad?”


“Mrs. Garcia called earlier. She told me you hit a boy today.”


Anne shrugged. There was no point in lying to her father when he already knew the truth. “He stole The World to Come. I hit him to get it back.”


“Regardless of what the boy did, it’s not appropriate to hit people.” Mr. Applebaum picked up a book on the table beside him and offered it to Anne. “Here, take this. It’s poetry by a gentleman named E.E. Cummings. Reading it will be much better use of your time than picking fights.”


Anne accepted the book from her father and said, very quietly, “Thank you.”


Mr. Applebaum gave a wooden nod, then resumed his own reading.


Anne slipped quietly out of the room. She shuffled down the hall, shut her bedroom door, and opened the book. “I carry your heart with me. (I carry it in my heart.) I am never without it,” Anne read aloud… and sighed.


Mr. Applebaum’s head was stuffed with words by famous dead men; he could read four languages and speak three. But his own daugher’s words often failed to reach him, and he couldn’t read or speak the language of Anne’s heart. And Mr. Applebaum certainly didn’t carry it with him, like in the poem.


Anne frowned. “Why would Dad give me this?”


She tossed the book onto her bed without reading another word and drifted over to her window. On another night, she might have tried to lose herself in tales about Bei Ilai. But as Anne gazed out into the darkness, she knew even reading about the flying forest wouldn’t make her feel better.


Today, she hadn’t acted strong or brave, the way she’d promised her mother she would. She’d only acted hurt, and her pain had made her mean.


“I wish I had someone who will love me the way Mom did and who I’ll love the same way,” she said to the stars wheeling overhead. “Please, send me someone to be strong for.”


But the stars were too far away to hear Anne.
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In which a raven speaks


THE GRAY WINTER MARCHED ON, AND ANNE AND MR. Applebaum spoke less and less. Our heroine escaped into books; her father escaped to the university, teaching so many classes that he left home at dawn and didn’t return until after dark.


Anne was almost glad her father was gone so much. It was better to be alone than to feel alone even though there was someone right down the hall.


As spring arrived, dressing Silverthorne in flowers, Anne decided to make challah for the first time since her mother had died. She should have done it on Friday afternoon; pouring and stirring and baking definitely counted as work, which was the one thing Anne wasn’t supposed to do on Shabbat. But I can’t blame her for being tired of Saturday afternoons that dragged on like kite tails now that she wasn’t going to synagogue anymore.


“Why bother going? It’s always the same prayers and songs and people,” Mr. Applebaum had grumbled when Anne had asked him to take her a few weeks before. “We’ll see a movie instead. You’ll enjoy that more, I think.”


I’m afraid that they never did end up going to the movies. Mr. Applebaum was much too busy. Or maybe he was much too sad. One can hide the other, you know.


Putting Mr. Applebaum and his broken promise aside, Anne pulled her challah out of the oven. “I’ll go for a walk in the woods,” she told herself, placing the warm bread and The World to Come in a picnic basket. “I’ll read under an oak tree and daydream, and things will almost be like they were before Mom died.”


Almost. A hole left in someone’s world can never be filled with bread and fairy tales.


Anne left the house on the hill, swinging her picnic basket. But before she could take more than a step toward the woods, an enormous raven landed in the elm tree outside her front door.


“Caw, caw!” the raven said. He was beautiful, with golden eyes and sword-sharp talons. If there is royalty among birds, it’s surely the raven. They’re born to guard towers, bring news of the future… and even fly between worlds. But Anne didn’t know any of that. Yet.


“Are you hungry, raven?” Anne reached into her picnic basket and tore off a piece of challah. She tossed it at the base of the elm tree. “Here you go! It just came out of the oven.”


The raven glided down and pecked at the challah. Once the bird had gobbled up the last crumb, he lifted his head. “Thank you for the bread,” he said. “It was delicious!”


Anne’s heartbeat quickened, drowning out the sound of the cars on the road behind her. She’d always known that magic existed, the same way she knew gravity did. She felt it in the stars and the candles she lit every Friday night. But now that Anne was faced with real magic, she tried to find another explanation for it. Maybe someone was playing a trick on her. Or maybe she was dreaming and would wake up to find it was Saturday morning all over again.


Thankfully, Anne decided it was better to accept the strangeness of the world than to deny it. “You’re welcome,” she said carefully. “I didn’t realize you could talk. That any raven could talk.”


“We ravens know every language. We’re clever like that.” The raven hopped closer to Anne, his eyes glinting. “Since you were so generous with me, I’m going to be generous with you. I don’t have anything good to eat I could offer you—I already finished off that lovely dead mouse I found this morning. But I can tell you a secret about yourself.”
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“A secret about me? I don’t have any secrets.”


“Ha! You humans are good at keeping things from yourselves,” the raven cackled. “Do you want to hear your secret or not?”


“Of course I do!” Anne huffed. “It’s my secret. I should know it.”


The raven clicked his beak. “The reason why you’ve always felt like there’s something missing from your life is because there is. It’s your brother, Rainer. You’ve never met him, but you still love him. You can’t help it. He’s your twin.”


You may think it is an outdated idea that a girl would need a boy to be truly happy, and you would be correct. But we all must love someone or something: a boy or a girl, a piano or a chalkboard full of equations. Who and what we love defines us.


Anne knelt down. The roar of her heart would have put the fiercest lions to shame. “But Mom said that Rainer was just a nice dream she had,” she protested. “He’s not real!”


The raven rolled his eyes. “Your brother Rainer’s very real. As real as roses and rainwater. Even if he is in three different pieces.” He lowered both his head and his voice so that Anne had to stretch forward to hear him. “Those pieces are in the east, where the shadows creep and sneak and slither.”


“I don’t understand what you mean,” said Anne. “Pieces of my brother? In the east? There’s a lot of east!”


But east was the direction the strange feelings that sometimes pounced on Anne came from.


“There’s not as much east as you’d think,” the raven replied. “Anyway, I wouldn’t go there if I were you, brother or no brother. I’d miss your bread if you died, and that’s probably what will happen.”


“What’s so dangerous about the east?”


“Didn’t I just tell you? Shadows, human child.” The raven spread his wings. He looked like the darkness he’d just warned our heroine about. “Shadows from before the beginning of time.”


“Before the beginning of time?” Anne shook off the chill that was climbing up her spine. “Please, don’t give me any more riddles. Just tell where my brother is!”


The raven scoffed. “I only offered to tell you about your secret. I didn’t promise anything else. Especially anything that could be dangerous.”


“I have more bread!” This time, Anne pulled out the entire loaf of challah. She waved it in front of the raven, hoping the sweet smell would be too tempting for him to resist.


“It is a good offer,” the raven said. “But I can’t help you. I have treasure to steal and other places to travel to. Best of luck, whatever you do and wherever you go.”


“Wait! I need to know more! Can’t you—”


But all ravens are wild, like stories that have wandered off the page; they never linger anywhere for long. “Farewell!” the raven interrupted and soared up into the clouds. The only thing he left behind was the echo of his words.


Anne rocked back on her heels. She didn’t have much experience with ravens, let alone talking ones. It was possible they liked lying and might enjoy playing games with lonely girls like her even more.


“Or the raven really was telling the truth and I do have a lost brother out there,” Anne murmured. “If I brought Rainer home… If he were here with me… would our family feel less broken?”


As Anne turned this possibility over in her head, cold fear skittered over her. Bathed in May sunshine, her melancholy but familiar house standing behind her, Anne had nothing to be afraid of. But someone, somewhere in the east, might.


“Rainer?” Anne asked as the terror that wasn’t hers ebbed away. “Is that you? Are you hurt?”


A sparrow answered our heroine with its song. Her brother did not.


Anne shoved the challah back into her picnic basket. “If there’s a chance Rainer’s out there somewhere, I have to find him,” she said. “I’ll go east—even if I have to go alone.”


Gentle reader, she would.
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In which there is a very short letter


ANNE WOULD HAVE LIKED TO SET OFF TO FIND RAINER right away, but she knew that quests require proper materials and planning.


She went back into her bleak house to gather what she needed, passing the bedroom where her mother had died and the kitchen table where she’d sat in silence with her father during dinner ever since.


“The next time I walk through the front door, I’ll have someone to talk to during supper,” Anne told herself. “Even if Dad doesn’t say a word to me the whole time.”


Anne put a change of clothes in her big school satchel and took her mother’s best boots from the closet. She folded a handkerchief around plump apples, thick slices of cheese, and the rest of the challah, then crammed these into the bag.


The last thing Anne added was The World to Come. It was larger and heavier than even her clunky math book and might not be useful on her journey. But Anne couldn’t leave it behind. Having it made her feel as if her mother was close by.


Anne glanced around her house (which hadn’t been a home to her for a long time), thinking hard. Was she forgetting anything else she might need?


As her eyes skimmed over the poetry books piled on the kitchen table, her stomach flipped unexpectedly. What would her father think, if Anne disappeared? At the very least, she needed to tell him she was leaving and might not be back for a while. If she came back at all. At that moment, the idea of never returning to the house on the hill sounded appealing. Once Anne found Rainer, they could choose to join the circus or travel to Mars together.


Our heroine rifled through kitchen cabinets until she found paper and a pen and scrawled a quick message to Mr. Applebaum.




Hi Dad. I’ve gone to find my twin brother.


I don’t think I’ll be back for dinner. Don’t wait up for me.




—Anne








It felt like something a good daughter would write, although Anne knew her father wasn’t going to wait up for her. He might not even notice she was gone for several days.


Anne placed her note under the saltshaker on the kitchen table, slung her satchel over her shoulder, and started out the door. I wish I could say that someone—a neighbor, a classmate, a police officer—noticed her departure.


They did not. But Anne was determined that they would notice her return.
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In which there is a garden and a terrible hat


NOT MANY OF SILVERTHORNE’S RESIDENTS LIKED THE forest at the eastern edge of their town. They would have preferred if someone cut down the woods and built sparkling new apartment buildings or shops that sold fancy shoes instead.


But Anne loved the forest, and not only because it was filled with memories of the afternoons she’d spent there with Mrs. Applebaum. The woods were peaceful, and they always seemed to welcome her. There were blue cornflowers to braid into crowns and big, crooked oaks that were perfect for thinking deep thoughts or napping under.
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