

[image: Image]




    
[image: images]






[image: images]





For Tara, Joy, Becky & Ann—Builders & Keepers of many bridges





Acknowledgments


It takes a Gilbrethean village to bring a book into the world, and I’ve got loads of people to thank.


Thank you to my dear editor, Liz Kossnar, for taking the lead on building a bridge between this story and readers. I’m so grateful for your input and humor and heart, and so very happy to have you as my editorial Captain. PS, you are a rock star.


My agent, Tina Wexler, lovingly builds covered bridges between authors and publishers every day. Throughout my writing journey, she has been a source of shelter and support in moments of joy and uncertainty and everything in between. Thank you, Tina, you kindhearted/clever/bookish bridge carpenter you. PS, we must eat pizza together at some point.


Chloë Foglia is a book designer extraordinaire. Thank you, Chloë, for your talent and hard work! PS, having LEAVES on my chapter headings makes me smile more than I can say.


Justin Chanda and all of the folks at Simon & Schuster Books for Young Readers do so much for children’s literature. I am ever grateful for their talent and spirit. Kristin Ostby, thank you for picking Minna from a stack of ideas and giving me the go-ahead to bring her to book-life. PS, all of you are magic makers.


Thank you to Sonia Kretschmar, who made me want to dive into her beautiful cover and make autumn discoveries with Minna. PS, I wish I owned Minna’s T-shirt.


To my critique partners Joy McCullough-Carranza, Tara Dairman, Becky Wallace, and Ann Bedichek, what can I say? This book is dedicated to you wonderful ladies, who joined forces to buy me a laptop to finish my first draft of this story. PS, you inspire me every day and keep me writing.


Adam Andersen—owner and lead carpenter of Andersen Custom Carpentry in Colorado Springs—was gracious enough to give me a tour of his woodshop, patient enough to answer lots of questions, and crazy enough to let me have a crack at his band saw. Any inaccuracies in regard to woodcraft in this book are solely mine. Illustrator Sara Lynn Cramb took a sketch of my fictional village and turned it into an actual map. PS, you were both vital pieces of my writing process.


Linda Fuqua-Jones & Gwenda Rosebush of Palmer Lake Library, I must thank you for your dedication to readers, tolerance for my chattiness and rowdy children, and for the covered bridge popcorn tin—given at a much-needed moment in my drafting process. Diane Fischer, ditto on the chattiness and rowdy children tolerance, and an extra thank you for emergency babysitting. PS, I miss seeing you all.


Over the last several years, the Child Watch staff members of the Tri-Lakes YMCA and Lionville YMCA have provided a nurturing environment for my children while I write stories. Thanks to all of you! PS, I swear I’ll start working out more next year.


To Mom and Dad, whose planks are firmly set just behind mine on my life’s bridge, thank you for being my cornerstone. PS, come visit and I’ll make you some hearth milk.




In every conceivable manner, the family is link to our past, bridge to our future.


—Alex Haley









A Brief Word on My Uncle Theo, Tradition, and Deadlines








Let me start by saying that I, Minna Treat, consider myself to be a very, maybe even an especially, well-adjusted young person. But even I have my limits.


Let me also say that if Uncle Theo dropped one more of his “subtle hints” about me needing to make a decision about a junior artisan project, I was afraid I might blomp him over the head with his copy of The Art of Subtle Hints: Planting Greatness in Your Child’s Garden. In a balanced and nonconfrontational way, of course.


That’s kind of a useless parenting book anyway. The twenty-seven-page foreword is called “A Brief Word on the Fragility of Seeds,” which tells you the kind of Hokey you’re about to deal with. I have no idea why all those books have to start with “A Brief Word on” or “A Gentle Note About” or “Read This Poem Someone Wrote and Ponder It Before Reading This Book” instead of divvying that sentimental junk up into the rest of the pages, so that people can just concentrate on the must-know information.


All I know is that since me and Uncle Theo were left to each other, he’s always wanted to be the best guardian possible, and I love him for that. Anytime I feel even the tiniest bit like having a pity party for one reason or another (talking to you, General Art I paint-a-landscape-any-landscape assignment), I remind myself that in the tragedy and responsibility departments, the past elevenish years have been a real stinker for him.


When Uncle Theo was seventeen, his only sister quit her junior year of college, moved back into their parents’ house, and seven months later gave birth to me.


When he was nineteen, that sister died.


When he was twenty-two, his parents died in a car wreck one week after the third anniversary of his sister’s death. He was then named the sole guardian of five-year-old me.


Since that time he’s armed himself with parenting books and the fiercest determination to put his all into raising me. He does the normal stuff, like food/water/shelter, and the extra stuff, like posting weekly vocabulary words such as epiphany and irrelevant and charlatan on the chalkboard hanging beside the hearth. He even gives sentence examples, like: “Charlatan: In hindsight, it should have been perfectly obvious that the glassblower was a charlatan—after all, glassblowers have a natural ability to blow lots of hot air.”


At least once a week Uncle Theo tells me that I am the best thing in his life, and while we are a team, he is the captain, and while he is the captain, I am his heart. And he means it. I think that’s the most important thing to know about my uncle. The loving part.


What I do not love—because they can be scary and mean and far less necessary than people think—is deadlines. Uncle Theo had told me (only once) that I didn’t have to participate in the junior artisan contest just because every Treat had entered a woodcraft project since my eight-times great-grandfather Elias Treat and his brothers began it as part of a harvest celebration back in the 1700s.


But then he’d told me (a million times) that it would make the family proud if I did enter, and so he’d already signed me up on the off chance I’d like to participate. The projects would be presented on the village’s Bonfire Night, the Monday after the annual Gilbreth two-day Autumnfest, which was just over three weeks away. I’d never qualify again, since it was only open to sixth graders.


The deadline wasn’t his fault, but it was still there. And it was basically the same as summoning all of our deceased relatives to haunt me day and night, clasping their creepy, invisible hands together while noiselessly moaning, Looooming deadline, Minna. Pleeeeease don’t disapoooooiiiiint us, OooOOOooo!


According to Uncle Theo, I was more than capable of deciding on a “special, unique, bold” project. “Embrace the past,” he told me.


“Feel its heart beat against your own,” he said.


“You’re a Treat,” he reminded me.


I didn’t need another heart beating against mine. My heart worked just fine by itself. And I was well aware that I was a Treat and that my family’s past was in me with every step I took.


Sometimes the predictable Treatness of my life gave me a nice, cozy sense of belonging, and sometimes it felt like I was buried under a big pile of well-meaning parenting books and wood shavings, trying to claw my way up to the top so I could reach out a hand to let people know that I was there too and that I had a first name in addition to my last name.


I’m Minna, my fingertips would call out for me, and I’m here too.


But who exactly was Minna? I was still figuring that out. Not a big problem, right?


Wrong.


According to Natural Disasters: Emergency Parenting for the Teen Years, youth and innocence were basically over once age thirteen hit, and I needed to be as self-grounded as possible in order to anchor myself for the “deluge of tumultuous, volatile changes ahead.” If I didn’t have complete faith and confidence in myself as a person before the clock struck Teenager, I’d get swept away by some kind of giant, invisible flood.


So between that kind of doomsday talk and the fact that my thirteenth birthday was three months away, I felt like I was on my own personal deadline for finding out exactly who Minna was before the very last autumn of my childhood was over.


Lately, I’d been wondering if my other half, my non-Treat half, was part of the answer.


I didn’t know anything about who my dad was. According to Uncle Theo, my mom never even told anyone his name. She just returned to Gilbreth like she’d never left at all.


Question: How do you find the thing that’ll make you feel complete when the only thing you’re really missing in life is a lost father that nobody else wants to find, and the only person who might be able to help with that particular item is (a) dead and (b) wanted him to stay lost.


Answer: You don’t. Not without the help of a magical gateway to the past or a miraculous coincidence or an incredible appearance that would change everything.


I wasn’t picky. I’d settle for any of those three.
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The Weaver’s Prediction


In 1691, William Treat, a London-based maker of fine woodcraft, came down with a stomach ailment that took his life. Before he passed away, he bade his four sons to take heart, to be kind when tested but less kind when life called for it, to befriend danger and embrace discovery, and to avoid meat that smelled like feet. Lastly, he told them to whistle along with the hymns at his funeral because they all had singing voices that sounded like feral cats flung into frigid bathwater.


—From Gilbreth History: Founding Families & Artisanal Traditions (Gilbreth Welcome Center, $16.99)


The apothecary shop was a dusky sort of dark, with drawn curtains and narrow wooden shelves stocked with remedies and tinctures and dried herbs. Freestanding candles and oil lamps fastened to the walls sent shadows dancing, reminding me of how unearthly I’d found the place as a child. It was like an enchanted mole hole, a hollow hoard of strange smells and spells displayed among lights flickering in a permanent midnight. I stood waiting, the owner’s back to me as he hummed and searched the oils for my uncle’s request.


Mrs. Poppy sat in a corner next to a small, ancient-looking cabinet covered in leaf carvings, working small miracles on her handheld loom. She and her sister had a weaving shop down the street, but it was closed on most Sundays. She caught me looking and smiled, holding up her work. “Pumpkin blankets for pets, dear, suitable for anything from dogs to hamsters. The tourists just love them.”


I grazed the pumpkin’s stem with my fingertips. “It’s soft.”


Her head bobbed toward her husband. “I was just telling Mr. Poppy that I’m thinking of doing readings this year too. Weavers in my family have been known to have the second sight, you know.”


Mr. Poppy snickered, coughed hard, covered his mouth, then wiped both hands on his jacket. He wore his usual working clothes, a Revolutionary War uniform passed down by relatives through the years.


“I heard that, Zeke. Let me practice on you, Minna.” Mrs. Poppy grabbed my offered hand and squinted at it, muttering silent words and then licking her lips. She looked up at me in surprise. “You are about to embark on a journey of great discovery.”


That was news to me. “I am?”


She frowned and bent her head again. “Or is that great danger?” Dropping my hand, she placed one of her palms over my forehead and shut her eyes. “There will be a great trouble of some kind . . . an accident . . . a flash of light . . . no, a fire!” She opened her eyes and blinked. “A fire?” Swiftly twisting my hand, she examined its side. “And you’ll have sixteen children? Oh, that can’t be right.”


My hand was getting tingly. I jerked it back.


“Hope not,” both Mr. Poppy and I said.


She sighed and pointed to a twig frame on the wall. In the middle was a photograph of the Poppys on their wedding day. “Your frame is still up. Do you think you might make a frame for your project, dear?” She asked the question with an easy nonchalance while her fingers busied themselves like spider legs weaving a web. I could tell she was digging for information.


I studied the frame and blushed. “I made that when I was five. It’s terrible. And no, I’ll definitely make something better than a frame.”


She clucked like a mother hen. “I happen to like that frame. Not going to tell me about your project, though? Typical woodworker.”


“Typical weaver, more like,” barked Mr. Poppy.


Every type of traditional art practiced in the village came with its own labels that rivaled astrological charts.


Gilbreth potters were moody. The evidence could be traced back to a 1714 incident involving an unlucky potter who caught rabies from his cat, which had gotten it in a narrow escape from an infected wolf. The potter survived and went on to have a big family, but remained twitchy and morose and unpredictable his entire life.


Gilbreth stonemasons had vicious tempers, first recorded in a journal entry by a weaver who’d made the mistake of insulting a stonemason’s technique. In return, the weaver received a stone dropped on his foot, breaking it.


Herbalists were peacemakers, blacksmiths were untrustworthy, weavers were gossips, silversmiths thought they were royalty, candlemakers were nostalgic, glassblowers were impulsive.


And woodworkers . . . well, I hated to admit it, but the label was true: Woodworkers were secretive.


“I like what’s in the middle of the frame best,” Mr. Poppy called.


“I did look nice, didn’t I?” Mrs. Poppy patted her cotton-ball hair and blew a sentimental kiss to the old photograph inside the frame. “I can’t wait to see what you’ll be presenting at Bonfire Night, dear. You’ve got talent in your blood, you know.” She put down her weaving. “Where’s Christopher Hardly? You and that freckly boy are usually glued at the hip.”


She raised a drawn-on eyebrow and looked me up and down. “Don’t be in a hurry to grow up. You’re not ready for a boyfriend. I was in a hurry to grow up, and what did I get for it? Triplets, that’s what, who then moved to Sedona to hawk their father’s recipes to reborn hippies.”


I stifled a snort. “We’re best friends, Mrs. Poppy, that’s all. We’re a very solid friendship crew of two.”


She let out a soft, breathy laugh. “Well, I wouldn’t worry about him being competition at the contest this year. I heard that he broke another vase the other day. Just a small one, but still.” She patted her hair again. “You would never know he’s a Hardly.”


I stiffened.


This village bred all sorts of talent, but in school we were taught that Gilbreth, New York, had survived and thrived because of two skills in particular: woodworking and glassworking. Fine woodcraft made by my descendants long ago with our heavily guarded techniques, and more recently, glassware made famous by my best friend’s descendants when Crash’s great-grandfather had a dream and spontaneously whisked his whole family across the country to New York.


My best friend had gotten his nickname back when he started his early training with glassblowing—just observation stuff, but that was still close enough to do some serious damage.


On the day before first grade started, he broke a vase his father was going to sell for $5,750 to a collector in Baltimore.


Then he broke a sculpture that his mother was working on for a special exhibit at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. He hid in our old tree house for two full days when that one happened. The whole town was looking for him, and I was the one who found him, curled up in a corner with a spoon and a jar of peanut butter.


When he started accidentally breaking projects of his much older brothers and sisters, they started calling him Crash, and it stuck.


He didn’t mean to break things. Some people are just klutzes, and it’s not like young kids and glass are a real great mix. Accidents happen in every artisan group. That’s why Uncle Theo doesn’t have a left-hand pinkie finger (circular saw incident) and why Grandma Treat had a major scar on her left forearm (hot tea and nail gun incident). Grandpa Treat had a glass eyeball from when he and his twin brother played too rough with the claw ends of hammers when they were kids.


Still, we lived in a village where children of serious tradesmen were fully expected to carry on tradition or risk being labeled a traitor. Sure, we could go to college, but anyone who didn’t either come back to Gilbreth or continue their family’s traditional art elsewhere was “lost.” Even families like the Hardlys and the Bhagawatis and the Lees, who’d been in Gilbreth for only three generations, had a fairly stringent, unspoken rule of loyalty and legacy.


“Crash will do fine, Mrs. Poppy.”


“He better. It’s in his blood. If he doesn’t improve soon, he’ll end up like his lost sister, Lorelei. She got a new job, I heard. Raising money for some college. She might as well be our new mayor—did you hear he wants to plow half of Torrey Wood for subdivisions? Subdivisions!” Mrs. Poppy spit the word out like it was a rotten, slimy grape.


“Here we go, then. . . .” Mr. Poppy arranged his selections on his blending counter and poured a long dose of oil from a wooden flask marked SUNFLOWER. Slowly, carefully, he began adding essential oils by the drop. “I’m glad he sent you to me. Do you know that Treats and Poppys have been friends for centuries?”


I shook my head.


“Oh, yes. It was your ancestor who stood up for my ancestor’s daughters when they were accused of witchery after the Maybeck hanging—just for the herbal knowledge in their heads, can you believe that? Elias Treat saved their lives and reputations, cross my heart. In fact, no charge today.” With two fingers he tapped the lid. “It’s lavender and rosemary, with a hint of sweet orange.” He scrubbed at a spot on the counter. “Plus a little hawthorn and passionflower. Helps with sorrow, and also stress in case he’s been worried about—”


“Now just zip it, Zeke,” Mrs. Poppy said, flashing him a warning glance. “Don’t go repeating everything you hear.”


“Ha! That’s a peach, you telling me to zip it.” Mr. Poppy tapped the small jar against the back wall three times, right in the middle of a hanging necklace. Its braided leather cord was strung up and held open with four nails. A tiny, carved wooden horse dangled from the bottom.


“Why did you tap the jar like that?”


“Hmm?” He turned back to me and dropped the small jar into my open hand, his wrinkled hand sinking down to cover the lid. His other hand cupped mine on the bottom as he leaned over, half-moon glasses slipping down his substantial nose. He smelled like cherry candy and tobacco and clean sheets.


“Why did you tap it in the middle of the horse necklace?”


“Brings good health to the patient. That’s what my father used to say. He tapped his remedies like that, and his father did the same. That thing has hung there for years, and not one of my relatives remembered who exactly it first belonged to.”


I leaned over the counter for a closer look. “It’s a good carving.”


“It is. Now, this is premixed, but tell your uncle to give it a little shake before he uses it. Drops at the temple, behind the ears, and smoothed over the top of his forehead. Like this.” He demonstrated, then waved a hand. “Should take care of his headache within fifteen minutes. It’s all on the label. Happy Season, dear. You’re a good girl.”


“Some days more than others,” I said lightly, trying not to stare at his thick crop of nose hair. I nestled the jar into my tool-belt pocket, eager to get back into the light of the Town Square sidewalks. “Thanks, Mr. Poppy. Happy Season.”


I had no idea where the Gilbreth saying came from, celebrating the bittersweet time when leaves turned from green to autumn shades on their way toward annual deaths, but as soon as the first trees changed, the phrase mystically appeared. I’d never heard Uncle Theo say it.


A bird flew across my path as I pushed the door open, brushing my face with its wings and disappearing before I could trace its flight. The Hardlys’ shop was closed, and I remembered Crash saying something about a family Sunday supply run. I hadn’t seen him all weekend. I hurried home, crossing the Village Green.


The sun was already grazing the tops of the trees. Uncle Theo would be waiting, and the fastest way home was through the forest. Selecting a small stone from the ground, I slipped into the sea of trees.


Just before I entered the woods, I could have sworn I saw a flash of black out of the corner of my right eye, moving evenly with me somewhere among the oaks and maples and elms, the ash, birch, and beech. But when I glanced over, it had disappeared.
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Are You There?


In 1692 a nearly thirteen-year-old Elias Treat left his home in Gravesend, England, boarding a ship bound for New York with his three older brothers, Tobias, Samuel, and James. Fifty-eight passengers became ill with food poisoning from moldy mutton along the way. The Treat brothers, meat wary after their father’s demise, were not among them and were able to build handy vomit chutes from wood scraps, which kept the mess on the ship to a minimum.


—From Gilbreth History: Founding Families & Artisanal Traditions (Gilbreth Welcome Center, $16.99)


It was the clinking that made me stop.


My pebble had sailed through one of Whistler Bridge’s small, neck-high windows and into the ravine below, which by itself wasn’t really out of the ordinary. During school days I only took the Torrey Wood paths if I was running late, and if I was running late, I had to take Whistler as a shortcut, and whenever I took Whistler, I always made a wish.


I’d scoop up a pebble and try to toss it out of one of the windows without pausing. If I threw it neatly through, the wish would come true. If I smacked it against the inside of the bridge, no dice. It was just a stupid game, I knew, but handy for distraction or reassurance if I’d done something like, say, forgotten to study for a math test. Which was rare. Well, rarish.


Tucked deep within the forest near the original Gilbreth settlement ruins, the oldest of Gilbreth’s five Treat-built covered bridges stretched across the gently sloped fifteen-foot ravine that ran through the woods like a giant’s garden furrow that never got planted. It used to hold a wide creek connecting two of the rivers, but that had dried up long ago.


So there was no water below Whistler Bridge to make a satisfying plunk, only ground, on which my pebbles would thump or thud, or occasionally scrunch into a wad of brush.


But there had never been a clink.


At the curious sound I turned around and stuck my face out the bridge window, searching below in the general direction of my throw until I finally saw the culprit. Tumbled among a bed of weeds and wildflowers was an old Gilbreth-glass bottle. My pebble must have hit it.


I jogged out of the bridge and slid down the ravine wall, puzzling my feet through storm-strewn debris and late-blooming wildflowers until I reached the bottle. A closer inspection revealed a bit of paper rolled up inside.


I’d seen about a million bottles like it before. Like most kids in town, I even had five or six of my own at home, though none had notes tucked in them.


Glassblowing was the shiniest jewel in the crown of our artisan town. No matter which of the local glass families blew it, if it was made here, it was called Gilbreth glass. Gilbreth glass was everywhere in this place. Fancier stuff, yeah, but every glassblower was required to make village bottles through a village heritage partnership. Anywhere from two to five inches high, different colors, each one unique.


The welcome center had a big basket of them to give away for free, and all the school tours that got bused in were given bottles so they could show them to their parents, who were supposed to hop in their cars and come back to blow large wads of cash in the village.


This one was a nice green-blue, but scratched and aged looking, like it had been left there for years and years and nobody had picked it up. It was a ghost of a bottle, faded and fogged over, like sea glass. I took out my tool-belt tweezers (when you’re a Treat, random splinters make themselves known at all hours) and pulled on the paper.


When I had the message in my hand, I thought twice.


Treats were good people. People of character. Definitely not peepers-of-bottle-messages-that-didn’t-belong-to-them sort of folk.


But darn it, I really wanted to know what that paper said. My morals seemed to be having an off day. According to one of Uncle Theo’s more entertaining and informative books, Roller Coaster: The Oft-Nauseating Ups and Downs of Parenting Kids, Tweens, Teens, and Twentysomethings Who Won’t Leave the House, that could happen. It was normal and not a concern unless questionable choices became a pattern.


I took a breath and unrolled the paper.


The message was just three words, bloated from either groundwater or the previous night’s rainstorm: Are you there?


I looked around me and saw no one. Of course I saw no one. Clearly, someone had tossed the bottle in the ravine days ago, maybe weeks, or maybe it’d been carried there by a squirrel or bird or raccoon.


The only thing within sight that didn’t belong by the bridge was a shovel and rake propped up against a tree far down the trail. It must have been left by Will Wharton, the local maintenance man and my uncle’s best friend.


I read the bottle message’s words again and wondered who they had been written by and who they were for. I pictured a skinny, bearded, loony man, sitting on the bridge like it was a desert island he needed to be rescued from, so crazy from being alone in the world that he had no idea he’d thrown the bottle into a dry creek bed instead of salty seawater.


A low gust of wind lurking in some corner of the woods freed itself, sending faint mutterings through leafy branches. Muted groaning came from the bridge above me, as though someone was stepping on it or leaning against the side nearest me.


Originally named Whistler Bridge because of my ancestors’ tendency to blow tunes while hammering away, the name still worked because of the noises it made when breezes and gusts sailed through spaces in a few time-warped side boards. Depending on the wind’s strength, the sounds ranged from warbled whispering to muffled moaning to haunting, high-pitched shrieking that could be heard far through the woods.


“Hello?” I called. Nobody answered, which made perfect sense because nobody was around. It was the wind. Whistling, the way you might expect a bridge called Whistler to do.


The noises all made very nice and tidy and logical sense. I pushed the message back into the bottle, which I tucked neatly into my tool-belt pocket.


Are you there?


It seemed an odd choice of question to just throw into the world. Then again, hadn’t that same question been on my mind lately? Directed at my father—my other half? I’d just kept it to myself, though. Maybe the writer of the note didn’t expect any answer. He or she had just gotten tired of carrying the words inside.


“Am I here? Why, yes,” I said, watching a gaggle of geese heading south overhead in a ragged V.


“Yes,” I repeated louder. “Minna Treat is here, and she wants her junior artisan project to go away. But she’d settle for knowing who left this message.”


The geese flew on, leaving me with one more secret identity to uncover on my own.


As I scrambled up the closest ravine wall, my foot hooked on an exposed root and I tumbled into a big wad of brush. A thorny branch slashed my forearm, and a thin red line appeared. I sucked it away, and the blood faded to a dull pink scratch.


Wiping a cobweb from my eyes, I struggled free, scooted up to the bridge, and hurried through Whistler for the second time, the ancient boards creaking beneath my feet, sending up small clouds of dry, windswept dirt that followed the wake of my walk, swirling up, almost reaching toward me, smelling faintly of dead leaves and wood dust.


I stuck one hand into my pocket and traced the bottle’s outline, remembering Mrs. Poppy’s words.


A journey of great discovery. Or great danger.


A great trouble. An accident.


Fire.


Though I was fairly certain that I wouldn’t be having sixteen children, I suddenly had the strangest feeling that she’d gotten at least part of her prediction right. Was one of the things she’d mentioned destined to be in my near future?


I wasn’t sure I wanted to find out.
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Process, Don’t Panic


The founders and residents of Gilbreth have a long history of tenacity in the face of disasters, large and small. As their first job off the merchant ship in the winter of 1693, the Treat brothers were hired to make barstools, a vital commission that went unpaid when the pub owner came down with a lethal infection that originated with diseased ticks passed to him by his dog, an adamant bed sleeper. Desperate for food and warmth, Elias traded the twelve handcrafted stools to the man’s wife for four bowls of stew and an English lullaby.


—From Gilbreth History: Founding Families & Artisanal Traditions (Gilbreth Welcome Center, $16.99)


The next morning I woke to the smell of pumpkin spice mixed with animal breath, a little bit of slimy wetness on my chest, the weight of a good-size boulder pinning me down, the sinister hacking sound of an axman chopping, and a crick in my neck, with a small bump right in the middle of the sorest spot.


The boulder weight, animal breath, and wetness could be traced to my drooling dog.


The axman was just my uncle, grunting while cutting a fresh cord of wood from thick, storm-fallen branches in the backyard.


I’d slept on my pillow wrong, which explained the sore neck.


The bump, however, was a mystery that I had an unfortunate inkling about.


“Off, Beastie.”


Beast was kind enough to lick my face only a few times before launching himself to the floor with a boom that was distinctly more boomish than six months earlier. I would need to cut down on slipping my scraps under the table, which was a shame, because the dog seemed to enjoy boxed pasta and rice dinners far more than I did. Come to think of it, I would need to have a word with Uncle Theo; four nights of Tuna/Hamburger/Chicken Helper in one week was at least two too many.


For now I stumbled to the bathroom with bleary, waking eyes, scratching my skin and trying to blink my sleeping world into reality. Rifling through the drawers, I found a hand mirror and used it to reflect off the wall mirror. Half cross-eyed with effort, I focused on my neck and tried not to gag.


The deer tick was half buried and engorged, meaning it had been feeding for several hours. Ticks were the bane of New York’s tall-grass meadows, forests, and scratchy bushes, usually attaching themselves to ankles and legs. I’d never gotten one on my neck.


“Happy Monday to me,” I grumbled. I eyed a pair of tweezers but dismissed them immediately—one bad pluck and the head would be stuck in my neck for good.


There were only two solid ways of getting rid of a tick. Painting it with nail polish and waiting for it to suffocate would work fine, but I had school and didn’t care to take a tick with me.


Matches, it was. A few seconds with direct fire burning its booty and the tick would back right out where we could give it an execution worthy of a town that had once hanged a witch.


I gave Beastie a good, solid glare. “You looked pleased. Did this thing hop off you and onto me last night?”


Beastie only panted lightly with an openmouthed doggy smile.


After hefting up the bathroom window, I leaned out to yell down toward my uncle. For the last month he’d been chopping like a blizzard was heading our way. For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out why he’d be out there when wood was literally spilling from the shed, other than it being the time of year when he started getting quieter and sadder until the anniversaries of Mom’s and Grandma and Grandpa’s deaths had passed.


But still. All that chopping was suspiciously excessive. I was certain that my uncle Theo had been keeping a whopper of a secret from me for weeks now.


Wearing Grandpa Treat’s old plaid jacket and earflap hat, heavy breath forming temporary fog in the early-morning light, Uncle Theo looked like something from a different time. It’d been over three hundred years since my ancestors helped found Gilbreth, but for a moment I felt a soft dizziness wash over me, the kind that comes from living in a village where the past and present blend together so easily and so richly that the future gets swept inside as well, and time just sort of disappears.


Then I screeched for the lumberjack to “please come inside this very second—no, don’t finish chopping, thank you very much!”


“Beastie, go make sure he comes.”


Beast bounded out of the room. Uncle Theo had gotten him two years ago, thinking that when the dog got to his full size, it would finally be okay to leave me alone at home for an hour while he went on his morning run—the one he’d previously been doing while I was at school ever since he became my guardian. Running the gauntlet, he called it—a wide five-mile circle that went through all of Gilbreth’s covered bridges.


He’d gotten the biggest, ugliest, scariest-looking Irish wolfhound puppy he could find, and Beast had turned into a big, ugly, scary-looking full-grown Irish wolfhound whose mission was to defend me, but who was more suited to make friends with squirrels.


Uncle Theo charged into the bathroom, running fingers through his mop of blond-red Viking hair. “What is it? Is it . . . you know.” He reached out a hand and gave me hesitant pats on the back. “I can read you that book again. The one with the lotus flower on the cover?”


Oh Lord. “No,” I answered. The last thing I needed after discovering a bloodsucking tick was my uncle giving me a talk about menstruation and showing me the cabinet he’d filled two years ago with pads of every size, tampons galore, Advil, Tylenol, Midol, chamomile tea, and my favorite red licorice in case I ever got cramps.


He’d gotten another parenting book, this one called Mothering Menses, and had panicked himself into thinking I would get my period and we’d be unprepared and have to go ask a neighbor girl or something like that, and he’d read in Handle (Hormones) with Care that embarrassing moments could lead to deep emotional scars.


So instead of that happening, I’d gotten called into the school nurse’s office the day after his purchases because she’d heard from her sister, the cashier at the pharmacy, that Theodore Treat was loading up on period supplies. Did I need a woman to talk to about the changes my body was going through? the nurse asked. I did not, I told her.


“It’s not that, it’s this.” I pointed to my neck. “Please, Captain, get this thing out of me.”


He looked at my skin as though the tick might leap off me and plunge itself into his forehead. “Okay, Minns, let’s process, not panic.” I knew for a fact he’d gotten that from his newest parenting book. It was supposed to be instructions for him, not me.


He reminded me that I’d gotten ankle ticks almost every year, and there was extra spray in the attic somewhere and that I should be wearing it until the first snowfall. He said it was no big deal. He gently told me, while putting on rubber gloves and mumbling about matches, not to worry, because it would only hurt a little, and yes, it looked like the biggest one he’d ever seen, but it would definitely, almost certainly, probably come out without a trip to the doctor. So I processed instead of panicking.


I processed while Uncle Theo returned suspiciously pleased-looking from the attic.


I processed while he lit the match and told me not to move a muscle.


I processed while the flame came close and when he blew it out and pressed the seared end firmly against the evil intruder, who dutifully backed out and was promptly put to death beneath Uncle Theo’s boot while I applied a small bandage to my neck.


I even processed while he cupped a hand over my face and blasted me with a fog of tick repellent, smiled a heavyhearted smile, and told me that my mom had gotten one in the exact same spot at my age.


“I told her it was a vampire wolf tick and she’d turn to dust in sunlight, so she’d better go live in the attic.” He let out a low chuckle. “Then she locked me in the attic for an hour.”


It was always awkward when he shared memories of Mom, especially the weirder ones. I never knew what to say. And if he expected me to feel a bond with my dead mother because we’d gotten ticks in the same place, perhaps he was reading the wrong parenting books. Smoothing the bandage, I cleared my throat. “Well, maybe you deserved it.”


“Maybe it’s a sign,” he said, glancing at the photograph of Mom on the bathroom wall. It was bordered by four sticks, connected by wound rainbow string—another frame I’d made several years back. Uncle Theo made sure there was a picture of her in every room of the house, all of them harbored within a Minna-made frame.


“A sign of what?” A sign that Mom’s ghost wanted me to have my blood sucked in the same spot as her? Really, I wanted to be fully sympathetic, but he was seriously reaching. And I was starting to notice that despite his staggering supply of books on parenting, not a single one dealt with the fact that I’d lived my entire life without a father.


His eyes lingered on Mom. “Nothing, nothing. Is Christopher coming over for breakfast this morning?” he asked, looking in the mirror and finger-combing his beard. “I saw him walking across the yard about fifteen minutes ago. He jumped like I’d set the hose on him when I called his name. PS, that boy has been killing our milk situation. He chugged three full glasses yesterday, and I didn’t have any left for my coffee.”


Crash was one of eight siblings, ages ranging from six to twenty-five. His oldest brother had fallen in love with an oil painter from California and now blew glass in San Francisco, and his oldest sister was the “lost” Lorelei that Mrs. Poppy had been gossiping about. The rest of the older bunch were glassblowers who lived in Gilbreth and used the Hardly studio space on Town Square.


Crash had been hanging out at our house a lot this past year. He’d show up in my kitchen before school, slurping down cereal and chatting while Uncle Theo gave me a Jeez Louise, he’s over here again look behind him.


“He was just cutting through the yard again, trying to make sure Loose Change didn’t follow him.”


“Loose change? Somebody spill a piggy bank that I don’t know about?”


“That’s what he calls Lem and Chai. Crash says he’s the oops, they’re the loose change.” Lemongrass and Chai were Crash’s six-year-old twin brother and sister, so named because by the time the Hardlys sat down to decide what to call the coming bundles of joy, they were so tired of brainstorming baby names that they simply went with the kind of tea they happened to be drinking.


“Nobody’s an oops.”


I looked left, then right, then crooked a finger toward him. “Says the man raising the oops,” I whispered.


He bent down and took my face between his plate-size hands. “Stop. You were the apple of your mother’s eye.” He inhaled a long, slow breath, like he was about to Zen himself up before jumping into a pool’s deep end. “It was like . . . it was like after you were born, she reabsorbed you into her body, and then her heart became this big blob of beating Minna.”


It was uncomfortable seeing my giant, bearded uncle’s lips get trembly and his eyes get glassy with a coming emotional flood right after he’d brought up my period and sprayed me for ticks, plus his calluses were making my face itch, so I pulled away and opted for the obvious response.


“That’s really gross. And the apple thing makes no sense. Anyway, Crash told me he had something to do before school started, and most people get jumpy around men with axes. And he’s a growing boy and calcium is important. And PS, he likes to be called Crash.”


Uncle Theo wiped up a few long black hairs I’d shed, then picked up my towel and threw it in the hamper. “I know that. I’m not calling him Crash. And adding half a cup of our chocolate syrup to his milk isn’t helping him grow, so don’t nutrition-fact me, Dr. Minna. Get dressed quick, food’s on the table.” He dropped a kiss on my head.


I stood on his feet and gave him a squench, which is like a hug, only tighter. “Thanks.” He smelled like wood and sweat and deodorant. I took an extra-long sniff of his shirt, then hopped back to the floor.


“Oh, and have you thought more about what you’re going to enter in the junior artisan contest? If you’re going to actually submit something, I mean.”


He said it too casually, which meant he’d been waiting for the right time to bring it up since he woke up that morning. “You know you don’t have to. But it’s getting late in the game to decide.”


It was his hoping eyes that did me in. They crinkle when he talks about something he wants in a joking way, but when he wants it really, really, really bad, the crinkle is followed by a flash of the most open, raw Puh-leeease, world, it’s been a tough few years, just let me have this one thing before you find a way to kick me down again look. And there’s not much I can do about it when that happens except melt and nod and agree that he deserves all the things in the world.


“Don’t worry, I’m all in.”


Relief flooded his face. “I’m all ears if you want to knock around ideas.”


“I know you are. How’s your headache?”


“Better. So what are you thinking, projectwise?”


“I’m still narrowing it down. There’s plenty of time.”


“Twenty-one days left, but who’s counting? Not me, no sir.” Uncle Theo stepped to the door, cringing at the loose, rattling door handle. “Everything is breaking around here,” he muttered with a sigh, then shot me a twinkly-eyed grin that looked just a tad bit wilted. “I love you. Happy Monday. By the way, Beast ate your pancakes when he came down to get me, but I put out some cereal. Now hurry up or you’ll miss your homeroom and make me look irresponsible when we both know I’m perfect. PS, speaking of perfect, have I told you lately how tick-free and trouble-free and perfect you are?”
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