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If you are afraid, sad, tired, or lonely if you feel lost or strange if you crave stories and adventure, and the magic possibility of a forest path—this book is for you
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[image: Images] NCE THERE WAS A GREAT, sprawling forest called the Everwood.

Magic lived there, and it lit up every tree and flower with impossible beauty.

But even so, most people stayed far away from the Everwood, for it was said to hold many secrets, and not all of them kind.

According to rumor, the Everwood was home to astonishing creatures and peculiar, solitary people. Some were born in the Everwood, and some had wandered inside, whether they meant to or not.

No one in the Everwood got along, for they had no ruler to unite them, no neighborhoods or cities. They lived like wild things and kept to themselves, but they all loved the Everwood, and its strangeness, with their whole hearts. For it was their home, and it was all they knew.

Or so the rumors said.

Most people were afraid to enter the Everwood, but some brave souls made the journey anyway: adventurers, witches, explorers.

They never returned.

Perhaps the wild creatures who lived in the forest had trapped them there. Or maybe the Everwood’s secrets were so enchanting that those who made it inside did not care to leave.

Everyone who lived near the Everwood knew that it was home to two guardians. They were as ancient as the Everwood trees, and they protected the forest’s secrets from outsiders.

Throughout their long lives, the guardians had learned how to read certain signs: the wind in the trees, the chatter of the Everwood creatures.

One summer, not so long ago, something happened that would change the Everwood forever. The ancient guardians determined that soon a terrible Everwood secret—one they had kept hidden for years—would come to light. And if this happened, the guardians feared, the Everwood would fall. They would no longer be able to protect their forest. Its secrets and treasures would be laid bare. The people of the Everwood would lose the home they so loved and be forced out into the cold, wide world.

So the guardians studied their signs, desperate for hope—and they found it. A small, cautious hope, as clear to them as though it were a page in a book:

The Everwood might fall—but it could still be saved, even then. The trees whispered it; the birds sang it: A fall does not have to be forever.

All they would need to save the Everwood, said the guardians’ signs, was a queen.
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WHY THIS SUMMER WILL BE THE MOST TERRIBLE OF MY LIFE

• I will be spending the entire summer at Hart House with my estranged grandparents. (estranged: nine-letter word for “kept at a distance”)

■ My cousins will be there too, off and on. That’s what Mom and Dad tell me. “Oh, they pop in and out, Grandma says.”

♦ I hate when people “pop in and out.” Popping in and out is not very list-friendly behavior.

• Mom and Dad are taking me to Hart House because they are “having problems” and “need some space to work it out.”

■ This, I assume, is a euphemism for divorce. Or at least something leading up to divorce. (euphemism: nine-letter word for “term or phrase, seemingly innocuous”)

• I will be far away from my bedroom at home, which is the only place where I can be entirely myself.

• There is a heaviness pressing down on me that makes it difficult to breathe.

IT’S TRUE: I AM FINDING it difficult to breathe. A heavy feeling inside my chest squeezes and pulls.

I rest my head against the car window and watch the world outside race by. Pale green prairie grass and the wide blue sky. Old barns with peeling paint and lonely houses surrounded by cows instead of neighborhoods.

I imagine I am running through the tall grass alongside the car—no, I am on a horse: a white horse with a tail like a banner.

A horse from the Everwood.

Nothing is fast enough to touch us.

Mom is obsessively switching radio stations. I think she probably has ADHD, which is a term I have learned from listening to kids at school. Mom has a hard time sitting still and is never satisfied with a radio station for longer than the duration of one song. Her work as an interior designer is perfect for her; it keeps her hands busy.

Dad is talking about things that don’t matter:

“I wonder if this summer will be hotter than last summer.”

“What’s a seven-letter word for sidesplitting?”

“I’m not sure I can get behind the new tone of this station.”

They like to pretend I don’t sense the stiffness between them, that I don’t notice how much more they’ve been working lately, even more than usual.

They like to pretend I don’t notice things. I think it makes them feel better, to lie to themselves and to me.

Which is kind of insulting. I may be a lot of things, but I am not stupid.

For example, I recognize how strange it is that I have never met my grandparents. I do know Mom’s parents, and her brother, though they live so far away that I hardly ever see them and they might as well be strangers.

But when I ask about Dad’s parents—Grandma and Grandpa Hart—Mom and Dad fumble with their words, offering explanations that don’t explain anything much:

“Well, Grandma and Grandpa are always so busy. It’s a matter of scheduling.”

“We’re always so busy, your dad and I. You know that, Finley.”

“I don’t know, Fin,” Dad often tells me. “Your grandparents and I . . . we’ve never been close.”

Through my observation of the world, I have concluded it is not normal for a girl to be kept away from her grandparents, her aunts and uncles, her cousins, as if they could hurt her.

Testing myself, I inhale slowly. The heaviness inside me has faded.

I can breathe again.

I glance at the back of Dad’s head, at Mom’s eyes in the rearview mirror. She must be nervous; she has never met Dad’s family either. She is staring hard at the road, sitting perfectly straight, not paying attention to me.

So she and Dad didn’t notice a thing. Good.

I am safe. For now.

(I will not think about Hart House, or about how my cousins will stare at me, or about pretending it isn’t weird to spend a summer with my grandparents after years of not knowing them.)

(No, it isn’t weird at all.)

I cannot keep thinking about these things. That is a recipe for disaster.

I check the reflection of Mom’s eyes. Still glaring at the road, Mom?

Yes. Good.

I am safe.

I flip past my pages of lists and to the portion of my notebook reserved for stories about the Everwood.

I don’t know what I will write about today.

Perhaps about the Everwood’s evil cousin forest, the Neverwood, and their terrible, thousand-year war. Or maybe about the various Everwood witch clans, and how people say you can tell them apart by the smell of their magic.

Rhonda, my next-door neighbor, and probably the closest thing I will ever have to a best friend, says I am a huge nerd.

She is probably right.

Given my father’s love of crossword puzzles, his job as a literature professor at the university, and my preference for books over people, I’ve acquired an impressive vocabulary for an eleven-year-old.

But when my parents sat me down to explain where I’d be going this summer, and why, all the words seemed to fly right out of my head.

I hope I can find them again soon.

My notebook—the latest in a series of twelve—has loads of blank pages in it, waiting to be filled.

And if I’m going to keep my grandparents from discovering my secret, I will need to write.

A lot.
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She is coming.

It was the beginning of summer. There were soft breezes in the air, and the Everwood was using them to speak.

The ancient guardians used spells and charms to weave a golden cage around the secret at the heart of the Everwood.

But still the secret grew and darkened, deep underground. It reached for the roots of the great Everwood trees like poison. Someday it would rise. Someday, soon, it would escape.

But those who lived in the Everwood—the witches and the goblins, the barrows and the fairies and the wood spirits—knew nothing of this. They turned their faces to the trees and listened, as they did every day.

Today the message was different.

She is coming, whistled the Everwood winds.

She is coming, rustled the Everwood leaves.

“Who?” the creatures of the forest asked. “Who is coming?”

The little orphan girl, groaned the trees. She carries a great sadness inside her. We must put our hope in her nevertheless.

And the guardians stood at the edge of the wood and gazed into the sun, waiting.
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WHEN WE MAKE OUR WAY down Brightfall Lane and Hart House comes into view, I see a curtain fall over Dad’s face, closing him away from me.

He is driving now; Mom switched with him at a gas station at the edge of Billington, where Grandma and Grandpa Hart live.

Dad told her outside while he filled up the car, “I want to be the one to drive up to their door. I don’t know, it feels like it ought to be me.”

I don’t understand why that’s such a big deal.

Hart House is enormous and white, the largest house I have ever seen in real life. Hidden by a sea of green leaves, it sits back from the road, the only house at the end of a long driveway lined with trees.

Our car and this house and these trees feel like the only things left in the world.

For the next two and a half months, this will be my world.

I want to leave, I try to say, but my voice doesn’t seem to be working.

As we drive up to the house, we see Grandma standing on the wraparound front porch beside a column, waving.

Dad squares his shoulders and plasters on a smile. Mom does the same thing—straightens her blouse, puts her chin up and her shoulders back.

I hope I am not so obvious when I try to hide myself.

I want to tell them about the stones piling up in my stomach. That my thoughts are tangled and wordless.

My brain does not like being brought here against my will. It is shouting at me to make Mom and Dad turn the car around.

Grandma Hart steps out the front door onto the porch.

Dad shifts the car into park. His hands grip on the steering wheel hard.

“It’ll be okay, Lewis,” Mom says quietly. “You’re doing the right thing.”

Does she think I can’t hear her? What will be okay? What right thing?

My chest is knotted up. I feel like a person standing in the middle of a crowded street. The person is screaming, but nothing is coming out, and no one’s paying attention anyway.

Grandma stands there, on that porch the size of our apartment, holding up a pitcher.

Everything looks like a painting: blue sky, white house, bright flowers.

How can the world look so perfect when I feel so broken?

•  •  •

There are so many of them.

A swarm of Harts: They all have their own faces, but each face has a piece of me inside it. Almost everyone’s hair is thin and blond, like mine, but none of them have Mom’s freckles, like I do.

I catalog as much information as I can while Grandma gives me and my parents a tour of the house:

Seven bedrooms, five bathrooms, two living rooms, a dining room, a parlor, a kitchen, a sunroom, a rec room. A dark study with glass doors. This is Grandpa’s private space. Children aren’t allowed inside unless Grandpa says so.

I am used to an apartment in the city. This house is a planet.

I hear whispers, bare feet slapping on wood floors, bodies moving throughout the house. Some of my cousins are following us. Some of them scamper away and others take their place. I see adult women. My three aunts.

There are smiles, and hugs that are honestly painful to me because I’m not accustomed to strangers invading my personal space.

The Harts are a storm, and I am its bewildered eye.

I wonder what they are saying about me.

I feel like I’m being dragged through a fun-house mirror maze that reflects distorted versions of myself.

I see two little kids, much younger than me. A girl my age, another one a little older, and a teenage girl.

The teenager is inside a bedroom, lying on her bed, playing on her phone. She glances up as we pass her open door. Her hair is a waterfall of gold rushing over the side of her bed. She looks irritated that we have disturbed her peace and quiet. She does not get up.

“And this is where you’ll be staying, Finley,” says Grandma, opening a heavy white door. “This is your father’s old room. We don’t use it much.”

“It’s lovely, Candace,” says my mother. I can see her work self take over.

(Gwen Hart of Gwen Hart Designs! Your one-stop renovation destination!)

Mom silently critiques the paint colors, the fabric choices, the arrangement of the furniture. Over the bed hangs a miniature chandelier made of crystal and dark brass. Against one wall stand shelves full of books organized in alphabetical order by author. The curtains are lace, and the rug is white.

The wrinkle between Mom’s eyebrows vanishes. She approves.

I wish the wrinkles inside me could disappear so easily.

“It looks so different,” Dad says quietly.

Grandma fluffs a pillow, not looking at him. “I redecorated some time ago. I didn’t think you’d mind. We weren’t sure you’d ever come back, so I thought, what did it matter?”

Dad rubs the back of his head and says nothing. The room is full of secrets—on Dad’s face, hanging in the air like clouds of dust—but I don’t know how to read them. Dad looks smaller than he ever has before.

“Don’t you think this is a beautiful room, Finley?” Mom’s eyes are wide. Say something nice. Quick.

“Yes. It’s exquisite.” (Nine-letter word for “mighty fine.”) I try to smile, but it feels all wrong, like someone else’s smile is being sewn onto my face. “Thank you.”

Grandma’s smile has been plucked from the pages of a magazine. She could be an actress. A ballerina in silk and pearls with piles of soft white hair.

Four of my cousins hover at the door—the girls around my age, the two little ones.

I feel like a creature at the zoo being gawked at. I roll my notebook into a spyglass.

“Kennedy,” says Grandma to the oldest girl, “why don’t you come say hello to your cousin? Where are your manners?”

“Hi, Finley.” Kennedy wraps me in a hug. She is tan and blond and perfect. She looks like she has leaped right out of the ocean; she smells like vanilla. “I’m so excited to finally meet you.” She turns to the other kids. “We all are.”

I am probably supposed to say something, but all I can think about are these five pairs of strange eyes staring at me. This house that smells different from mine and is far, far too big.

Mom and Dad will be gone soon. They are going to leave me.

My brain has yet to stop screaming. It bashes against the walls of my head in protest.

I can’t help it: I start to cry. Not loudly or anything; I am not one for fits. One minute I am not crying, and the next minute tears are sliding down my face, and I wish they weren’t, but I can’t stop them, and that makes me cry even harder.

I don’t want to be here. This place is all wrong.

Grandma’s mouth goes thin. She turns away from me. “I’ll go put on some tea.”

Dad says, “She’s just overwhelmed. This is all new for her.”

“Yes,” says Grandma, “I suppose it would be. Tea is the thing. We’ll have tea and get her washed up.”

I hear my cousins: “Is she all right?” “What’s wrong?” “Why is she crying?”

Grandma: “She’s only tired. Come, now. Don’t stare.”

I am sitting on my bed, and Mom is holding me, telling me things:

“Please stop crying, sweetie. Please.”

“The summer will be over before you know it, and then we’ll be back to get you.”

“You have to be brave. This will be fun. I promise.”

She pries my rolled-up notebook from my fingers.

After a while I appear to have cried myself out. My head is so heavy, I can’t lift it from the pillows on this bed that is not mine. The room is empty except for me and Mom.

She kisses my forehead and tells me I should come down soon. She and Dad can’t stay long.

The longer they stay, she tells me, the harder it will be for her to leave me. And this is the right thing to do, she says. She and Dad have decided it will be good for me, to spend time with my family.

I think she sounds like she has been crying too, but I don’t want to know if that’s true.

Once she leaves the room, I lie flat and stare at the chandelier above my bed. This is a room for a princess, and I am anything but that.

What am I?

A lump of heaviness. A stranger. A thing that does not fit.

I can’t seem to stop the poison inside me from spreading.

(I mean, I’ve never been poisoned, so I am only speculating.)

(But I do feel something spreading inside me. Something heavy and dark.)

I can’t let them see it.

They can’t know my secret. Not these people in this clean, white palace. Not even Mom and Dad know. And they never will.

Later Dad comes in and hugs me. “We’ll talk every day,” he tells me. “I love you.”

He and Mom are leaving now. No, they cannot stay for dinner. Yes, they love me, forever.

A few minutes later I hear voices drifting up from beneath my window and get up to look outside. My parents and grandparents are standing by the sidewalk that leads to the driveway.

Dad tells Grandma, “Finley likes her space.” He speaks quietly, but I am good at listening. “She’s a dreamer. She loves to write. Just don’t . . . push her.”

Grandma’s chin is square. “I think I’m used to taking care of grandchildren by now, Lewis.”

Dad hugs Grandpa, who claps him on the back. Grandpa says, “It was good to see you. You look good. You look . . . tall.”

Dad clears his throat. “Yeah. You too.”

Dad and Grandma do not hug. She tells him to drive safely.

Then Mom and Dad get into the car and drive away. I watch them until the trees swallow them up.

I am alone.

I wipe my face with tissues I find on my nightstand, unroll my notebook, and begin to write.

The Everwood won’t leave me.

The Everwood is always right here, in my notebook, on these straight lines.

The Everwood is one thing I can always understand.
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AT HOME, DINNER IS TYPICALLY a haphazard affair.

Mom camps out at the kitchen table, scarfs down her food in five minutes, and spends the rest of the night poring over some client’s renovation blueprints.

Dad sits at his desk in the corner of the living room to work on lesson plans or write the novel he’ll never finish because he gets distracted too easily.

Every now and then he’ll take a bite of food. Mom inhales; Dad pecks.

I sit on the couch with my TV tray and my homework, usually with some kind of nature documentary on in the background. Dad says the narration soothes him and helps clear his mind.

Some people might think it’s odd that we hardly ever eat dinner together at the table. I like our way, though. It makes me feel grown-up, like Mom and Dad don’t have to pretend to care about typical dinnertime rituals.

We’re all adults here. We eat how we want to eat.

But dinner at Hart House is like a dance. Not only do I not know the steps, but I seem to have forgotten how to move my legs entirely.

All twelve of us sit around the polished dining room table.

The room is full of glass. There is a sparkling chandelier. Old-fashioned music plays from a long, skinny stereo on a side table. Even though the stereo looks new, the music crackles and pops.

My aunts bring in dishes, serve drinks.

I have a list of the Harts in my notebook. For a couple of days I have studied their names and the photographs Dad gave to me. Grandpa sent them, in an e-mail.

(Obviously it is beyond strange to not have photographs of one’s own family.)

(When I asked Dad about this, he rubbed his head and said, “Fin, it’s complicated.”)

(Whatever that means.)

My aunts whisper to one another as they set out silverware.

“I can’t believe they didn’t stay for dinner,” says one of them. Her face is soft, and she keeps looking at me like she is terrified I might start crying again.

Aunt Deirdre. Dee for short, Dad said.

“I’m not surprised,” hisses another of my aunts, thin and sharp all over. Her shiny blond hair is pulled back into a tight bun. “I am surprised they actually showed up.”

Aunt Bridget. I must never call her anything but Aunt Bridget. Certainly not Bridge. In real life she looks even scarier than her photograph. Dad said Aunt Bridget kept her last name instead of taking Uncle Reed’s, which I think is pretty wonderful. I wouldn’t want to give up my last name.

But I’m not going to tell Aunt Bridget that. I’m not sure I’ll say anything at all to her, in fact; she reminds me of a beautiful bird you would want to pet if you weren’t afraid it might peck out your eyes.

“Stop it,” says my third aunt. Aunt Amelia. Long, tan legs and arms. Lots of teeth. She is a runner, always has been. Everyone calls her Stick. “Not in front of Finley.”

I inspect my napkin like it is the most interesting thing in the world.

“Girls,” Grandpa says to my aunts, folding his napkin into his lap, “don’t cause trouble. Bridget Lynn, that means you.”

Aunt Bridget frowns, sits, takes a gulp of her drink. The ice cubes clink against the glass.

Grandpa’s chair is at the head of the table. He has a lot of hair, combed into stiff silver waves. When he catches me staring at him, he winks. He is not very good at it.

Everyone is looking at me now, which makes me want to slither under the table and eat on the floor, but I think that is probably not allowed here.

(Focus, Finley.)

I must think of my list.

Aunt Bridget is married to Uncle Reed, who isn’t here. He’s hardly ever around, Dad said, because Uncle Reed took over Grandpa’s business, which is basically about buying and selling companies and sounds to me like the most boring thing imaginable.

One of Aunt Bridget’s eight-year-old twins shrieks. Dex, the boy.

“Ruth!” Aunt Bridget snaps. “Stop shaking pepper on your brother.”

“But, Mom, he’s been poisoned! This is the cure! He has to sneeze it out!”

Ruth’s shouting makes me nervous. I wish my notebook weren’t all the way up in my room.

I wish I were home.

I wish—

(Focus.)

Aunt Dee is married to Uncle Nelson, who drawls his words and looks like a cowboy without a horse. They have two kids: Kennedy, twelve years old. (The girl who looks like she belongs on a beach somewhere.) Avery, seventeen years old. (The girl I saw playing on her phone, the girl so pretty she doesn’t look real.)

Then there’s Aunt Amelia—Stick—and her daughter, Gretchen. Stick is 90 percent smile, 10 percent human. Gretchen has frizzy brown hair.

Mom told me Gretchen is the same age as me. She said it in this cheerful way, like the fact that there is another eleven-year-old in the house is supposed to make me feel better about my situation.

(Doubtful, Mom.)

And then there’s me.

Grandma, Grandpa. Aunt Bridget, Uncle Reed (away on business), Dex, and Ruth. Aunt Dee, Uncle Nelson, Avery, and Kennedy. Stick and Gretchen.

And me. Finley.

Aunt Dee sets a plate in front of me and smooths back my hair in a way that reminds me of Mom. I decide it probably isn’t a great idea to start crying again, so I grab a fork and dive in before my body has the chance to betray me.

Maybe if I stuff my mouth with enough food, it will prevent me from saying what I want to say:

There has been an awful mistake.

I’m not supposed to be here.

I’m not one of you.

Someone kicks me under the table.

When I look up, everyone is staring at me—except for Grandma, who stands at the head of the table with her hands clasped at her waist.

My lips are smeared with salad dressing.

What did I do wrong? Who kicked me?

I glance across the table. Gretchen shakes her head, her eyes wide.

Grandpa clears his throat. “Finley, here at Hart House nobody eats until Grandma sits down.”

“She’s the key,” Dex explains cheerfully. “You can’t eat until she unlocks the meal.”

Ruth claps her hands over her mouth and giggles hysterically.

“Ruth, for God’s sake, calm yourself,” says Aunt Bridget. “Right this minute. Stop laughing.”

“Also, you’re using the wrong fork.” This is Avery, who looks like she’s trying not to smile. “You’re supposed to use the salad fork. You know, to eat your salad.”

I look down at my table setting and see six utensils—three forks of different sizes, two spoons, and a knife.

“Uh. Okay.”

Stick replaces my fork with a clean one and nudges my shoulder with her elbow. “Not to worry. How could you possibly be expected to know that?”

She smiles, but I’m not sure I believe her.

“It’s not like Lewis would teach her,” says Aunt Bridget. “He doesn’t care about such things. He thinks everything we do is . . . What did he call us? Obsessed with the superficial.”

Aunt Dee touches Aunt Bridget’s arm. “Bridget, let’s not do this right now.”

“I’m just saying what everyone else is thinking,” Aunt Bridget snaps.

Beside her Avery smirks and looks down at her lap. I see a soft glow on her shirt and realize she’s playing with her phone under the table.

“That’s enough, Bridget,” says Grandma, and then she sits down at the only empty chair. “We do not talk about upsetting topics at the dinner table.”

(Upsetting topics. Does she mean my dad?)

(If he is an upsetting topic, what does that make me?)

Grandpa leads a prayer—another thing I’m not used to, another thing that makes me feel small and bulky at the same time.

Everyone begins to eat, and I pretend to, but I have lost my appetite.

People are talking to me—Gretchen and Stick, whose default setting appears to be talking. Kennedy, whose smile looks like it is straight out of a teeth-whitening commercial.

But I am too afraid to say anything much.

I am afraid that if I open my mouth, the wrongness inside me will come gushing out.

The wrongness of using the incorrect fork.

The wrongness of not knowing that Grandma is the key.

The wrongness of the tight, jumbled knot that is my insides. And how heavy it feels. And how it is pulling and pushing and molding me like clay.

I grab the crystal glass to the right of my plate and gulp down some water.

When I set the glass back down, I see the prints my sweaty fingers have left behind. I feel a sense of deep, sudden friendship with that smudge.

That is me. My aunts and uncles, my grandparents, my beautiful, beautiful cousins—I am a smudge on their glass.
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I WAKE UP SWEATING AND pinned to my bed with terror.

Once, at home, I woke up like this and ran crying to my parents.

I told them I felt like I was going to throw up, that I heard terrible thoughts screaming in my head and couldn’t make them stop.

They brought me a glass of water and sat with me until I fell asleep.

Nothing was wrong with me, they said. I had had a nightmare. Sometimes bad dreams linger.

I didn’t believe them; I’d had nightmares before. This wasn’t the same thing.

I knew something must be wrong, for me to feel like that. Something deep down where no one could see.

Since then I have never told my parents when I wake up sweating, feeling hot and sick and small. Instead I write about the Everwood until nothing else matters.

I never want to scare my parents again.

I don’t want them to look at me like I am broken in a way they don’t know how to fix.

(We are already broken enough; it’s the reason I’m here.)

Gray light seeps in through the long white curtains of my bedroom, and I finally remember that I am not at home.

Everyone has spent the night at Hart House. The twins made a tent on the porch. My aunts and uncles and cousins all live nearby, but apparently they do this a lot: sleep over like a bunch of kids at a party.

Before I can talk myself out of it, I throw on some clothes and slip downstairs, out through the glassed-in sunroom attached to the kitchen.

At first the backyard looks pretty typical: Thick green lawn. Swing set with two swings. Bushes overflowing with pink flowers. Wind chimes tinkling on the patio.

There is no fence around the yard; Hart House is virtually in the middle of nowhere.

A path of pebbles leads to a slope in the ground. I creep closer and see stone steps set into the dirt, leading down into a pit of leaves and grass. It is almost as if someone carved a pond into the earth, sucked it dry of water, and filled it with trees.

There are so many of them that the air feels heavy and alive, like it’s full of people. But I am the only one here.

Beyond the pit there is a small river. And beyond the river there are woods.

There is no fence to block my view, nothing to separate my grandparents’ property from the woods beyond.

Wind blows past me, pricking me with goose bumps. The branches overhead knock against one another. The leaves whisper and shiver and sigh.

Something inside me unclenches.

I have read stories where the main character encounters a door—a window, a gate—and on the other side lies a magical land where anything is possible. If, that is, you dare to step through.

That is what I feel like right now: ready to leave the world I know and enter another.

The trees tower over me; I am small, but I am brave, and my heart is everywhere inside me. My fingers tingle. Now.

I take a deep breath and begin down the stone steps, into this pit that is another world.

A rope swing hangs from an impossibly tall tree. I have never been so close to so many humongous trees; they must be decades old. Maybe even centuries old.

Like the Everwood.

I sit on the high riverbank and let my feet swing out over the water.

In my stories about the Everwood, I have imagined a vast and tangled forest, a dense web of dark trees. I have imagined it to be dangerous inside, a forbidding place where only the wild-hearted live.

In my stories I have never visited it. Others have, and I have collected their tales.

But clearly they were wrong. I was wrong.

This is the Everwood—this towering green place full of sunlight.

And I belong here.

I forget about wrong forks and Hart House etiquette and my bedroom as white as clouds. I smell dirt, decomposing logs, river water.

Beneath these trees I feel the same way I have always felt when opening my notebook to a clean page:

As long as I am here, I am safe.


[image: Images] NCE THERE WAS AN ORPHAN girl.

She had been wandering for months, lost in an unfamiliar country.

Sometimes her loneliness felt so overwhelming she found it difficult to continue her search—for family, for a home—but she always did.

She wanted to see the world and discover its secrets. Curiosity burned inside her and kept her strong.

One day a great forest came into view. The orphan girl’s heart stirred to see it.

“I wouldn’t go in there,” warned an old traveling musician, playing his violin beside the path.

“Why not?” asked the orphan girl.

“Too many questions,” he grumbled, “and not enough answers.”

The orphan girl thanked him and continued south, down the forest road. The next day she bought an apple from a farmer.

“You’re not going to the Everwood, are you?” asked the farmer.

“Of course I am,” the orphan girl replied.

The farmer shook her head. “Then you’re a fool. People who go in there don’t come out.”

This did not particularly trouble the orphan girl, for she had no one to leave behind.

“I thank you for the warning,” she said, and continued down the road.

On the third day the orphan girl came to the forest’s edge. A witch sat high in the trees, knitting dreams.

“Looking for something?” the witch asked, peering down from her perch.

“Adventure,” the orphan girl answered promptly.

The witch’s smile was full of holes. “Then you’ve come to the right place.”

The orphan girl felt a tiny fear. A thread of darkness hissed in the witch’s voice.

But a tiny fear was easy enough to push aside. The orphan girl was used to ignoring feelings that pained her.

So she thanked the chuckling witch, clenched her fists, and pushed through the brambles into darkness.
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“WHAT ARE YOU DOING DOWN here?”

I jump to my feet and whirl around. Gretchen stands a few steps behind me, staring.

At least she isn’t Grandma. Or Avery, who watched me at dinner last night like I was a puzzle for her to decipher.

Avery’s hair makes me nervous. Unless it’s in a shampoo advertisement, hair should not be that shiny.

“Hello?” Gretchen waves her hand in front of my face. “Earth to Finley?”

“Oh. Hi.”

“Hi. What are you doing out here?”

“Um. Nothing?”

“Is that a question?”

My face grows hot. “No. I was just looking around. I woke up early. I was afraid of using the wrong fork at breakfast.”

Gretchen stands beside me on the riverbank. “Don’t worry about the forks thing. Avery says that’s one of the Hart family pretensions. It’s not something that matters in the real world.”

“The real world?”

“The world outside Hart House.” She squints at me. “Do you know what pretension means?”

A black-and-white grid flashes before my eyes, and I hear Dad’s voice mumbling over the Sunday New York Times crossword. Thinking of his voice feels like someone has reached inside me and twisted.

Pretension. Ten-letter-word for “snobbery, a claim to importance.”

It can also mean “false.”

“It’s like when you’re snobby about something,” I explain.

“Oh. Okay. Yeah, I get that.” Gretchen puts her hands on her hips and faces the woods. “So you’re just out here looking at everything?”

“Yeah, I guess.” My mouth feels like a machine that isn’t quite working. “It’s pretty out here.”

“Huh. I never really thought about it.”

Gretchen plops down onto the riverbank. I sit beside her, prepared to run if need be. She did kick me under the table last night, after all.

“I can’t believe you came out here by yourself,” Gretchen says.

“You never go out to the woods?”

“Grandma’s never forbidden it, exactly, but she doesn’t like us being out here where she can’t really see us. Mostly when we come over, we help her clean the house.”

“That doesn’t sound very fun.”

“It’s not. But Grandma likes things to look nice. So it’s like we all come over, and the aunts sit in the kitchen and drink, and Grandma puts us kids to work. She’s all ‘you must learn to respect what you have’ and ‘people expect us to look a certain way.’ ”

I giggle. She does a pretty good Grandma voice.

“So what do you like about it?” she asks. Our feet swing over the water. Gretchen wears red galoshes over her pajamas.

“The woods?”

“Yeah.”

“Well . . . it’s complicated.”

“Finley, we’re Harts. We share blood, you know. You can tell me.”

What does that even mean, being a Hart? It has to be about something more than blood; otherwise Hart House wouldn’t feel like it is the wrong size for me. Maybe I should start a new list: What It Means to Be a Hart. If I can figure that out, maybe I’ll be able to survive the summer.

We share blood. Kind of creepy, really.

I take a deep breath. “I like it because . . . it’s the Everwood.”

Gretchen frowns. “What’s that? Like Narnia?”

“It’s a real place,” I clarify, “not imaginary, and not in another world. It’s in our world, but you can only find it if it wants you to find it. I’ve been writing about it forever. Since I was seven.”

“And you think this place is it?”

“Maybe,” I say. “It looks like it always has in my head, but even better. I had some of it right, but I also got a lot of things wrong. Now I see how it all really looks.”

“Like what?”

“Well . . . that’s the Green.” I point up the hill of the pit, toward the bright green lawn. “You know, for festivals and things. And that’s the Great Castle.” Now I point to Hart House. “It sits right at the edge of the Everwood, guarding against trespassers.”

“Is there a king and queen?”

I think for a second. “No. The Everwood has never had a king or queen. It’s really old, and it’s been hidden away for a long time. Only one who is truly worthy can be ruler of the Everwood, and no one has ever been worthy enough.”

“What makes a person worthy?”

“Only the Everwood knows that.”

Gretchen nods, leans back on her elbows. “So does anyone live at the castle?”

“Of course. Someone has to, until the king or queen arrives. The two ancient guardians live there, all alone.”

“That’s sad.”

“Not really. It’s their solemn duty.”

“So how old are they?”

“Think of the oldest thing you can imagine, and that’s them. Their duty is to watch over the Everwood and guard its secrets until the rightful ruler is found.”

These words spill out of my mouth as if they have always been there, waiting to become themselves. I have written dozens of Everwood stories, but now everything is different.

Now I am actually here.

“Are they the only people who live in the Everwood?” asks Gretchen.

“Oh, no, lots of other people live there. There are witches, and barrows—these digging creatures with huge mouths like shovels. They live underground, and you have to be careful where you step, because they can reach up and grab you. And there are fire-breathing salamanders with poisonous drool, and fairies that will play tricks on you if they decide they don’t like you, and sometimes there are knights, if one gets lost during a quest—”

“Oh!” Gretchen shoots upright, her hand in the air. “Me! I want to be a knight. Can I?”

“What?”

“A knight! I’d be a great knight. Would I get a horse? Would I fight dragons?”

My thoughts spin out of control.

What does Gretchen mean, can she be a knight? The Everwood is not a game. It is not a thing you play at; it is a thing that already exists. You can’t simply become a part of something that doesn’t belong to you, something you’ve only just learned about.

I find myself wishing Gretchen had never come out here. Then she would never have found out about the Everwood, and it would still be safely mine.

Now that she knows, who else might soon know? And what will they think of me? The Everwood has only ever belonged to me. We understand each other.

If I swear Gretchen to secrecy, will she agree?

I wonder if Harts are good at keeping secrets. I am good at that, but then, I don’t feel like a real Hart.

Maybe blood doesn’t matter at all.

“Please? Pleeeease?” Gretchen clasps her hands under her chin and pouts.

She looks so ridiculous that I burst out laughing. It feels strange, and wonderful, like jumping out of deep water to breathe. I have not laughed for days.

“Okay,” I say. “You can be a knight.”

Gretchen pumps her fist into the air.

“But be warned: As a knight, it will be your duty to help the ancient guardians protect the Everwood from evil.”

“What kind of evil?”

“Invaders. Highwaymen.” I look around, and then whisper, “Pirates.”

Gretchen scoffs. “Please. I could take on a whole ship of pirates with one hand tied behind my back. Without armor, even. Blindfolded.”

“Not even the most valiant heart, good lady, can know every wonder the Everwood holds. Both gentle . . . and dangerous.”

What has come over me? I don’t normally talk to people like this. The only time I use my Everwood voice is around Mom or Dad, and they’re only halfway listening anyway.

Gretchen jumps to her feet. “Okay, so if I’m a knight, what does that make you?”

“I’m . . .” I pause, flushing. “I’m an orphan.”

That is who I have always been, in all my stories. Dad used to read to me before bed every night, and we read about a lot of orphans. They were often strange in some way—they had unusual powers or ugly scars, or carried terrible secrets inside them. But they always turned out to be heroes in the end.

I like that idea, of the strange, lonely character being the most powerful.

Gretchen makes a face. “Being an orphan doesn’t sound fun at all.”

“It isn’t about fun. It’s how the story goes.”

“Okay, if you say so. It’s your game.”

“It’s not a game!” The words explode before I can stop them.

Gretchen blinks at me, and I wonder if she will laugh at me and leave, or get mad, or think I’m a freak, or . . . what? Do I care?

Maybe it would be for the best.

But Gretchen simply kneels. “Forgive me, oh fair orphan child! As a knight I have awful manners and do not always think before I speak.”

Warmth rushes through me; maybe I will start laughing again. Gretchen is not making fun of me or running away. She’s . . . staying. She’s smiling. She has a decent English accent.
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