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As with all stories, this one is for G. and R.: you builders of fairy gardens and curators of creepy fossil collections and tellers of strange tales. But even more, this book is for my three beloved sisters, who are not very much like Maisie, Bee, and Amy, except for the constant and beautiful feeling of us standing together against the world—and the thing about the camidge.






[image: ] 1 [image: ] Something on the Lawn


It all started when Jojo saw a fairy but said she didn’t.

Jojo sat on the rickety rocking chair on the long, wide porch, the first sister outside for the day. She was petting Fabio the cat and gazing dreamily at the small yellow house across the street. Other than their own big, white, almost-falling-down home, it was the only building on the dead-end road. An old man lived there—which meant that Jojo and her sisters ruled the neighborhood. Being in charge was maybe the only good thing about living out here in the middle of nowhere, far away from any other kids.

And, of course, far away from Grandma Nan.

But Jojo wasn’t thinking about Grandma Nan right now. Nope. She squinted at the yellow house until it got all fuzzy. How should they spend their second day of summer vacation? Fabio rotated on her lap and nudged her for more petting.

And then she saw it. At first she didn’t realize what it was. Something small flickered in the corner of her vision, something that winkled on the little stump where the twins had left a plate of food the night before, for the fairies. Jojo first thought, Fabio is eating the fairy food, the naughty cat!—but then she remembered the cat was curled on her lap.

It must be a squirrel, then. She leaned forward in her seat and stared. The creature was the size of a squirrel, but… was it green? And it looked like… well, from the back it looked almost like a very small person. Squirrel-sized. And—wearing a shirt?

It looked like a small person stuffing food into their muddy shirt.

Jojo squinted again, the sun in her eyes. It was a trick of the light. Had to be.

Fabio mewed and prickled his claws into Jojo’s leg, making her jump. The creature turned around, saw her, and froze. It looked exactly like a small greenish person. And—with a beard made of grass?

The creature looked like a fairy from a story she’d once told her sisters, one in which the boy fairies all wore suspenders and had mossy greenish beards that grew halfway down their stomachs. A grungy fairy? But that was only pretend. And she didn’t tell those stories anymore.

The small stranger nodded at Jojo. Like they knew each other. Then it waved its hand like it wanted her to come over and chat.

Just then a cupboard inside the house thumped, and at the same time a couple of birds flew overhead, cheeping, and the little creature ducked and raced off, tumbling across the street and around the yellow house to disappear into the woods behind it. Gone before Jojo could even breathe or yell or anything.

Fabio glared up at Jojo, tail twitching. He hopped off her lap, stalked over to a small pile of blankets, and recurled himself into a crescent roll.

Carefully Jojo stepped down from the porch and tiptoed over to the stump where her younger sisters had left their fairy presents. The grass was still morning-damp, and there was a faint trail of disturbed dew leading toward the road, exactly as if a squirrel-sized person had scampered off.

The stump was empty. The food and note the twins had put there were gone.

At that moment the twins slammed out the back door and ran noisily around the house to the front. Maisie, the oldest sister, banged outside after them, calling, “The cooler has all our food in it, and the water jug is heavy and it’s for all of us, but I’ve got it. No one needs to help.”

Jojo ignored her, and so did the twins.

Bee, the one-smidge-taller and seven-minutes-older twin, gasped and said, “It’s gone! The delicious feast we made!”

“And the beautiful card we drew!” said Amy.

The delicious feast had been five-day-old fried rice the twins were supposed to take to the compost bin but instead arranged artfully on a paper plate, with fuzzy, shrunken strawberries on top. The beautiful card had been a handwritten note asking the fairies to visit the sisters in their new house, the paper scrap covered with splashes of red that looked like bloodstains.

“Did you see them?” Amy asked Jojo. “Were the fairies here when you came out?”

Jojo thought. She must have seen a squirrel. Yes, that was it. A mutant squirrel.

Amy gasped. “You did? You saw them? What did they look like?”

“What did they smell like?” Bee asked.

“No!” Jojo stepped back. “I didn’t see anything.”

The twins stared at her.

“But we asked, and you nodded—” started Amy.

“Fairies aren’t real.” Jojo needed time, alone with her brain, to think about what she’d imagined. “Anyway, it was Fabio.”

“Fabio stole the fairy food?” Bee sounded wistful. “Did he… like it?”

“He ate the plate, too?” Amy sounded suspicious.

“He dragged it off. That direction, I think.” Jojo gestured vaguely toward the backyard, away from the woods where the not-a-fairy had disappeared. “And the squirrels ate most of the food. One ran off when I came outside just now. Kind of a mutant one.”

Jojo’s younger sisters’ shoulders slumped in unison. They weren’t identical twins, but they looked the same, except that Bee was a tiny bit taller and had curlier hair, and Amy had more of a button nose and wider-set eyes, and Bee was right-handed and Amy left-handed, and Bee was more interested in food and slimy things, and Amy was more interested in art and crawly things. But otherwise: the same. They were five years old, the “little girls,” while Maisie at eleven years old and Jojo at ten were the “big girls.”

At least, that was what Grandma Nan had always called them. The little girls and the big girls. In the before time. Before last summer, when Grandma Nan died, and before last fall, when they moved out to the rambly house in the country.

“You’re no fun anymore,” said Amy. She ran to the porch, where their oldest sister had lugged the cooler and the water jug. “Maisie,” she announced, “our fairy presents are gone!”

Maisie pushed the cooler against the front door. “And I bet they made the fairies happy. Now, do we have everything we need? Mom said not to come in at all today except to pee.”

The four sisters looked around the porch, which ran across the whole front of the house. There were blankets and pillows to lie on, a stack of books and games and puzzles, a box of paper and crayons and pencils, a small wooden catapult, and a bucket of chalk. There was a bottle of soap for handwashing and some bandages for if you got scraped up. There was a skateboard and some old roller skates. There was one real chair—the rocking chair—which they had to take turns using. The cooler made a nice second chair if you sat on the lid and didn’t bounce around too much. And of course, you could sprawl on the pillows and blankets.

The porch itself was lovely. The floor was graying wood that never gave splinters because the boards were fitted closely and worn smooth—good for pretend ice-skating if you remembered socks. Wide wooden steps led down to the lawn. Around three sides of the porch ran a metal railing you could stand on if you were brave, and you could hold on to the pillar at the porch’s corner, lean forward, and pretend you were lookout on a pirate ship.

The porch had a big wooden door that was supposed to let you into the living room of the house. But the door didn’t open, not ever, because it was one of those really old doors that needed a key in the inside lock, and the key had been lost long before they moved in, so they had to use the back door. The thing the porch door was good for was making a nice backrest for whoever sat on the cooler.

“Do we have everything?” Maisie asked again, looking at Jojo. Maisie didn’t like it when she had to repeat things because someone was daydreaming.

“Socks?” said Jojo.

“Rats,” Maisie said. “But that’s not important enough to go back inside for.” She took a small notebook and a pen out of the box of paper and wrote socks for ice-skating on the first blank page. “I’m making a list for tomorrow.”

“Put candy on the list too. Tomorrow should have candy,” said Bee.

Maisie ignored her and put the list back in the paper box. “Plans for today?” She looked at Jojo. “General?”

“Thank you, President,” said Jojo. “Today our plans are to land on Mars and—”

“We did that yesterday,” said Amy.

“Yesterday was the moon. Day two is Mars.”

“Same thing.” Amy pouted out her bottom lip. “I want to do something different.”

“Fine,” Jojo said, crossing her arms on her chest like she imagined a real general might, just before he said, Chop off their heads. “Tell me what you want, underlings.”

“First, don’t call us underlings,” said Amy. “Second, you’re a nincompoopy—”

“No swearing,” said Maisie.

And then Amy said the thing that Jojo thought she might say, the thing Jojo absolutely didn’t want. “Let’s play fairies!”

Bee said, “Yes! Because of the fairy presents getting eaten.”

Jojo shook her head. No. They hadn’t played fairies since Grandma Nan.

“That sounds like a great idea,” said Maisie, glancing at Jojo with a question in her eyes. “With a fairy story, of course.”

No no no.
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More than all the other possible things Jojo didn’t want to do, she especially didn’t want to play fairies. Not today, not ever.

The sisters used to play fairies all the time with Grandma Nan, starting when Maisie and Jojo were toddlers and lasting until the past summer. Grandma Nan had lived in the apartment right next to them in town. She had taken care of them whenever Mom was working. And she’d loved Jojo’s stories. Almost every day she’d ask what the fairies were doing, and Jojo would make up new adventures.

Last summer, the morning of the day when everything started going wrong, they had taken a walk with Grandma Nan and found a dead baby bird on the sidewalk. It had fallen out of a tree, Grandma explained. They stooped to study the small, motionless mound. The baby eyelids looked bluish and naked, and the head was ruffled and wet-looking. The bird’s body was pink and covered in fuzz because it was too new to have feathers. Jojo imagined the delicate skull and wing bones beneath the skin. Birds were such fragile things; when you saw one up close like this, it was hard to imagine how they ever lived.

“There’s the nest,” said Maisie, pointing at a spindly city maple.

Jojo looked up. What must the mother bird think?

Bee and Amy wanted to pick up the corpse and take it home. “So we can have a funeral,” explained Amy.

But Grandma Nan said no, not this time. It wasn’t hot out, but she was sweating and breathing kind of hard. “The city will come and pick it up.”

“And have a funeral?” said Bee.

Grandma nodded, which was strange, because cities didn’t have bird funerals, and Grandma didn’t usually lie. “Let’s go back now. I’m afraid I need a nap.”

Maisie took Grandma’s arm, suddenly worried. “Are you okay?” Jojo took her other arm. Grandma Nan’s skin felt hot.

At the apartment, Grandma went to her bedroom to lie down, and the sisters sat on her living room floor, not sure what to do. Grandma never needed naps.

“We should do something quiet,” said Maisie. “So she can rest.”

Amy and Bee got out paper and crayons. They wanted to draw the dead bird. “Joey,” said Bee, “tell us a story while we draw. That way we’ll remember to be quiet.”

So Jojo did. Even now, so much later, she remembered that story—because it was the last fairy story she told. There was an army of dead birds, but they didn’t have ruffled fuzz or blue eyelids; they were skeletons, flying around and searching for a fairy village to attack. Bee and Amy shivered, repeating Jojo’s sentences after she said them, like they were a poem the little girls wanted to memorize. The bone birds were terrifying, and the fairies were brave but overwhelmed. What would happen?

But Jojo never finished telling. Maisie slipped back to the bedroom to check on Grandma, and when she returned, she interrupted the story. “We need to get Mom.” Mom was working in their apartment next door. They weren’t supposed to bother her unless it was an emergency. “It’s an emergency,” said Maisie.

And that was it. Grandma Nan was really sick. She went away, and they never saw her again, because she died. The whole time Grandma Nan was in the hospital—for almost two weeks—Jojo talked to the fairies, quietly, in her head. She asked the fairies to use their magic to make Grandma Nan better.

But the fairies never did.

Because they weren’t real. They were just a silly story.

Now, though, Bee was talking about how she wanted to play fairies, and Amy was saying she wanted to play too. Maisie joined in. “Maybe you can tell us… a story about them?” she suggested to Jojo. “Like you used to?”

Jojo tried to ignore everyone. They could play pirates today.

“Jojo?” Maisie said, in her nicest and most reasonable voice, the one that was hard to ignore.

Jojo tied a bandana around her head. “I don’t feel like reading right now. Maisie can do it.”

“Not from a book,” said Amy. “A made-up story.”

“Like the olden days,” said Bee, “when we lived in the apartment in town.”

“I don’t remember any of those stories. Let’s play pirates.” Jojo scrambled up to stand on the railing of the porch. She was the only sister who could balance on the wobbly metal rail without immediately falling.

Amy growled.

Maisie said, “I have an idea. We can build fairy gardens. We don’t need stories for that.”

“Ahoy!” said Jojo. “A ship approaches! Hoist the skull and crossbones!”

“Jojo can have the spot under the pine tree for her fairy garden,” said Maisie. That was the best place to build a fairy garden, as it was protected from the rain. “And Bee and Amy can have any other spots—”

“That’s not fair,” said Amy. “Under the tree is the best.”

“And Amy and I are going to build ours together,” said Bee, “so we should get the good spot.”

Maisie said, “Well…”

“I don’t want the stinky pine tree,” said Jojo. “I’m playing pirates.”

Maisie sighed. Loudly. “What if we do fairy gardens now and pirates after lunch?”

Jojo shrugged and kept watching for ships. Her sisters could build dorky fairy gardens if they wanted, but she wasn’t going to.

“Great!” said Maisie. “Then let’s get started.”

“But we need a story first,” said Bee. “It’s part of the game.”

Bee was not wrong. When they all used to make fairy gardens with Grandma Nan, Jojo had always told a fairy story before they started, and the story always gave them ideas for their gardens, and when they finished, part of the fun was to see how each person’s garden turned out the same or different from the story.

“Well,” said Maisie after a short, heavy silence, “I think… we can use an old story.”

The twins thought. “Were there any with candy?” asked Bee. “We could sneak back inside the house very, very quietly and get—”

“No,” said Maisie. “How about the story with the fairies who have gossamer wings?”

“I don’t remember that one,” said Amy.

Jojo remembered. But she wasn’t participating. She straightened her back and stared across the lawn. Maybe this ocean had sea monsters. Or an island with buried treasure.

“The gossamer-wing fairies sang lovely songs, and they danced, and they wore flower crowns in the moonlight. And they had gossamer wings,” said Maisie. “Isn’t that a good story?”

“What’s gossamer?” said Bee.

“That’s not a story,” said Amy. “It’s just a bunch of fats.” She meant facts.

“Gossamer,” said Maisie, “is… I’m not sure, exactly. Jojo, what’s gossamer?”

Jojo wrapped both arms around the ship’s mast and leaned her head against it, watching the stormy sea and wishing there really were enemies sailing toward them, something terrifying that would make them all run to aim the cannons. Gossamer was a Grandma Nan word. Jojo kind of knew what it meant. But she couldn’t explain it, not like a dictionary would. Gossamer wings were… what were they? Wafty and delicate. Like gossip but without the meanness.

“Anyway,” said Maisie, who seemed to be finally giving up on Jojo, “gossamer is beautiful. Let’s do that story.”

“It’s not a story,” said Amy again. “It’s just a list of stuff about fairies.”

“Ohhh!” said Bee. “Let’s do the one with the bone creatures. Remember?”

Of course they all remembered it: Jojo’s last fairy story. Even now, almost a year after Grandma Nan had died, Bee and Amy sometimes still repeated their favorite lines to each other, like memorized bits of a scary campfire tale. On top of all that, yesterday—the first official day of summer—they had found a bird skeleton in their backyard: a delicate head and beak. They’d buried it under a mound of leaves. So of course they all remembered a year ago.

“ ‘Numberless bone creatures flapped across the sky,’ ” said Bee.

“ ‘Their skeletal wings creaking,’ ” added Amy. They remembered the words exactly.

“Jojo?” said Maisie. And when Jojo didn’t answer, Maisie said, “Okay, then. Let’s each build any fairy garden we want. From any story we want.”

“Twins are building together,” said Bee.

“And we already have an idea,” said Amy.

“So do I,” said Maisie. She cleared her throat. “What about you, Jojo?”

There was a ship sailing toward them: a car, coming down the dead-end road toward their house. Not a trick of light or a mutant squirrel or a figment of Jojo’s imagination. A plain black car—not the neighbor’s, which was red—was driving toward their house.

Jojo leaned forward to see better, lost her hold on the porch pillar, and tumbled into the mulch and weeds.

“Jojo?”

“Someone’s coming,” she said, jumping up and brushing off her shorts. “For real.”

The girls all looked. The car slowed, pulled into the driveway of the little yellow house across the street, and drove behind the house, disappearing from view.

Jojo said, “There was someone in the back seat. A kid.”

“Are you sure?” said Maisie. “I didn’t see anyone.”

There hadn’t been a kid at the yellow house before, not for the whole fall and winter and spring they’d lived on this street. It had been only them. “I’m sure I saw someone,” Jojo said. “Someone short.”

Maisie sat on the porch step and tilted her head in thought. “Maybe the old man has a grandkid?”

They waited, hoping to see the kid, if there was one. But no one appeared. The people in the car must have gone in the back door of the yellow house. The kid, if there was one, did not come outside.

Bee and Amy flopped back on the floor of the porch, their heads together to make a V with their bodies. “When is lunchtime?” said Bee.

Maisie patted the porch step for Jojo to sit next to her. “Are you sure it wasn’t just a really short grown-up?”

“In the back seat?”

“Good point,” said Maisie.

If it was a kid, they needed to—

“If there’s someone there,” said Maisie, “then we need to do something interesting that’ll make them see us and want to come over.”

Jojo stared at her. Exactly what she’d been thinking.

At that moment the black car backed out of the yellow house’s driveway and drove away. The driver looked like a man, but not the old man who lived in the house. The back seat was now empty.

They all sat in silence for a minute, thinking.

“Let’s act out a fairy story,” said Bee. “Like a play. That will make the kid want to come out.”

Ugh. There was no way Jojo was acting in a play about fairies. But if her sisters made fairy gardens, at least she could build something else. Whatever she wanted. “Fairy gardens,” she said.

“And after gardens, let’s play tag,” said Maisie.

Jojo nodded. That would bring the kid outside. Who could resist building things and running?
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