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FOR EVELYN AND JANE—


BE FIERCE AND BRAVE AND STEADFAST


AND REMEMBER YOU ARE LOVED


—RLT







In the beginning, he was there.


A wispy form, but a form nonetheless. He hovered over the woods, and they curved around his presence, trees bowing as though in the company of royalty, wonders rising from the ground, enchantments crackling into being. The woods were his. But he would share.


They were too magical, too wondrous, too full of delightful fascinations to keep to himself.


The first to see the woods and its wonders was a child.





April 16, 1947


The most difficult thing to do in the face of great scientific discoveries (or those that defy science entirely) is to keep silent. But I know what happens when one does not—the way they look at you, the things they whisper, the titles they can strip and burn on an altar of “mad.” If my brother were here, they might take note. But I am a man of science. A man of science cannot believe the things I believe. A man of science cannot have seen the things I have seen.


I am not mad; I have never been a victim of madness, only a keen observer and relentless detective uncovering the answers to mysterious questions and unexplainable phenomena. They will know this soon enough.


My army is nearly finished. I am in need of a few slight adjustments, perhaps a month more of tinkering, and my life’s work will be complete.


And when it is complete, I will find my son. I will destroy the woods and whatever lies within them. And I will protect Stonewall Manor and its residents—my family—forever after, as I promised my mother.


—excerpt from Richard Cole’s Journal of Scientific Progress





THE DAY THE WORLD EXPLODED
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April 16, 1947, was already shaping up to be the worst day in history, and Lenora had only just begun it.


Every now and again, Mother and Father would let Lenora or her sister, Rory, or her brothers, John or Charles, take a day off from school while the others attended as usual. They said it was good for the mind and heart to play, instead of working all the time. They said, too, that it was good for a child to spend one-on-one time with parents. They called these special occasions Fun Days—not all that creative, but efficient, as Mother and Father always were. Whoever was privileged enough to stay home for a Fun Day was often taken to the theater down the road for a noonday showing of whatever was playing, or to the ice-cream shop on the corner, or even, sometimes, out to the port of Texas City. The ships docking there came from all over the world, carrying all sorts of cargo, and watching them—touring them sometimes, if she was lucky—was one of Lenora’s favorite things to do.


Today was Lenora’s birthday. She was supposed to have a Fun Day.


Instead, John and Charles had woken up with a rattling cough, and Rory, never one to be left out, had begun coughing as well. Her cough sounded nothing like the one shaking from her brothers, but she’d cleverly convinced Mother that she was sick, too, and Mother had agreed to let them all stay home. All, that is, except for Lenora, who was not sick and would not pretend to be.


She did not like lies.


So even though it was Lenora’s birthday, she was stuck in the old schoolhouse, Danforth Elementary, on the second floor, where the sixth graders gathered for instruction every weekday morning at eight.


She sulked.


Earlier, Mother had waved Lenora toward the candy apple–red Chevrolet waiting out front. Father sat behind the large brown steering wheel, staring out his window toward the dock, where a thin plume of yellow smoke puffed up from one of the ships.


Lenora had tried to argue with Mother about going to school—it was her birthday, after all—but Mother had said they would reschedule their Fun Day and quickly pushed her out the door with a “Father is waiting, dear.”


When Lenora climbed in the car, she looked back toward the front window of their tidy white house. Rory was standing between the blue curtains, sticking out her tongue. Lenora had fumed all the way to school, and the fuming did not end when Father walked her to the red doors and kissed the top of her head and said, “I’m sorry you had to go to school on your birthday, angel, but try to have a good day. I love you.” In fact, his words made it worse.


She hadn’t said anything in response so that Father would know she was more than just a little upset. She deserved two Fun Days for this.


The warm, sticky air of their seaport town had made it hard for her to breathe. She hadn’t looked back as she climbed the concrete stairs into her school.


She was still fuming in the hard wooden seat affixed to her desk. She drew random pencil lines across a piece of paper. Class had not yet started.


Most of her classmates, while waiting for Mrs. Easter to clap her hands and order them into their seats, as she did every morning so that lessons could begin, were clustered at the windows that lined the schoolroom wall. The light streaming in cast shadows on their backs, so Lenora could not tell who was who. They were exclaiming over the same plume of smoke Father had pointed out on the drive in. They were calling it beautiful. Lenora didn’t know how anyone could call anything beautiful on this very disappointing day.


Her stomach knotted, and she rested her hands on her arms.


“Come look at the pretty smoke, Lenora!” said her best friend, Emma. Emma had not even wished her happy birthday. Lenora looked at her friend, who was dressed in a pretty white dress with tiny blue flowers on it. Her black hair spilled over the puffed sleeves. A blue bow was nestled in her hair, on the right side.


“I’ve already seen it.” Lenora tried to make her voice something more than a grumble, but disappointment chewed through her words.


“But it’s even prettier than it was,” Emma said, pulling Lenora up from her seat. And Lenora didn’t have it in her to resist. She followed Emma to the windows.


Even Mrs. Easter was at the window now, pointing out the different colors, quizzing her students about what they thought might be the origin of the lovely shades. Lenora felt her stomach tighten again. Surely it was not a good thing to see smoke pouring from the dock. Her father had mentioned a few days ago that several of the ships at the port carried flammable materials. As the city’s volunteer fire chief, he had been on high alert since the ships had docked.


But Lenora did have to admit that the smoke was beautiful. The thickening cloud had turned a deep yellow-orange color now. Lenora tilted her head. Someone jostled her, and she stepped back, but she could not tear her eyes from the smoke. She felt sick, worried. She couldn’t say why.


The smoke was unlike anything she had ever seen before. It was beginning to turn the land around it hazy, like a fog had moved in. Maybe she felt uneasy because she had been the only one left out of her family’s day off from school when it was her birthday. Rory would accompany Father to the dock when he went to explore the source of the smoke, since she was not really sick. She would be able to see the fire.


Lenora would like to see the fire.


Her classmates were still offering guesses as to the source of the smoke. Most of them agreed that it originated from one of the ships docked at the harbor. There were several: the SS Grandcamp, a large ship that came from France; the SS High Flyer, docked right next to the Grandcamp; and the SS Wilson B. Keene. Father had not told her what the ships were carrying.


One of Lenora’s classmates suggested that perhaps the smoke originated from the railroad office, but Lenora didn’t think this made the least bit of sense. Why would yellow-orange smoke pour from a railroad office that had been there since long before she was born? Nothing like this had ever happened in Texas City, though the town was what the local newspaper had recently called “the heart of the greatest industrial development of the South.”


Lenora and all those who lived in Texas City were somewhat accustomed to hearing small explosions every now and then, because the city was home to two large chemical plants: Union Carbide and Monsanto. But never had there been anything like this—a cloud of smoke without an explosion announcing it. And never, ever had the smoke been so lovely.


The knot in her stomach tightened.


Lenora walked back to her desk and sat down, her chin propped on her fist. She would rather be at home. They were not even learning anything today. They were staring out the windows making educated guesses. Would it have been so terrible to let her stay home on her birthday?


Lenora smoothed her skirt around her. Mother had bought her a new dress for her birthday—a pretty green-blue and white-checkered one with a perfectly white collar lining the top. Lenora was not good at keeping her collars white, and Mother had warned her about this one when she’d pulled the dress from its elegant wrapping this morning. The dress was expensive, Mother had said. She had bought it because it was the same color as Lenora’s eyes, and she’d thought it would look lovely on her. But Lenora had to promise to keep the collar clean this time.


The dress had been folded up over a brand-new pair of shoes of the same color as her green-blue dress, made of smooth suede. They even had a small heel on them, which had ignited Rory’s jealousy. Mother did not permit heels on shoes until a girl turned twelve, which was Lenora’s age today.


Lenora smiled a bit at the memory of Rory’s envy. And then she frowned. Rory was at home.


“Lenora dear,” Mrs. Easter said. “Are you all right?”


“I’m not feeling well,” Lenora said, which was true. She wasn’t sick, but the knot in her stomach was giving her some trouble.


Mrs. Easter crossed the classroom to Lenora’s desk and put the back of her hand on Lenora’s forehead. “Should I call your mother?”


And that was when the world exploded.
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First it was the windows, shattering into millions of pieces that flew every which direction. Then it was her classmates, screaming in terror. And then it turned silent, while students toppled to the ground everywhere Lenora looked. She couldn’t breathe. She watched Mrs. Easter fly in a forward trajectory as though something had pushed her from behind.


Lenora gripped her desk and felt the blast ripping her from her seat. She curled her foot around the chair leg—a hook of sorts. Mrs. Easter landed several feet away, on her back. She mouthed something, but Lenora could not hear her. Mrs. Easter scrambled to her feet, blood trickling from a wound on her cheek and another on her forehead. She frantically beckoned to the students, who all lay or stood stunned. No one heard her or no one was listening, because they all remained rooted in place, some on their backs, some on their stomachs, some still standing with their mouths and eyes wide.


A faraway pop sounded, and then another tremor shook the ground, and a boy pointed to a window that had not yet shattered but was spidering into cracks. Lenora followed the boy’s finger.


The dock. The dock was concealed by a thick black curtain of smoke.


The dock had exploded.


Father.


Mother.


Rory.


John.


Charles.


A faint whistling sound penetrated the silence, and that seemed to be what set the world in motion again. A wave of students rushed toward the dark stairwell, pushing and shoving and trampling those who had fallen. It was chaos, but it was nothing compared to what Lenora feared was happening at the port, veiled by the black smoke. She moved, too, pressing against the other bodies, trying to slip through them, but she was stuck in the narrow passageway until the sea of students from every classroom in the school—kindergarten through sixth grade—began its descent. Lenora tried to find order in the madness, but she could not. The uneasiness in her stomach pulsed. She slid down the stairs more than she stepped, but she managed to hit the ground on her feet.


Father.


Mother.


Rory.


John.


Charles.


She had to find them. She had to make sure they were not hurt.


The school was a few miles from the town, but Lenora took off running anyway. Students bent all around her, emptying their stomachs. She had to stop and do the same. As soon as the heaving finished, she took off running again, straight toward the town and its gray cloak of invisibility.


Screams and shouts billowed behind her. The sound in the world had returned full force, and Lenora almost wished it hadn’t. Students yelled things she did not want to consider, like “Are they all dead?” “We’re gonna die!” and “Are the explosions done?”


Lenora—and many others—ignored the shouts and questions and continued running. Her lungs ached, but she did not quit; she had never been a quitter. And now she had to find her family. She had to make sure they were not hurt in the blasts.


The scent of smoke and sulfur and singed wood, metal, and flesh trapped her breath so it came in halting gasps. She could smell the raging fires, but she could not yet see them.


Father would take care of the fires. He would save the day. He was a hero.


***


By the time she reached town, Lenora’s body felt weak and winded. Her legs burned and her feet had numbed in the lengthy sprint, but she could not stop now. Another explosion shook the ground, and the whistling sound sharpened. She heard—even felt—large objects hit cement and grass with clangs and thumps. She took another step, but a bare foot lay in front of her, severed from its body. Her stomach churned.


Her heart lurched.


She could see now. She could see what awaited her in the town, and it made her knees buckle and her vision blacken. She put her hands on her thighs and hung her head and tried to remember how to breathe.


Bodies scattered the ground. Dead bodies. Pieces of bodies. A severed head, staring up at the sky. Two legs that did not belong to the same body, crisscrossed in an X. An arm with a ring on the third finger.


What about her family?


Father.


Mother.


Rory.


John.


Charles.


Where were they? Lenora fought to keep her eyes open, to keep her lungs grasping at air, to keep her legs moving forward, stepping gingerly over the bodies of people she did not recognize because of the thick film of soot covering their skin. She did not bend to wipe it away from their faces. She had no time to waste.


Her family must be alive. She would not find them here on the ground.


A popping and hissing sound drew her eyes to the left. Some electrical lines had fallen and were slapping the pavement and jetting fire in short blasts. The sulfuric smell snaked into her nose, unfolded in her throat, and swelled. She coughed. Some bits of wood rained down to her right, bouncing off the ground and then settling on a body bleeding from the ears and nose.


Lenora stood in the middle of the chaos and slowly turned around. She did not know what to do or where to go or how to find her family. She did not know how to process the wreckage that looked as though the entire town had been destroyed. She did not know how to keep breathing.


And so her knees folded again, and the world went dark.
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Lenora woke inside city hall, its large glass windows punched all the way through so the outside smells leaked in freely. Sulfur, smoke, what she thought might be burning flesh. Lenora pinched her nose, but breathing through her mouth was not much better. Now she could imagine she tasted it.


Hushed voices hovered around the hall, and when Lenora propped herself on her elbow, she could see the bodies of the injured lying on the floor in various positions. Some had lost legs, some wore bandages on their heads, one man had dressings around his eyes. A woman with a twisted leg lay near him.


Lenora’s head felt hazy.


“We’ll transfer the most critical to John Sealy Hospital in Galveston,” said a voice near her. Lenora glanced in its direction and saw a man with a shock of white hair on the top of his head bending over a woman with a bandage across her chest. A tall, slim woman with short, curly brown hair stood watching him. She had a clipboard and a pencil. “And the others we’ll take in to Houston. The least critical we can keep here for a time.”


“What about the children with no family left?” said the woman.


The man rocked back on his heels and sighed. “I don’t know yet, Ingrid,” he said. And then again, softer: “I don’t know.” His eyes looked weary. He stood up. “The injured are still trickling in.” He looked toward the front doors, where a man was hobbling through. He moved to meet him.


Lenora scanned the hall. Mother and Father must be here. And Rory, John, and Charles. She stood up quickly, the world spinning for a moment before righting again, if a little tilted. She blinked. She did not see anyone in the immediate area who resembled Mother or Father, but this was a large room. She would search.


And she did, again and again and again, but she did not find any of her family. She saw some of her fellow students, but she did not stop to talk, so heavy were her grief and fear.


The woman who had spoken with the white-haired man—Ingrid—stopped her on her fifth round through the hall. “Are you looking for someone?” she asked.


“My parents. They must be here.” Lenora’s voice shook.


“What is your last name?”


“Cole,” Lenora said. “They are John and Agnes Cole.”


“You are Lenora,” Ingrid said. It was not a question. Ingrid eyed her before turning to the clipboard she held in her hands, which Lenora saw contained a handwritten list of names. Ingrid flipped through the pages, and then she looked at Lenora with sad earth-colored eyes. “There is no John or Agnes Cole on my list. But we have another makeshift infirmary inside the chamber of commerce. Perhaps they are there. Would you like to inquire?” Ingrid smiled, but it did not reach her eyes.


“I can go there myself,” Lenora said, hope warming her chest. Yes. They would be there. Everyone she loved.


Ingrid placed a hand on Lenora’s arm, which stopped Lenora from turning. “We cannot let our patients leave the building,” she said. Ingrid’s voice was so apologetic Lenora had to blink away her blurred vision. It was not that she was unaccustomed to kindness; it was that Ingrid’s apology made her words so definitive. Lenora had always followed the rules. And now she knew that leaving the building was against the rules.


“But I am not injured.” Still, she would try. Perhaps the rules could be bent, rather than broken.


Ingrid gave a half shrug and pointed to a line on the paper that Lenora could not read. “You were found unconscious,” she said. Lenora shook her head. So? Ingrid bit her lip and said, “Dr. Sparks would like all patients to remain in one place. It’s better for the record keeping.” She smiled, her face brightening, if only a little. “Rescue workers are combing the area for all survivors. They bring them here and to the chamber of commerce, where their names are recorded and their family members are notified.” She cleared her throat. “It’s much too dangerous for anyone else to be out.”


Lenora tried to swallow the knot in her throat. So the rules were in place for a reason, a reason that made sense. She said, “I just want to see my family. Make sure they’re safe.”


Ingrid’s eyes softened. “I understand,” she said. “It’s well-known that we are running an infirmary here and at the chamber. That’s why it’s imperative that you remain in one place, in case your parents are looking for you, too.” She nodded, as though agreeing with herself. “Do you understand?”


Lenora nodded.


“I will inquire right away,” Ingrid said.


Lenora sat down in a corner to wait. Her parents would come. She just had to be patient.
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The sky outside darkened as night fell over the town, and still Ingrid did not return. Lenora asked Dr. Sparks about her absence. He said Ingrid had likely gotten recruited to care for the patients inside the chamber, but she would return. She was needed here.


Lenora watched two students from Danforth Elementary reunite with their parents, and envy burned in her chest. She saw four students crumple when they were told their parents had died, and the fear frosted her throat.


Which would it be for her?


What happened to the students whose parents died? Lenora did not have any other family, except for her father’s mad brother, who lived in Nacogdoches, too far away from Texas City. He had been estranged from the family for years. She didn’t count him among her family. Father hadn’t.


They had to be alive. She could not be alone—it would be unbearable. Mother and Father had teased her about her distaste for solitude and silence; they said it’s why she was born third in a line of four children.


At last Ingrid returned. She had not found Lenora’s family. “It might be time to contact other family members.” Ingrid’s voice was gentle, soothing. Lenora closed her eyes.


“I could try my house,” she said, without looking at Ingrid.


Ingrid was silent for so long that Lenora opened her eyes again. “You think they would remain in their house while the town burned and their daughter was still missing?”


Lenora knew it was not a question that required an answer. She said, “I do not have any other family.” It was difficult wedging the words around the blockage in her throat, but she did it.


A shadow crossed Ingrid’s face.


“What happens to children like me?” Lenora said.


But Ingrid only pressed her lips together and patted Lenora’s arm. She said nothing. She crossed the room to Dr. Sparks and whispered something in his ear. He looked in Lenora’s direction and shuffled over with slumping shoulders. He looked so exhausted, but he had bright, kind sapphire eyes.


He knelt next to her. “Ingrid tells me you have been unable to locate your parents,” he said.


“I’m sure they’re coming. I could search my house, if you would permit me to leave.” Lenora looked toward the entrance to city hall, felt the longing gnaw on her stomach.


“Rescue workers are searching every house that’s still standing,” Dr. Sparks said. “And even the rubble of those that aren’t.” He looked troubled.


“Have they searched mine?”


Dr. Sparks did not answer. Instead he said, “Your father was the fire chief.” He seemed sure of his statement, but Lenora nodded anyway. He sighed, looked up at the ceiling, then back down at Lenora. “All members of the fire department were down at the docks when it exploded.” He seemed to be saying more between the lines of his words.


Black spots grew and twirled in front of Lenora’s eyes. A cry sounded from the back of her throat, wounded and raw.


Father.


“I’m sorry,” Dr. Sparks said. “This is the worst tragedy in Texas history.”


“He’ll come,” Lenora said in a small voice. She did not believe it, and this made her angry. Her words gathered strength. “He’s a hero.”


Dr. Sparks didn’t say anything. He only patted her shoulder.


She would know if they had died, wouldn’t she? She would be able to feel it. Someone had to be alive. Someone had to be with her, keep her company. Someone had to fight with her and steal her favorite clothes and annoy her when she sat at the loud and riotous supper table.


“I’m sorry,” Dr. Sparks said again. Lenora wiped her cheeks. “I will notify your uncle.”


“My uncle?” Lenora said. She didn’t know that anyone in Texas City knew about Uncle Richard.


“I knew your uncle at the university. We were both science men. Had something in common.” Dr. Sparks smiled. “He’s a good man.”


Lenora shook her head. No. She could not live with an uncle she didn’t know. But what choice did she have?


“Please, let me go look for them.” Her throat felt dry, but her will was intact. If he didn’t permit it, she would search anyway. She would break the rules this time. They were ridiculous rules, and anger made her brave.


Dr. Sparks shook his head. “The streets are unstable,” he said. “Buildings are still crumbling, electrical lines are still sparking, bodies are . . .” He didn’t finish, perhaps remembering he was speaking to a child. She knew what he would have said. She had seen them. She would never forget them.


She closed her eyes, opened them again.


“We are doing everything we can,” Dr. Sparks said.


“Let me stay here, then,” Lenora said. “I’ll wait for them.”


“Your uncle’s house is the best place you can be. We don’t have enough supplies to care for you here.” He looked out toward the harbor. “And who knows if there will be another explosion.”


Lenora swallowed hard. She said, “Will I see them again?”


Dr. Sparks did not meet her eyes. “If your family members are among the unconscious injured whose names we have not yet collected, they will find you more easily at your uncle’s house.”


And that was that. His knees cracked on his way up, and Lenora watched him walk away.


She examined her brand-new birthday dress. The hem was ripped in places. Dirt and grime ringed the collar. Black dust covered her beautiful shoes.


Lenora curled up into a tight ball and tried her best not to cry.
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The next day, a tall, thin, strange-looking man walked through the doors of city hall. In fact, he looked so strange that Lenora could not help but stare. Silver streaks shot through the dark brown parts of his hair. It was cut somewhat short, but it stood out in every direction as though it had not seen a comb in many, many days. He wore a red velvet suit jacket with a crisp white shirt poking out from a vest that matched the color of his hair. Sticking out from the pocket of the strange, colorful jacket was a white kerchief, along with a golden chain. His mud-colored pants were pressed and perfect, and his golden-brown shoes had not a speck of dust or grime on them, nor were there any scratches. He looked like one of the wealthy business owners in town, but Lenora had never seen him before.


He dragged his left leg behind him slightly, and the cane in his right hand tapped the ground in a steady rhythm. Clunk, slide. Clunk, slide. Clunk, slide. The cadence of his walk filled the hall, as people watched him make his way to nowhere in particular. It seemed he simply needed to keep moving.


Lenora’s eyes caught on the cane, which was as strange-looking as the man. The end near the man’s hand resembled Father’s old rifle butt, a curved shining brown, but the other end was a long cylindrical silver barrel that widened into what looked like the broadest part of a funnel.


The man stopped in the center of the hall and pulled something out of his jacket pocket. It was a pocket watch, attached to the golden chain.


Dr. Sparks moved swiftly to his side and held out his hand, which the man did not take at first but studied, as though confused for a breath. When he shook Dr. Sparks’s hand, he did not smile.


Lenora knew he was her uncle. She could see the resemblance now—in his face, but that was all.


Her stomach clenched tight.


Dr. Sparks and Uncle Richard—if her guess was correct—moved in her direction. Uncle Richard did not look very happy. His dark eyebrows hung low over his dark eyes, which held an unreadable emotion—annoyance? Impatience? Surprise, maybe?


Dr. Sparks put a hand on her shoulder and said, “Lenora, your uncle has come to take you home.”


“Home?” The word felt bitter in her mouth.


The light in Dr. Sparks’s eyes flickered. “I am sorry,” he said. “I only meant . . .” He looked at Uncle Richard for help, but Uncle Richard was staring at her.


“You look like your father,” he said. He had a halting, abrupt way of speaking, and his voice was a touch too loud.


Lenora rubbed her chest. Dr. Sparks cleared his throat. “You will accompany your uncle to his home.”


“Only until Mother and Father are well,” Lenora said. Dr. Sparks tilted his head and studied her. He opened his mouth, but she would not let him say it. “They will come fetch me as soon as they’re able.” She leveled her gaze at Uncle Richard.


His lips turned down a little, but his expression was otherwise unchanged. “Follow me, please,” was all he said, and he spun on his heel.


“Goodbye, Lenora,” Dr. Sparks said.


Lenora said nothing. She was still rather angry that they would not let her stay, at least until she knew that someone in her family was still alive. She knew Mother would say she was being rude, not answering, but in this moment, she didn’t care.


She followed the sliding step of Uncle Richard toward the blasted-out doors of city hall.


“Mother and Father will come for me,” she could not help saying to Uncle Richard’s back. “I will only be with you for a short time.”


Uncle Richard did not bother to reply, and this fueled her anger. It licked her throat, her eyes, her chest, and wandered back up into her mouth. “You’ll see,” she said.


Still, no reply.


The silence was excruciating.
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Just outside city hall was an unusual car. It was not black or red or blue or any of the colors Lenora would see on the cars cruising the main streets of Texas City on Friday nights; it was, instead, a dull copper, as though all the paint had been stripped off. The wheels looked like a cross between those used on locomotives and those used on cars. There were eight of them on one side and, she assumed, eight on the other.


It was the oddest thing she had ever seen. Had she stepped back in time or forward into the future? Her head spun.


Perhaps she was dreaming.


Something on the ground beside the car caught her eye. It looked like a pearl necklace.


Her mother wore a pearl necklace.


Lenora did not think. She lunged for the string of beads. It was covered in a black layer of dust, but when she wiped off one pearl, she could tell it was the same pale pink color as those on her mother’s necklace. She looked around, searching for the familiar face. Her lungs blazed.


Uncle Richard cleared his throat, and Lenora met his eye. She stuffed the pearls in her pocket.


“It’s my mother’s necklace,” she said, though Uncle Richard had not asked for an explanation.


Uncle Richard raised his chin and narrowed his eyes, the only acknowledgment that he had heard her at all. “Come along,” was all he said.


He did not move toward the driver’s seat, as Lenora expected, but instead headed for the seat behind the driver’s. A stranger was suddenly at Lenora’s side, opening her door. He was a large man, tall and muscular, outfitted in a perfect black suit with a pale yellow bow tie. His black hair was slicked back from his forehead, his brown cheeks shone, and his black mustache curled at the ends. He bowed slightly and said, “Welcome, miss. It has been some time since anyone has visited the manor.”


“I’m not staying long,” Lenora said. She felt she needed to say it; this man had a joyful energy crackling around him, and she didn’t want him to think she would be at her uncle’s house for good.


She would will her parents, her brothers and sister, alive if she must. She glanced toward her house, which was just down the street. She could see the roof from here.


It stood.


What if they were inside? What if they had forgotten about her or they thought she had died or they weren’t able to get out?


The thoughts whirled in Lenora’s mind until they became a whirling in her feet. But she didn’t get far. The mysterious man with her uncle wrapped her in arms that were strong and sure. He smelled like the bergamot oil her mother had rubbed on her father’s feet the nights he’d worked late inspecting newly docked ships.


The man dropped his eyes and nodded toward the car. He had opened her door.


“Wait,” Uncle Richard said when Lenora was about to slide inside. He gestured toward his side. “You sit there, behind Lloyd.”


Lenora looked at her uncle for a brief moment before doing as she was told. Lloyd stared at her uncle, too, before walking to the other side and closing the door behind Lenora. He slipped into the driver’s seat.


“I’d like to get home before dark,” Uncle Richard said.


Lloyd gave one nod in the mirror.


The car started with a thundering rumble that Lenora had not noticed when it had rolled into town. She had been too intently focused on the new injured who had come to city hall that morning. Most of them were in critical condition and had been immediately transferred to neighboring hospitals. None of them were Mother or Father or Rory or John or Charles.


The car jerked forward. “I believe you will find Stonewall Manor to your liking, miss,” Lloyd said.


Lenora did not want to be rude for the second time today, so she merely nodded. She had already told Lloyd that she would not be staying long; there was no sense in repeating this news.


Lloyd glanced behind him. “Lloyd,” Uncle Richard said. It was a warning of some kind or another. Lenora stared at her uncle. Lloyd quickly faced forward again.


Uncle Richard sat rigid in the car. One of his hands gripped the door so tightly that his knuckles had turned white. She wondered if she would ever see anything about her uncle that was not strange.


As they drove out of the only town she had ever known, away from the ruin of the past few days and a lifetime shared with Rory and John and Charles and Mother and Father, Lenora closed her eyes. She had seen enough destruction. She did not want to see more buildings caved in on themselves, cars piled on top of roofs, mud everywhere. She rested her head against the window beside her, the vibration making her nose itch. She never got a chance to raise her hand and rub it, because she fell promptly to sleep.





His spirit was large and his influence was deep, as both had been in his life—the real life, the one where he could touch and converse with and swindle people out of their greatest possessions with little more than a conversation. That’s how it always began: with a conversation, which bloomed into a false friendship, which then led to his greatest achievements, or, rather, their greatest losses. Some would say he was skilled in stealing life; he would say he was skilled in revealing the best parts of life, which could always be found once possessions and trappings were cleared away.


He had been hung for his crimes, in these very woods.





April 18, 1947


The progress I intended to make on my work today has been temporarily interrupted. I am on my way home from Texas City, where a terrible tragedy has necessitated my intervention. My niece is sleeping in the car. I am trying to distract my mind from the curves and ever-present dangers of the road with this journal, though I do not have much of the scientific kind to say.


Lenora is her name. This is the first time I have met her.


She is deeply troubled by her loss, as anyone can understand. She wants to believe, as most minds do, that her family is still alive. I saw the town, the bodies, the severed limbs. My brother’s house is still standing, as though untouched by the devastation around it, but I lingered on its porch while Lloyd searched its interior. There were no bodies. The house was empty.


Little remained of the harbor, where the explosion originated (perhaps it is more accurate to say it originated in the ships docked there). Anyone who stood near the harbor—and there were many (Dr. Remus Sparks, an old colleague of mine, told me of the lovely smoke and the crowd it drew on the day of the explosion)—must have been destroyed, too.


I think my brother and his family—excepting Lenora (and why?)—must have been among them.


This knowledge feels too heavy to bear this afternoon. Why is life so full of agonizing loss? Why must we endure such misfortune? Why does the sun continue to shine?


If only my brother had remained at Stonewall Manor . . . if only I had believed him all those years ago . . . if only I hadn’t waited so long to tell him of my discoveries, my change of heart, my plan to break the Stonewall Curse . . .


Well, there are a great many things that would have been different. We would have fought the darkness together. I would not have lost a son, perhaps. My brother would be alive.


Regret is a dangerous companion.


And now I have his daughter. He wouldn’t like to know that; it’s why he left in the first place. He couldn’t raise children at Stonewall Manor, he’d said. Not with the woods so close. Not with the danger. Not with generations of children disappearing.


How I wish I had followed him, left this old manor to whatever lives in the woods. But who would have broken the curse?


I do not know what to do with a daughter. I am not equipped to be a father; the events of the past have proved that. I fear I will fail in a way that will destroy me and possibly Lenora, too.


And there is, as always, the business of the woods—the work that must be done and the hold it has on children. John felt it once; he knew its power, though he did not fully understand it then. He tried to tell me, begged me to use my scientific mind to find a solution, but I didn’t listen. I didn’t believe until my son . . .


I must accelerate my plans. There is no telling how long the woods will leave Lenora to me.


—excerpt from Richard Cole’s Journal of Scientific Progress
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The car jerked to a stop.


“Here we are.”


The voice reached her in a haze. Lenora opened her eyes, confused and disoriented. Lloyd spoke from the front seat. “I thought you might like the loveliest view of your new home.” He waved a hand toward the passenger window.


“It’s not my home,” Lenora said, the words somewhat sharp and pointed.


Lloyd cleared his throat. She really had not meant to be rude again, but she needed them to understand. She would not be here long.
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