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For my mom and dad




A THANK-YOU TO THE DEARLY BELOVED


Herein lies Jen Weiss, an editor who was nice; and


Herein sleeps Sarah Burnes, who helped me to earn.


Zhenya Fomin was my boyfriend; may he now rest in peace.


Erika Loftman lent brilliance, so off her plot, please.


Liesa Abrams gave heart, but then it gave out.


Ginee Seo pitched in, but soon came down with gout.


Lexy James rose to aid me, but fell out of a tree.


He went down with a fight, but I must thank Chong Lee.


Jeannie Ng’s graceful pen sadly held poison ink.


Leonid Gore was de-limbed, I think.


Ben Cawood flew off, but his insights were shared.


Winter took Pony Boy, who never had hair.


And here for your view is a family of six,


Plus nieces, one nephew, and others I’ve missed.


My family trees are what gave me the woods,


And the woods helped me write this.


They knew that I could.





PROLOGUE





MAY ELLEN BIRD WAS BORN on a saturday, in the east wing of the third floor of White Moss Manor. Tiny and squishy and curious, she balled her little fists and noticed many things: the spider snoozing in its nest in the window, the thick smell of the woods crouching outside the house, and the shadowy figure that hovered over her crib when no one else was around.


Just a simple baby, she didn’t know she had any reason to be afraid. She didn’t know that Briery Swamp, West Virginia, had lost seventeen people to mysterious causes.


In 1897 one Bertha “Bad Breath” Brettwaller, age eighty-three, hobbled into the woods to forage for wild garlic. She didn’t come back. When the townspeople searched her house for clues about where she’d gone off to, they found nothing curious, except that she did not own a toothbrush.


Three nuns moved into a cottage on Droopy View Hill in 1902 to live a quiet, holy life and teach a small group of Appalachian children to spell “Appalachia” and other words. One April morning the three, up to shenanigans on their day off, skipped into the woods for freeze tag and a cool dip. They were never heard from again.


At a lake deep in the shelter of the trees, a mother duck was sunbathing blissfully when her seven ducklings waddled off for a swim. They floated out onto the water, happily quacking the latest duckling gossip to one another, when there was a splash. They vanished completely. Their mother waddled forlornly along the water’s edge for three days before quacking her sad way south. Being just a simple duck, she could not report the incident.


The biggest and most shocking tragedy to hit Briery Swamp came in 1927. That was when twelve fur trappers, meeting for a trappers’ convention at that same lake in the hills, went in to bathe under three feet of water and didn’t come up again. Nobody in town knew of anything amiss for three days. They didn’t know the trappers or even that they were in the area. Nobody ever would have known if it hadn’t been for Elmo Peterson.


Elmo was the thirteenth trapper. He straggled onto Main Street that third day, tired, hungry, and smellier than any skunk Briery Swamp had seen since Tickles, the stuffed skunk that hung on the wall of the old post office. Jada Lincoln Tully, a reporter for The Briery Inquirer, never did get the story, because Elmo Peterson had gone stark raving mad. He took to wearing footy pajamas and jogging circles around the town at midnight. The bodies of his friends were never found.


After that, people started to move away.


Judge Fineas McCreely said that he’d developed allergies to the West Virginia jasmine that bloomed nightly, and moved his family to Montana. A whole slew of lawyers and their families left with him.


Alligator Jasper, who was named for the teeth scars he’d obtained as a toddler on a visit to Louisiana, got his seventeen cousins, who made up half the town, to go on safari with him in Africa. They were trampled by a rhinoceros.


Aida Peterson, the town beauty who married crazy Elmo Peterson, because of his fame as sole survivor of the tragedy, claimed they were moving to be near her ailing aunt in Tampa. But everybody knew Aida Peterson didn’t have any kin still living.


The truth was, everyone was afraid. After a while the only residents left in Briery Swamp were the postmaster and Tickles, the stuffed skunk.


Soon a drought came to the town, and the swamps dried up—all but for one lake in the mountains, back behind skunkweed and sinkholes and brambleberry bushes, where no one bothered to go.


Eventually the postmaster died. The post office saw its last letter come in 1951, nearly a year later. The mailman who delivered it wandered off his route into the woods that same afternoon and disappeared.


The letter sat in the post office for many years after that, unread. Fifty years later a young woman, with the last name of Bird, moved into the old Brettwaller place, and had a child. Briery Swamp slept. And May Ellen Bird, only a baby after all, who did not know the strange history of her town or even the name of it yet, was blissfully unaware that it slept with one eye open.





PART ONE





Into the Woods






CHAPTER ONE





A Sack of Beans


MAY ELLEN BIRD, AGE TEN, occasionally glanced at the brochure her mom had taped to her door that afternoon, and scowled. SAINT AGATHA’S BOARDING SCHOOL FOR GIRLS WITH HIGH SOCKS. A few minutes ago May had taken her black marker and written the word “socks” over what had originally been the last word of the headline. Judging by the photos of girls in stiff plaid uniforms plastering the brochure, girls with “high prospects” was not nearly as accurate.


The woods watched silently through the farthest east window of White Moss Manor as May tried to concentrate on her work. And sometimes, looking up from the curious project strewn across her desk, chewing on a pencil, May watched them back.


Skinny and straight, with short black bobbed hair and big brown eyes, May ran her fingers over the objects before her—a clump of black fur, a lightbulb, a jar, a book titled Secrets of the Egyptian Mummies, and some wire. Occasionally May swiveled to gaze at Somber Kitty, who laid across her bed like a discarded piece of laundry. His belly faced the ceiling and he eyed her lazily.


Neither May nor Somber Kitty knew it, but passing squirrels and chipmunks thought the cat was decidedly ugly. He had huge pointy ears and a skinny tail, and he was mostly bald, with just a little bit of fuzz covering his soft skin. His mouth was turned down in a thoughtful frown—an expression he had been wearing ever since May had gotten him three years before, on her seventh birthday.


May had disliked him immediately.


“He’s bald,” she’d said.


“He’s a hairless Rex,” her mom had replied. “He’s interesting.”


“He looks depressed.”


“He’s somber.”


May’s mom had then explained that “somber” meant “sad,” which also meant “melancholy.” So that was the one thing they both agreed on. The cat was most definitely sad. It was almost as if, from the moment he had set his tilty green eyes on May, he had sensed her disappointment in him, and sympathized.


May had not wanted him, of course. Her first cat, Legume, had died when May was six, and she had resigned herself to a life of grief. She knew there could never be another Legume, which, by the way, is another word for “peanut.” She’d insisted on wearing black ever since.


But her mom had insisted on another pet. “You spend too much time alone,” she had said with big, brown, worried eyes, even bigger and browner than May’s. Mrs. Bird had long ago given up trying to get May to bring home friends from school.


“Why don’t you invite Maribeth over?”


“She has the chicken pox.”


“Claire?”


“She’s only allowed out on Presidents’ Day.”


“Mariruth?”


“Leprosy. It’s so sad.”


Finally one afternoon May had stood in her mom’s doorway, crossed her arms, and announced that she would accept a cat as long as it was a black tiger.


She got stuck with Somber Kitty.


Noticing her watching him now, Somber Kitty opened his mouth and asked, “Mew? Meow? Meay?”


“That’s my name, don’t wear it out,” May replied.


Knock knock knock.


May’s mom poked her head into the room.


“So what do you think?” she asked hopefully, smiling. “It looks like a great school, doesn’t it?”


May crossed her arms over her waist and looked toward her bed. “Maybe if you’re a nun,” she offered thoughtfully.


The smile on Mrs. Bird’s face dropped, and May felt her heart drop too.


“Maybe it’s okay,” May added. She looked at Somber Kitty, who looked at her. Their traded glance said Somber Kitty understood, even if Mrs. Bird didn’t: May could never be happy at a school like Saint Agatha’s, wearing high socks and stuck in New York City without the woods.


“Well, it’s something to think about,” Mrs. Bird said hopefully, biting her lip. “I think the structure would be good for you. I’d live right nearby. And we could tour the city on the weekends.”


Mrs. Bird ducked into the room, stooped down, and made her way to May’s desk. From the ceiling hung a number of objects: a dragonfly wind chime, a clothes hanger strung with old sumac leaves, old dry strands of ivy. At the window sat a pair of binoculars to watch for insects and critters, and a telescope aimed at the sky for looking at the stars.


The walls were so covered in pictures that you couldn’t see the old calico wallpaper. They were drawings of Legume, of Mrs. Bird, of the woods, and of imaginary places and friends and creatures: some with wings and purple hair, black capes and horns, and one particularly spooky one with a lopsided head. There were none of Somber Kitty, who often followed Mrs. Bird’s eyes to the wall with hurt curiosity, searching for a likeness of himself.


Studying the spookier, darker pictures, Mrs. Bird’s eyes sometimes got big and worried again. “You don’t want people to think you’re eccentric,” she’d say, looking more somber than a certain cat.


“You ready for the picnic?” Mrs. Bird asked, walking up behind May and hugging her tight.


May nodded, tugging at the tassels of the sari she’d wrapped around her body like a dress. Because Briery Swamp was too small and empty to have a Day, May and Mrs. Bird always attended the annual Hog Wallow Day Extravaganza and Picnic. It was two towns away, but it involved a parade and games and seeing all the kids from school. “Yep,” she replied, trying to sound bright.


Mrs. Bird kissed the top of May’s head, her jasmine perfume sinking into May’s sari.


“Your classmates will be happy to see you.”


May blushed. She doubted it.


May didn’t mention that since school let out, she had made improvements—in secret—getting ready for this exact day. She had gained two pounds, eating sesame-and-peanut-butter balls two at a time, so she wasn’t quite so skinny. Her knees didn’t look as knobby as they had. And she had worked on her smile in the mirror. Usually May’s smile looked like a grimace. But she’d gotten it to look halfway normal, she thought. Girls with nice smiles made friends. Mrs. Bird liked to remind May of this when she came to volunteer on hot-dog days and saw how May sat at the end of the fifth-grade table, curled over her carrots.


“I don’t know how to make friends,” May would say, embarrassed.


“Well, actually, you don’t really make friends,” Mrs. Bird always replied. “You just have to let them happen.”


May didn’t think that was very helpful.


“What are you making now?” Mrs. Bird asked.


May surveyed the pieces in front of her. “A materializer. It makes things you imagine real. Like if you imagine a pair of emerald earrings, it makes the earrings appear.”


Mrs. Bird crouched, moved back toward the door, then turned a thoughtful gaze on May. “Maybe you should be a lawyer someday—then you can make enough money to get me those earrings for real.” May glanced at the materializer. It was supposed to be for real.


“You’d better get a quick bath. I’ll run the water.”


May lounged on her bed, picturing what it would be like if she went to the picnic today and her classmates couldn’t recognize her with the extra two pounds and the big, real-looking smile pasted on her face.


Who’s that girl? one of the boys, Finny Elway, would say. She reminds me of May.


“They’d see the best me,” May said aloud to Somber Kitty.


“Meow,” the cat replied with interest.


A few minutes later Mrs. Bird’s footsteps sounded on the stairs again, then came the squeak of the spigot being turned off, and the footsteps retreating. May stripped off her sari and walked out into the hall for her bath. Just outside the bathroom door, she paused. Inside she could hear the splish splash of the water being swirled around the tub.


May grasped the ceramic door handle and twisted it, opening on an empty room. In the middle sat a white tub with claw feet, with water gently waving back and forth. Leaning over, she inspected it, then climbed in. May was used to strange things like this. Her mom had always said all sorts of quirks came with a house as old as theirs. May used to insist it was ghosts. But Mrs. Bird had long ago given her one too many stern looks on the topic. So May simply sank beneath the water and let bubbles drift out of her of nose.


When she stepped out of the bathroom in a towel a half an hour later, the steam poured out behind her, engulfing the tiny figure of Somber Kitty, who waited in the doorway, licking his paws one by one. With the cat at her heels, May walked into her room and pulled on the turquoise tank top and shorts her mom had laid out instead of the usual black clothes.


Last summer May had built a tiny shelf that snaked its way around the whole room, way up high. Along the sill was the collection of quartz rocks she’d carefully picked from the woods. Her mom swore they were worthless, but they seemed as dazzling and precious as diamonds to May. There was also a complete zoo of lopsided animals she’d made out of paper clips, a perfect heart-shaped pinecone she and Somber Kitty had found together in town, and an onyx brooch left behind by the lady who’d once lived here before them—a lady by the name of Bertha.


The quartz rocks stared at her, as if they, too, wanted to go wherever she was headed. Once she was dressed she pulled the smallest one off the shelf and let it hitch a ride in her pocket, for luck.


*  *  *


The picnic was a disaster.


Sweaty and red-faced, May Bird spent much of the afternoon pedaling around the lawn of Hog Wallow Town Hall on a bike with tassels flapping from the handlebars and a stowaway Rex cat who’d insisted on coming tucked into her backpack. She’d spotted a gaggle of classmates across the grass, talking and laughing.


May kept herself busy, scaring crickets out of the grass, then sat against a tree near the picnic table where mothers had gathered, working on her smile.


She overheard the parents talking. “Thank you, we love the house. We’re always getting offers,” Mrs. Bird was saying, adjusting her hat in a familiar way. She had always said the sun on her face gave her wrinkles. “But I think May needs to be somewhere more . . . average.” May’s mom looked down at her hands while she said this.


Unseen, May blushed. She knew that the reason her mom wanted to move was because she thought May needed to be more average. At that moment, Mrs. Bird’s eyes drifted toward May’s direction and widened, embarrassed.


May pretended she hadn’t noticed, plucked grass between her fingers, and then stood up. Without looking up she made her way toward the other kids.


Pollen blew across the grass, and Somber Kitty nipped at her heels. She lifted him up, frowning at him. “I’m going to hang out with the humans,” she said. “Go play.” He kissed her, his tiny pink tongue darting out to tickle her chin, making her wince before she placed him on the grass and gave him a pat on the butt to shoo him away. She nervously straightened out her clothes and made her way against the breeze to where the children had huddled into a tight group. There she tacked herself to the circle awkwardly, like a losing try at pin the tail on the donkey.


Claire Arneson stood at the center of the group of kids. Instead of being pulled into the usual pigtails, her hair was down and combed across her back, shimmery as mountain water. Two bright, pink-ribboned barrettes held back her bangs. May had always wondered why she couldn’t be more like Claire, when Claire made being herself seem so easy. She always had something funny to say. She never looked big-eyed and serious. And she had a million friends, none of whom were bald cats.


“I’m only allowed to have eight people,” Claire was saying, “Maribeth’s coming, and Colleen. . . . Finny, can you come?”


May smiled big as Claire singled out the kids that would attend her annual Kites and Katydids birthday party. Maybe they hadn’t even recognized her yet. Maybe Claire would invite her to the party, thinking she was inviting a mysterious stranger.


“Hey, May . . .”


May brightened and nodded as Claire turned to her, her heart doing a jig in her chest. “Isn’t that your dancing cat?” Claire pointed one perfect finger across the lawn and all eyes followed.


Oh. Disappointment. “Yes.” May tried her nongrimace smile again. It felt like the old one—grimacelike.


The whole class remembered Somber Kitty because May had brought him in for her “How To” report in February. Everyone else had done their reports on things like “How to Make a Bologna Sandwich” and “How to Sew a Pillow.” May had done hers on “How to Teach Your Cat to Dance.” It was one of the few times May’s classmates had actually noticed she was alive in a good way. (They’d noticed her in a bad way many times.) It had also sort of been cheating, because Somber Kitty, despite his general sadness, loved to dance and had known how since he was a kitten.


“That was so cool!” Finny Elway said.


May cleared her throat, her disappointment fading. They thought she had a cool cat.


“Yeah,” Elmore Smith said. “But the best was when May tried to fly off the roof of her mom’s car with that bunch of balloons, remember?” Everyone burst into giggles. May’s heart sank. She tried to smile, as if she was in on the joke. She rubbed at the scar on her knee from that incident, which had happened at last year’s picnic. Ever since then she’d been afraid of heights.


“Hey, remember May Bird, Warrior Princess?” Maribeth asked. Now the laughter exploded, and May began to really and truly blush, remembering the day the photo had fallen out of her social studies textbook and onto the floor. It had been a shot of her and Somber Kitty pretending to be Amazon warriors hiding in the trees. In it, May had on her black sparkly bathing suit that made her feel like she was wearing the night sky, and a belt wrapped around her shoulder with long sticks tucked beneath the strap for arrows. Mrs. Bird had said May shouldn’t dress like a half-naked wild thing, but she had stuck the photo into one of May’s notebooks to surprise her and make her smile. It had surprised her by falling out. It hadn’t made her smile. It had made her want to sink into the gold and green tiles of the school floor.


“Remember when May forgot to lock the bathroom door on the bus trip, and it swung open?”


May shifted from foot to foot, looking at the ground to hide her flaming face. She gazed toward the adults’ table helplessly, wanting to make sure her mom couldn’t see. Luckily Mrs. Bird was still busy talking with the other grown-ups.


It was the three-legged race that saved her. The mayor of Hog Wallow announced that everyone was to line up across the lawn by the pink flag.


No sooner had he said it than, shouting and laughing, the children went tearing across the grass. Dazed, May dragged herself after them, her long skinny legs straggling. Races were her favorite. She was deadly fast.


But you needed a partner for a three-legged race. And everyone paired up without her.


“Mew? Meow? Meay?” Somber Kitty asked, appearing out of nowhere and rubbing against her shins.


“Cats can’t race,” May said with a sigh. They watched the racers line up, and then the starting bell went off, and Claire and Maribeth pulled out in front. They were way slower than May would have been. But May would have traded her speed for a partner to race with.


She turned around and walked back to her bike, far away from the crowd, and plopped down next to it in the grass.


“I think if I could go somewhere else, I could be someone else,” she whispered to her cat. She picked a puffy white dandelion out of the grass between her sandals and blew at the seeds.


Somber Kitty, who always seemed to know May had no one else to tell her feelings to, mewed in agreement, though he had no idea what she was saying.


“But that doesn’t mean I want to move to New York,” she quickly added.


Then she slumped. She felt as heavy as a sack of beans. But then, a sack of beans never got embarrassed or did stupid balloon tricks in front of other sacks of beans or forgot to lock the bathroom door. Come to think of it, life was probably easy for all the beans of the world. Being a sack of them wouldn’t be so bad.


May picked another dandelion and blew on it. “Maybe I’d rather be a sack of beans,” she told the fuzzy white floaters. Somber Kitty meowed disapprovingly.


“Don’t worry, Kitty. I’m not going anywhere.”


Somber Kitty rolled himself into a ball and continued to stare at her. He didn’t look so sure.


“Unless you know something I don’t.”


At the edge of the grass, the trees watched her.


They knew better.





CHAPTER TWO





A Letter from Before


YOU CAN DROP ME OFF here.”


Mrs. Bird looked at May, then at the dirt road ahead of them, then back at May, who sat with her back straight, the way her mom always asked her to. Mrs. Bird ran her free hand through her wavy brown hair as she brought the car to a stop.


“You sure you don’t want to just come home, pumpkin?”


May nodded.


“I wish you wouldn’t spend so much time in the woods. I worry about snakes.”


May opened the car door, but felt her mom’s hand on her back. She turned. “I love you, pumpkin,” Mrs. Bird said.


“You too.”


“Wait, May?”


May was halfway out of the car when she ducked back down to meet her mom’s eyes. “You know I wouldn’t trade you for anybody in the world, right?”


May smiled. Mrs. Bird seemed to breathe a sigh of relief before May went around to the back of the car to get her bike and her backpack. Somber Kitty jumped out of the back too, just before May closed the door and the car pulled away.


“Thank gosh,” May said. She looked around the dilapidated and deserted main square of Briery Swamp. Except for being dry and dead, it looked like any other town in the state of West Virginia.


May Bird had always thought that if states were like people, West Virginia would be the shy relative of, say, Texas. Texas was big and bad and sprawled out flat, saying “Look at me, I’m Texas!” West Virginia was mysterious and it liked to keep to itself. It hid in the folds of mountains, resting in the cool shade. It was sweet, beautiful, and bashful. Its woods held its secrets, or at least it seemed that way to May.


Briery Swamp wasn’t much of a town anymore. The houses that had once stood in a sociable gaggle at the town square had crumbled into crooked piles of bricks, overgrown with weeds. A possum, four snakes, and a hundred thousand three hundred and six earthworms had moved into what used to be the mayor’s graceful mansion. The postmaster’s old cottage was the centipedes’ favorite place for hatching long crawly babies.


The only building in town that still looked like a building at all was the post office itself. It stood up from the weeds like a snaggle tooth, three of its walls mostly collapsed and pouring onto the grass like a waterfall.


May laid her bike on its side and stared around. There wasn’t much to do except meander around the square with Somber Kitty and tell him made-up stories about the people who’d lived here and why they’d moved away. Since there had been a drought in Briery Swamp for as long as she could remember, her favorite theory was that the rain had retired to Florida, and all the people of Briery Swamp had followed it there.


“Meow,” Somber Kitty said, which May interpreted to mean “At least we have each other.” The pair spent an hour or more kicking rocks up and down the road, until Somber Kitty ran off into the woods chasing a moth. Then, for the millionth time, May ducked in through the hole in the old post office wall and began digging through the rocks for treasures. Once she’d found a stuffed skunk mounted on a plaque. She’d also found three old rubber stamps saying “First Class,” “Second Class,” and “Third Class.”


Now she thrust her hands into a pile of rubble against the back wall, sifting out the larger rocks from the smaller ones, hoping to find maybe another stamp, or an old letter. She was just digging in with one last thrust when her fingers lit on something that felt distinctly different from rubble. It felt like paper. May pinched with her thumb and forefinger and gently extracted it, watching a corner of molded white emerge from the pile. It slid out with a little scratch.


It was a letter. A huge find. May couldn’t believe her luck.


“Meay?”


“Oh, you scared me,” May said, her heart racing as she met Somber Kitty’s tilty green eyes. “Look at this.”


May held the letter up for the cat to see. “Somebody didn’t get their mail.” She ran her tongue against the inside of her bottom lip, thinking. “Maybe it’s some private stuff,” she whispered breathlessly to the cat, who had already gotten bored of the letter and started licking his black paws.


The envelope was clearly very old—yellowed with age. One corner was folded back so that the stamp and postmark were visible. Though it was faded, May could just make out the date: June 11, 1951.


“I hope they weren’t holding their breath,” May said with a small, curious smile. A slant of light found its way through the hole in the wall and striped her face, making her look like two halves of herself. Where the flap of the envelope ended in a point there was a faded stamp of a tree surrounded by snowflakes and, when May looked closer, the face of an old woman, peering through the leaves. May stared at the stamp for a long time, a knot of unease gathering beneath her ribs. It was one of the prettiest pictures she’d ever seen, but her gut didn’t like it. She had to think for a minute to figure out why, but then she had it. The thing about it was that you couldn’t tell if the person who’d drawn it had meant for the lady to be a nice, old woman, inviting you into the tree, or someone not so nice, waiting to pounce on you like . . . a tiger.


Letting out her breath, she turned the letter over, rubbed at the dust and mold covering the address, and froze. She blinked twice. She read the words in front of her three times, her eyes as wide as cereal bowls.


The envelope, in blue, loopy letters, read:


Miss May Ellen Bird


White Moss Manor


Briery Swamp, WV


“Meay?” May jolted, her eyes shooting to Somber Kitty, who’d snuck up beside her.


“Shh, Kitty.”


She patted the cat’s head absently, then returned her gaze to the letter. She looked at the seal on the back, then turned it over again to look at the address. Her address. She felt like a firefly was lighting her up from the inside out. She stood up and looked around, then sat down again.


It had to be a different May Bird.


But then, there was her address.


May chewed on a finger, thinking hard.


The date had to be wrong. Nineteen fifty-one. May didn’t even think her mom had been born then.


But if the date was wrong, and the letter was sent recently, then how did it end up buried under all the old bricks of the post office?


May turned the letter over again and again and again, trying to make sure she was really seeing it.


“Well, Kitty,” she whispered, “what do you think we should do?”


May bit her lip, then raised a pinkie to her mouth and began nibbling just the tip. She lowered her fingers to the slit in the back of the envelope to open it, then changed her mind and stopped, then started again. Once she started, she ripped it open with lightning speed.


There was nothing strange about the letter itself, except what was written on it. It was a single sheet of yellowed paper, just like an old letter should be, mottled with blue swirls and waves where the paper had gotten wet, making the ink bleed and blur. May pulled it out gingerly, worried it might disintegrate. She unfolded it.


Dear Miss Bird,


The Lady of North Farm had asked us to send you this map to Briery Swamp Lake, just in case. She thought you might be having trouble finding it on your own, and she is expecting you to be prompt. We are very sorry for the danger you will endure, but we eagerly await your arrival should you survive it, as we are in great need of your help. The Lady joins me in sending you good luck and best wishes.


Sincerely,


Ms. H. Kari Kagaki


T. E. A. Travel


May let out a sigh of relief. That settled it. She didn’t know Kari Kagaki or any North Farm. They had the wrong person. She sank back, feeling like a casserole dish full of Jell-O. She looked at the envelope and the picture again. It brought back that uneasy knot.


May’s fingers stretched toward the map, and she looked at it sideways, trying to pretend that she wasn’t looking at all. She immediately recognized a few things. There was the town square. There—the knot got worse—was White Moss Manor, and there were the woods. The map even showed a dark smudge, where the giant gathering of briers—the Endless Briers, May called them, because she’d never managed to cross them—wound their way thickly along the east side of May’s woods.


And beyond them, there was a lake.


Almost as much as the letter itself, this couldn’t be believed. There were no lakes in Briery Swamp. Not even a puddle. The squirrels and chipmunks, May had always supposed, went to the next town over to get their water. If the lake had been there in 1951, it wasn’t there now.


May crumpled up the letter and dropped it on the ground. But as soon as she stood up, she swept down and picked it up. Turning red, she flattened the letter out, folded it, and tucked it into her knapsack. She caught Somber Kitty looking at her thoughtfully.


“I don’t want to litter,” she said, knowing there wasn’t a thing in the world that would get her to go looking for that lake. But Somber Kitty didn’t appear to be convinced. May sighed. “Really.”


The truth was, nobody had ever said they needed her.


“Mew” was all she got in reply from someone who needed her very much. If a cat-to-English dictionary had been handy, and May had looked up “mew,” it would have translated into something like “curiosity killed the cat.”


May climbed onto her bike, held her knapsack down for the cat to crawl into, and together they headed home.





CHAPTER THREE





Beyond the Endless Briers


LATE THE NEXT MORNING MAY put on her favorite black tank top and black denim overalls and walked out onto the front porch. She sank into the rocker, balancing a bowl of oatmeal and a glass of orange juice in her hands. Somber Kitty appeared just behind her, slipping his way through the crack in the screen door and perching by her feet.


She yawned, her mouth gaping like a bat cave. Last night her mom had gotten her out of bed to watch a meteor shower. They’d laid on a sleeping bag on the back porch and competed over how many racing, fiery balls they could each point out.


Things had started nicely enough, but soon May had started trying to steal her mom’s meteors, and vice versa. After that they’d started poking each other to cause distractions.


“You care more about winning than about me!” May had shouted, laughing.


Mrs. Bird had laughed too. “That’s not true. I care about you more than all the meteors. Even more than most of the smaller comets.”


“Ha-ha.” May had rolled her eyes.


They’d stayed up until long past midnight.


But even though May was tired this morning, she wasn’t sleepy. It was the kind of day where the world seemed full of promise. The dragonflies were humming, and the sun beating on the porch made the wood smell woodsy. It felt like it was a Day that Meant Something.


May thrust her hand into her pocket and felt the map. She wanted to think it had jumped into her pocket on its own. But she knew that wasn’t quite true.


She drank and ate quickly. If it was a Day that Meant Something, she wanted to find out what that Something was.


In the breeze Somber Kitty stretched his body long and thin as a rubber band, and then leaped up onto her lap. He licked her chin, thumping his paw down on her chest to hold her in place.


“Yuck.” May scrunched up her face. She stood up and brushed him off with the slightest move of her wrist, though he struggled to stay on. He clung to the waistband of her short overalls, dangling like a set of keys on the school custodian.


“Mew? Meow? Meay?”


“C’mon, Kitty, off.”


Somber Kitty let go, bounced back onto his rubbery hind legs, and watched her walk to the edge of the deck, then down into the grass of the front yard. He jumped down behind her and lifted his paws gingerly. Already the sun had scorched the grass so that it was brown and dry.


“Mom, I’m going in the woods,” May called in through the screen door.


“Don’t go too far, baby,” her mother’s voice called back.


May pulled out the map, looked at it once more, and tucked it in her pocket. Her bike was lying right there on the grass in front of the stairs. She picked up the tasseled handlebars and set the bike to moving, straddling it and standing on the pedals. A pinwheel she’d stuck into the rim at the back of her seat spun and glinted in the July sun. She bumped along the grass to the edge of the woods, where a dirt trail zigzagged its way into the trees.


May was flying, leaves tickling her bare arms on either side as she flashed and bumped and jostled past the trees. Somber Kitty raced behind her, stopping only to clean his paws occasionally or bite a gnat out of his fuzzy coat before racing to catch up. When May skidded to a halt right in front of the fallen tree that marked where the bike track ended, he skidded too, leaping at the last minute to avoid a collision and wobbling through the air to land on his feet on the other side. May slid off her bike as she laid it down and stepped over the tree, slapping at the mosquitoes on her legs. The mosquitoes, she’d always assumed, got their water from the blood of the squirrels that got their water in Hog Wallow.


Two bobwhites were introducing themselves to each other somewhere in the shade of the trees.


“Bobwhite?” asked one, its chirp sounding almost human, the way bobwhite chirps did.


“Bobwhite?” the other replied politely.


May took a deep breath and started walking.


An hour or so later she stopped, parted her bangs like curtains so that the breeze could blow on her forehead, and surveyed the area around her. This part of the woods was full of large, old trees—oaks and maples and sumacs that stood a mannerly distance apart from one another. May knew that if she walked forward and to the left, she’d meet a sloping hill where the trees grew smaller and closer together. She knew if she walked ahead and turned right, she’d run into a dried creek bed and a collection of giant, flat boulders that had served, in the past, as ships, forts, and stages for Somber Kitty’s dance routines.


Immediately to the right, and just through a little rise of pines, were the Endless Briers. May had tried many times to find her way through the prickly plants, always winding up stranded and itchy a few feet in and gloomily plucking her way back out again. She pulled out the map. There was no way she could go around them and get home by dark.


May shrugged.


She walked to the edge where the thick of it began, a few smaller plants catching against the fabric of her sneakers.


“Nasty prickers,” she said, high-stepping.


“Meayy.”


May looked over her shoulder. “You should go home, Kitty.” Kitty was standing a few feet behind her, staring at her curiously. He looked over his shoulder, then back to her, as if to say, Are you kidding? Things are just getting good. She watched him skillfully picking his way through the same small plants she just had. May rolled her eyes and stepped farther into the briers, feeling the sting of them on her legs and her bare ankles. Slowly she made her way, treading on fallen logs and scattered rocks to stay as far above the ground as possible. Within ten or fifteen minutes she’d made it so far into the patch that she couldn’t see where the briers ended in any direction. Somber Kitty shot out in front of her, leaping from log to log, darting ahead, ducking under low branches playfully. They backtracked several times, running into impossible walls of plants and turning back to find an easier way.


It seemed to take forever. Fifteen minutes later the briers still stretched as far as May could see in every direction. Another fifteen and it was the same, and the knot in her ribs from yesterday started gathering again. She wondered if maybe just crossing the briers was dangerous. What if she couldn’t make her way out?


Somber Kitty, finding it all terribly easy and starting to get bored, now turned back to watch her struggle through the densest patch she’d run into yet.


“Kitty, maybe we should turn around.” May peered up at the sky. The sun was getting lower. She’d started too late. Somber Kitty, tilting his big ears downward in sympathy, turned and started walking back toward her.


“Wait.” May stuck a fingernail into her mouth and nibbled on it. There was a small, clear patch a few feet away. If she leaped just right, she could make it. She bent her knees, jumped, and landed hard on both feet. She looked behind her. It didn’t make much sense to turn back now.


A few minutes later the briers began to spread themselves out, getting farther and farther apart, until May hardly had to slow down at all to pick the odd one off her sneaker. The ground, she noticed, began to change almost immediately. Instead of the hard, dry dirt back near her house, the ground here was softer, a tiny bit mushy, almost wet. The knot tightened. Looking back to the wall of stickers she’d come across, she felt so far from home. In fact, May felt too far.


Somber Kitty trotted on ahead, glancing over his shoulder occasionally to encourage May to catch up. He crested the top of a hill and disappeared. The next second, May heard a strange growl up ahead.


“Kitty?”


May crested the rise in a rush, ready to defend her cat, and at the same time she realized two things. First, that the growl was coming from Somber Kitty. And second, that they had reached the lake.


Kitty’s tail stood pencil straight, his pointy ears trembled, and the growl seemed to come from deep in his throat.


“What is it?” She followed his gaze to the small, black body of water in front of them, disbelieving. It was only a small lake, which took the form of a misshapen O in the clearing. But it was bigger than anything May would have dreamed she would find. Nothing, not even a lily pad or a spare leaf, floated on the dark, glossy surface of the water. It rippled just slightly at the edges where it touched the rocks of the shore, and mirrored the thin, white clouds circling overhead. This lake was full and deep and thriving. It was as if May was standing in the rain forest instead of the dry hills of Briery Swamp. It couldn’t be as deep as it looked.


May took a step forward and tripped, righting herself again. She turned around to see what had tangled her feet.


Just behind her, lying on its side, was a bear trap with a jagged slit down the middle and rusted metal hinges. It was connected to a little chain and a rusted metal post lying flat on the ground.


May wondered how old the trap was and who had left it there.


Thinking that it might still be dangerous, she bent over, picked it up by the chain, and tossed it in the lake. It landed with a splash, sending out tiny black waves. She felt, suddenly, like she shouldn’t have done it. She looked around, checking the woods. Up above, the clouds had started to drift away, as if startled. May swallowed.


She looked around again. There was no sign of a house or a farm. No lady.


“Meow? Meay? Meeeaayyy?” Somber Kitty moaned, pacing back and forth toward the edge of the woods, as if he wanted May to follow him home.


“It’s just water, Kitty.”


May walked to the wet tip of the lake and leaned over the edge to look at her own reflection. There she was, her short flat bangs parted to the sides, her black top and overalls, her knobby arms and legs. And there was something else: a tiny shimmering light.


Standing up straight again, May looked at the sky. There was the sun, up behind the filmy clouds that were darting away. She looked down at the water, then up again. But the sun’s reflection was in a whole other place entirely. This light almost looked like it was in the water. May leaned a little bit farther, squinting. The light moved, quick, like a fish.


May sucked in her breath. She knew she’d lost her balance the moment it happened. She swung her arms out at her sides to right herself, but it was too late. She toppled forward and hit the water with a splash.


May’s arms splayed out in front of her, and for a moment she stayed motionless, feeling the cold sting of the water and swallowing a mouthful of it before she started flapping her limbs.


She paddled up and took two strokes toward the edge of the lake, breaking the surface and reaching for the shore.


And then she felt it. It felt like a set of very strong fingers, grasping her ankle. They rested there for a moment, tightening, and then yank!


May went under. She scooped out her arms and flapped them wildly, much harder than before, feeling the fingers still around her ankle. With all the energy she had she yanked both knees forward, and the hand went slipping off with a jerk. May lunged for the shore again, Somber Kitty’s high-pitched, panicked meow ringing in her ears. She felt just the slightest brush against her calves as she pulled herself up onto the dirt, and whatever it was slipped off again, giving May a chance to scramble up onto dry land, panting and heaving.


She turned to face the water and crawled backward, just as Somber Kitty jumped in front of her like a lion defending his pride.


May reached, grabbed him, and yanked him back to her chest. They both watched the water, waiting for whatever it was to surface.


It didn’t.


May stood up and started to back away, slowly, carefully.


If she had been paying attention to anything but the pounding of her heart, she would have noticed that every creature in that part of the woods had gone quiet. She didn’t look up to see that even the filmy white clouds were gone completely.


At the top of the rise, she turned her back on the lake and started to run.


*  *  *


Mrs. Bird was on the phone in the kitchen when May, soaked and sore, her legs nicked in several places from the briers, snuck through the back door and up the back staircase toward her room.


The staircase ran up behind the kitchen, and above her own heavy breathing she could hear her mom’s muffled voice. “We’re not sure yet, Sister Christina, but we’re seriously thinking about it. Yes . . . Latin . . . really . . . and French? I’m not sure May wants to speak French. Well, she’s very into art class at her school. . . . Oh, I see. Well, I think she’d miss it. . . . Well, that’s true . . .”
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