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For my wife Sara
and my son Forest



Once Upon a Time...

The Father Tree stood hidden from the Tinkers of Nod
since the beginning, guarded by Woodkeepers of the
High Garden.

It was a portal that connected the folding worlds,
managed by the Mythodox, and sought by the Cloven.
Then one day some homeless Tinker children, lost in the
woods, found it by accident.

Or did they?



Faith & Fairies

Book One of
The Father Tree Tetralogy
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t was a year of heavy clouds and light rain, of tender feelings

and hard luck, of old pain and new hope, of bitter insults and

loving smiles, of falling down and growing up, of new friends

and old enemies. It was a year of remembering and a year to
remember, a year of secrets and a year to keep secret, a year of
celebrations and a year to celebrate.

It was the year of dreams, and the year of reality.

It really all began on a warm summer morning in Putnam
County, New York, up in the country where trees were thicker than
Terry had ever seen. They were choked with so much green that he
couldn't see deeper than a few feet into the forest. He watched them
with envy through the front passenger window of the Saturn as they
drove up Route 22. There weren't so many trees where he used to live,
and he had always longed for more. He loved trees. He loved them
because they lived for a very long time. He loved them because they
were tall and could see much further down the road. He loved them for
the sound of their leaves in the wind, and the sound of their bark
creaking as the branches swayed. He loved them for their invigorating,
clean smell. And most of all, he loved them because they were strong
and never cried out when they were hurt.

They'd been driving for over an hour. The old man who called
himself Grandpa Charles wasn't exactly a speedster. Most of the traffic
piled up behind him on the two-lane road, hoping to pass at the earliest
opportunity. Terry sank in his seat so the passing cars couldn't see him.
Charles' walking stick was propped on the floor beside Terry's legs, and
whenever it slid into him he nudged it away. The stick's handle had a
shape of a butterfly carved into it. Seemed like a rather girlish thing to
have on a man's cane.

The other two orphans were lucky. They had been sleeping in
the backseat since they had been picked up a couple of hours ago.
Charles had introduced them to one another. Scott, the fourteen-year-
old, had the thickest eyeglasses Terry had ever seen. Scott had used a
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small safety pin to keep one arm of his glasses from falling off, because
the tiny screw was lost. It made him look perfectly silly.

What interested Terry was what Scott was hiding in his small
tattered suitcase, which he clung onto with white knuckles. You'd think
it had his blood supply. He always held it away from everybody, and
never left it anywhere. He took it to the bathroom with him. Even now
he held it tightly on his lap.

Back at the bus station, Terry noticed Scott opening it and
checking something inside, using great care to make sure nobody could
see. What could be in there? Surely it was something more important
than underpants. Scott must be hiding something from everybody. He
could see it in Scott's eyes, enlarged by those magnifying eyeglass
lenses. And Terry had spent enough time gazing at himself in the
mirror to know what it looked like to hide secrets.

The youngest orphan, Ronnie, was a nine-year-old blond-haired
brat. He lay on the seat beside Scott, sleeping contentedly, using his
bright-blue backpack as a pillow. Unlike Scott, he wasn't wearing his
seatbelt.

He had proved to be a smart-mouth the second he commented
on Terry's slicked-back hair, which Terry had worked very hard to get
just right.

"How long since you washed your hair?" Ronnie had asked
with a frown.

"It's very clean," Terry had replied. "But I grease it."

"Why do you clean it if you want it greasy?"

Terry hadn't dignified the question with a reply. He was sixteen
now, and didn't need to explain himself to a little boy. In a couple of
years he wouldn't have to explain himself to adults either. He would
reach adulthood himself, and the law would no longer support any
restrictions by "guardians" and the like. He couldn't wait.

And he couldn't wait for this ride to be over, either. Charles
wouldn't stop talking. Didn't he know two-thirds of his audience were
asleep and one-third was disinterested? He had one of those kind, round
old faces with fly-away gray hair, and a wandering brown eye that
seemed to look over your shoulder when he spoke to you. He had a
warm, gentle voice with a subtle New York accent, like the grandpa
Terry never had. But Terry had only met Charles today for the first
time, and he didn't want to be treated like a long-time member of some
big happy family.
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So Terry did the best he could to ignore Charles' rambling. It
was difficult, because Charles loved to tell the most ridiculous stories
about his childhood. The one about the moving tree could have been
just the product of kids' imaginations exaggerating the moonlight
shadows, but the one about his bed sheets floating out the window had
Terry wondering if the old man wasn't on some kind of medication.

"...And when we awoke the next morning," Charles went on,
"you can only guess what we found outside our tents: piles and piles of
freshly picked flowers. Varieties we had never even seen before! Of
course we suspected one another, but the truth was that our flashlight
was broken, so how could any of us go about in the dark woods,
picking flowers in the night?"

Terry rubbed his eyes and sighed, bored and irritated. It felt
good to lightly thump his head against the windowpane. How far up in
the woods was this orphanage anyway? They kept passing through
small towns and leaving them behind.

"We gathered the flowers and carried them back to the house
and gave them to old Mrs. Doubletree. She was so happy to see her
bedroom filled with color that she got well again, and lived a good ten
more years. None of us ever confessed who actually did the picking,
but we have been fond of one another ever since."

Terry had half a mind to interrupt Charles and tell him a few
stories about his own childhood, just to set reality back on track. There
were no hikes with friends, mysterious flowers, spooky lights in the
lake, or other imaginative adventures in Terry's past. There was only
shouting, anger, and pain. Instead of family and friends there were
policemen and psychologists, and strict foster parents—many of them.
They blurred together. Since Terry had been taken from his real father
and given over to "the system," he had only been fostered by people
who wanted to put him to work in their house—doing dishes, washing
the car, mowing the lawn. They just wanted free help, not a son. And
he never got to choose his parents, either. They chose him. He felt like
an old shirt, being passed from couple to couple and always finding its
way back into the Salvation Army bin.

"Ah, here we are," said Charles as he stopped at a traffic light
that came out of nowhere. They turned onto a peaceful road that wove
through the woods between two giant hills, passing under a large
archway with the words, Haviland Hollow Road. A wooden signpost
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nearby read, Welcome to the Hamlet of Haviland Hollow. Below that
was a carving of four interlinked circles, like a four-leaf clover.

Charles sighed happily as they passed under the arch. "There's
no place like home."

At first there were nothing but trees, but suddenly they came
into a quaint little village that looked nothing like the other towns Terry
had seen in New York. There were a few shops, some houses, a town
hall, and a small diner, but it all looked old-fashioned, like something
from at least fifty years ago, or maybe a hundred. Yet it was so
perfectly maintained, as if the town had only just been finished last
week. Charles exchanged waves with a few town folk who appeared
half-asleep as they sat outside on benches, smoking pipes.

Terry groaned to himself. The orphanage was here? This town
wasn't any bigger than the one he grew up in, though admittedly it
looked a lot nicer. But there was no movie theater, no mall, no arcade,
nothing he had hoped for. Just little old Tudor markets and Victorian-
style houses with picket fences and green lawns, kids playing Frisbee,
and squirrels scampering up and down oak trees. Even the gas pumps
looked out of date. And there was something else missing that he
couldn't quite put his finger on.

It was a good bet they didn't have cable TV or Internet access.
At least everywhere he had stayed before had TV Land and Nick-at-
Night. Orphanages tended to block most other channels. This new place
probably had an old roof antenna with several fuzzy channels on a
single old tube set, and lots of TV-time rules. He thumped his head
against the window a few more times.

"This is Haviland Hollow," Charles said, oblivious to Terry's
discontent. "The whole valley was once filled with Havilands but most
of them disappeared, and their descendants scattered. They started this
town long ago, and all the guests here keep it the way it always was.
They know it's a special place. The Havilands, you see, knew a great
secret about these woods, but they weren't allowed to tell any outsiders.
You have to move here to learn its secrets."

Terry sensed more hogwash coming, but Charles suddenly
braked the car.

"Oh my goodness, I almost forgot," he said. "Ms. Patch would
be mad if I didn't pick up some milk and bread." He pulled into a
market on the corner of Haviland Hollow Road and East Branch, and
parked near the curb with the car facing an exit back onto the road.
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"Here we are." He turned off the car and opened the door. A gust of
fresh air blew in, carrying the scents of freshly mowed grass and grilled
hamburgers. "I'll be just a moment," Charles smiled and winked at
Terry. Did he really think Terry was anxious to get there?

Charles carefully climbed out with his hickory cane.

Of course if Terry had been a "good boy" he'd have offered to
help the eighty-year-old man carry the groceries. But Terry couldn't see
himself doing that. He was an orphan, and orphans had problems. If the
old man didn't like it, tough.

He watched Charles hobble across the seamless pavement and
into the freshly painted white store. A small bell on the market's door
rang as Charles passed inside, and Terry heard him say %ello to a man
dressed in white coming out with a case of bottled milk. A milkman?
Terry had only seen them on TV. He didn't know they still existed.

The milkman climbed into a small white truck with the words
Haviland Hollow Market on the back and drove up East Branch,
crossing a little wooden bridge over a sparkling stream.

Terry spotted a mother and daughter strolling past on the
sidewalk. The mother was holding a little umbrella with tassels. What
did they call those? Parasols? Maybe there was a costume party
somewhere. The little girl had a balloon and a lollipop, and wore a
light-blue skirt with yellow ribbons that matched her mother's.

This place sure had all the old-time trimmings. One thing was
certain, Terry did not belong here. He wanted to live in New York City,
where all the action was.

Sunlight glinted into Terry's eyes, reflecting off the keys
Charles had left hanging in the ignition. Terry bit his lip. This might be
his chance! But did he have the nerve? He'd never run away before. At
least, not from an orphanage. The orphanage was sure to have air
conditioning, heat, hot food, TV and a comfortable bed. Terry knew he
wouldn't get free room and board anywhere else, except down at the
homeless shelter with the weird people.

On the other hand, what was an orphanage but a regimented
homeless shelter for minors? He couldn't stand the idea of any more
foster parents either. And to be stuck in a town like this without TV? It
was unthinkable.

All he had to do was take the car. He could drive down to New
York City and ditch it there. But where would he live? He just needed
to get a job, any job, and make enough money to get an apartment or
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something. Preferably near Central Park, where there were trees. He
didn't know how much that would cost, but other people did it, why
couldn't he? He had learned how to cook at the last orphanage. There
were probably a lot of jobs for short-order cooks in the Big Apple.

His heart raced. All he had to do was drive.

He had driven at home because his dad sent him on runs to the
hardware store a lot. Nobody in his hometown ever questioned a
fourteen-year-old boy driving a pickup truck by himself. Now he was
sixteen, so what was he afraid of? The traffic. He'd seen New York City
on TV, and driving there looked like a nightmare.

But if he didn't go now, he might wind up stuck Aere. Some
orphanages—those for drug addicts and other problem cases—were
like prison camps. They must be sending him to a place like that. Why
else would it be so deep in the country?

If he didn't take this opportunity, he might never get away.

But there was a bigger problem.

He glanced in the backseat to see that his "new brothers," as
Charles called them, were still fast asleep. There was no time to wake
them and convince them to get out of the car, or even push them out.
They could make all kinds of noise and ruin his plan.

He considered just jumping out of the car and making a run for
it, but there were too many witnesses. It seemed like everyone in town
older than fifty liked sitting on benches outside their home or shop,
waving at passing families, gazing at clouds, laughing at birds,
watching traffic, and dozing off under their straw hats. One or two of
them would surely take notice of a sixteen-year-old boy running down
the sidewalk and into the woods, and they'd be able to tell the
authorities which way he went. He couldn't wade up the small brook
that sparkled alongside Haviland Hollow Road because there were
neighborhood yards all along its banks, and even some kids splashing
in the cold shallow water just a ways up.

And it was a long hike to New York City.

No, the best thing was to take the car. If he could drive at least
down most of the way, he could ditch the car with the idiots dozing in
back and then use what was left of his money to take a bus to New
York City. That's what he would do.

He looked around. The coast was clear. He took a deep breath
and climbed over into the driver's seat. He clicked on the seat belt. He'd
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adjust the seat and mirrors later. He just wanted to get out of here
before old Charles came out of the store.

With his heart racing, he turned the keys and started the car. He
checked the market. No sign of activity. He shifted the car into drive
and slowly pulled out of the small parking lot and onto Haviland
Hollow Road. He felt a warm glee fill his body. This was easy. This
wasn't going to be a problem at all.

There were only two lanes, like all the roads back in these
woods. One lane for him, and one for traffic coming the other way.
There were no other cars at the moment. He passed over a bridge where
a creek spilled down from the hill to the north and into the bigger one
flanking the south side of the road. After the bridge the houses and
stores quickly thinned out. The road became a tunnel through the trees
that formed a canopy of summertime, which made him feel sleepy
despite his racing heart.

But he needed to go around the block and head back to Route
22. Otherwise he was going to get miserably lost.

He spotted a stone mailbox next to an almost hidden driveway
on the right. The mailbox had cast-iron letters that read, Haviland
Manor. A little wooden sign was cheaply painted below that with the
word, Orphanage.

He could just use the driveway to turn around. But he didn't
want to. What if someone up the hill saw the car and recognized it?
What if, after he turned around, Charles came out of the market and
saw him passing by? He didn't want anyone to know which direction he
went.

He slowed down and passed the long orphanage driveway. He
glanced up that direction but he couldn't see anything in the trees.

What was he going to do?

Then he remembered the map. He had looked at it a few hours
ago, and saw that the place called Haviland Hollow was not too far
from the border of Connecticut, and there was a larger town somewhere
in this direction called Danbury. He could possibly catch a bus there.

The problem was he didn't have the map with him. It was back
at the hotel where his case worker dropped him off to meet Charles.

He glanced down at the gas meter. The car was almost empty!

"Oh great," he mumbled nervously, and came to a stop in the
middle of the road. He didn't have enough money for gas and a bus.
Would the tank make it to Danbury? He had no idea.
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Maybe he could steal some cash from one of the boys. Without
waking them? Doubtful. As if they had cash in the first place.

Change of plans. He would have to walk to Danbury.
Somehow. It wasn't that far. He could do it.

A car drove up behind him and honked. It startled him. Drivers
in New York sure liked to honk a lot.

Just ahead to the right was a turn called Brimstone Road, but he
saw the glint of metal through the trees up in that direction. There were
probably houses there. Opposite Brimstone there was a road marked
Stage Coach Lane. Thinking quickly, he turned left onto this rough,
bumpy road.

There was no sign of a house anywhere, or any mailboxes.
Weeds grew up between cracks in the old pavement, and the tires slid
on gravel and dirt with each sharp turn. It was not a well traveled road
at all. With luck perhaps there was somewhere to park up ahead, where
nobody would see the car for a while.

He tried to accelerate but the road wound tightly this way and
that, and climbed uphill rather steeply. It was hard to see each turn until
he was right on top of it.

Rocks and twigs kicked up by the tires rattled on the underside
of the car like hailstones. He glanced in the rearview mirror to see that
Scott and Ronnie were still fast asleep, their heads swaying to and fro
with each jerky turn.

Just when Terry thought he was nearing the top of this great
hill, which was beginning to seem more like a small mountain, the
steering wheel suddenly jerked right out of his grasp. Did he hit
something? The wheel seemed to turn by itself. And not in a good
direction!

He stomped on the brake, but it didn't respond. Even in those
desperate seconds he still hoped to get away somehow, so he didn't
scream or curse for fear of waking the boys in the back. He fought the
steering wheel and pumped the brakes as the car zoomed straight off
the road into a clearing and over a small cliff. For a moment the car
was airborne, by at least a foot or two.

Gritting his teeth, he felt the car tilt forward and land back on its
wheels with a violent thud. Scott and Ronnie popped awake finally,
crying out in complete surprise.

But the rude awakening had just begun. The car now charged
straight down a steep hill through the woods, barely missing several
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stout trees. The backseat passengers screamed, so Terry had nothing to
lose by joining them. He never thought he might die in this escape. He
wished he had gone out on foot after all. Too late now.

Branches smacked the windshield so hard that it cracked, but
the safety glass held together. The hill seemed to go on forever. Ronnie,
realizing in terror that he wasn't wearing his seat belt, braced his feet
against the back of Terry's chair, set his backpack on his lap, and
tucked his head in it.

Finally the car tilted sharply downward again and a huge splash
of brackish water sloshed over the windshield. Scott was thrust against
his seat belt, and his safety-pin-mended glasses shot off his face like a
bullet and landed on the floor. Ronnie's crash position worked well for
him, but he swore to himself he'd never ride in a car without wearing
his seat belt ever again.

They had landed in a small pond. An air bag popped out of the
steering wheel into Terry's face. He gasped and pushed it away.

Scott still gripped his suitcase with white knuckles, panting and
trying to regain some sense of what was going on. Crashing down the
hill had brought back a horrible feeling, one that his psychologist had
helped him finally get rid of. All that work for nothing. But now where
was he? What had happened? Without his glasses he couldn't see
hardly anything past several feet in front of him.

While Terry fought with his slowly deflating air bag, Scott
unbuckled his seat belt and groped on the floor for his glasses. He
found them in several inches of water. He quickly shook them and put
them on, trying to focus through the drippy lenses. He looked out his
window, and saw that the glass was completely shattered. Outside, he
could see they were slowly sinking into brown water.

"Aaaah!" Scott shouted in a panic. "We're going down!"

The shore was very close by, so he heaved his suitcase out the
window as hard as he could. It barely landed on dry ground. Then he
climbed out of the window and fell into the warm swampy water. His
arms and legs thrashed, desperate for the bottom, and found nothing for
a moment. He quickly splashed close to some thick grass on the shore
and pulled himself out of the water, settling near his suitcase.

Ronnie and Terry rolled down their windows. Ronnie flung his
backpack up onto the roof, and then climbed out his window and onto
the roof himself. Terry rescued his duffel bag from the backseat floor
and followed Ronnie's example. From the roof they easily walked to
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the trunk of the car, which was only a few inches from dry land, and
jumped ashore.

The three boys stood there collecting themselves, panting and
watching the car sink. With a loud "blurb!" it tilted dramatically, its
rear end pointing into the air, and sank straight down and out of sight.
There was nothing left but bubbles. It was surprisingly deep for such a
small pond.

Terry noticed Ronnie and Scott staring at him, bewildered. He
felt embarrassed and wasn't exactly sure what to say.

"Sorry," he mumbled to them. "Did I wake you?"

"Wake me?" Scott said, his voice breaking up. "I almost
drowned!"

"Oh come on, you didn't almost drown."

"I can't swim, Terry! And look at that water! There are probably
all kinds of creepy things in there. I could have leeches all over me
right now!" Realizing this, Scott danced around swatting at himself and
checking under his shirt, but there was nothing there.

"What happened, anyway?" Ronnie asked. "Where's Grandpa
Charles?"

Terry casually tucked his thumbs in the front pockets of his
jeans. "He went to the market, and I saw an opportunity to get
ourselves out of trouble."

Scott couldn't believe what he was hearing. He knew this older
kid was going to be no good.

"You mean you...stole the car?" he gasped, nearly crying with
shock. "Kidnapping and car theft are not the best ways to get out of
trouble!"

The car crash was not in Terry's original plan, but on the other
hand, he did want to ditch it. And now it was completely gone, where
nobody would find it. But what could he do with these two kids? He
should probably just leave them here, and not tell them where he was
going. But then they might tell the police what Terry did, and the police
would be on the lookout. Trying to catch a bus might become very
risky.

Then another thought occurred to him. What if he convinced
them to come along, at least for the time being? One was too wimpy
and whiny, and the other too young and bratty, and Terry was sure he
would get sick of them. And he didn't want to be a baby-sitter. But if
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they hiked with him until the sun went down, he could sneak away
when they were asleep.

Well, it wasn't the best idea, but he didn't have any other choice.
He still wasn't going to tell them where he was really going, just in
case.

But what could he say to them? How could he convince them to
go along? He had an idea.

"Either of you ever been to a big backwoods orphanage?" Terry
asked.

Ronnie shook his head. "The shelter I stayed at in Stamford was
like half way between a church and a school, I guess. But lots of
grownups took me in temporarily so I lived in houses most of the time."

"Mine was a like a...hospital," Scott said hesitantly, slapping a
flying insect, "and nobody wanted me. So what?"

"So I've seen orphanages with the real bad kids, and that's
where we were going! You know what they do to you? The last place I
was at, they chained me up in the basement and whipped me! And I
didn't even do anything wrong."

"Oh, come on!"

"You don't believe me? Then where do you think I got this?"
Terry lifted his shirt up to reveal a series of old lash scars across his
body, mostly on his back.

"Holy Toledo!" Ronnie said, touching one of them.

"Hey, fingers off," Terry ordered, pulling down his shirt.

"Do they still hurt?" Ronnie asked with wide eyes.

"A little," Terry lied. "They have a way of doing it so that it
hurts forever. That's why I couldn't go back. And I did you guys a favor
by rescuing you."

"Hold on a second," Scott said. "How do you know this
orphanage will do that? Grandpa Charles seemed like a nice man."

"You fell for that old trick? I'm just getting started. You'll have
to eat lumpy oatmeal with weevils crawling on it, and there's no heat or
hot water. And, worst of all, you have to take math class forever!"

Ronnie's face wrinkled up. "Math class forever? Now that
would be the last straw for me."

Scott frowned, trying to sort it out. Nobody had told him much
about what to expect from the orphanage, except that there would be a
lot of other kids there. "I thought orphans didn't have to go to school,"
he admitted. At least, nobody had ever mentioned it.
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"The orphanage is a school, except you never leave it. You live
there! And you even have to take care of it! You have to chop wood in
the rain, and clean rusty toilets..."

Ronnie groaned. Terry knew he had Ronnie hook, line, and
sinker. But Scott was iffy, and distracted by bird sounds in the woods
and bugs flying around him.

The thing Scott couldn't shake was the bad smell. What was
that? At first he thought it was Terry. Sometimes older kids stank.
Body odor or something. But this stench was all around him, like a
cloud.

"Speaking of toilets," Scott said, "something around here smells
really bad!"

"I think it's this water," Ronnie said. "I've seen it before, when I
lived with one of my foster parents in a trailer park. Down the hill there
was a little stinky pond that would freeze over at Christmas, and I used
to skate around on it with the guys. But those foster parents gave me up
again, so here [ am."

"These are sewer holes," Terry said. "No wonder they gave you
up. When all those kids at the orphanage flush their toilets, it probably
comes out here."

Scott looked down at his soaked clothes. "Oh crap!" He threw
his suitcase down in some weeds and snapped it open. Terry stepped a
little closer so he could see inside, and Scott turned it away from him.
Opening it just a crack, Scott slipped out a bottle of hand sanitizer. He
clicked the suitcase shut again, and spread the clear gel all over his
hands and arms, wiping vigorously.

"Ugh, the germs! I think I even got some on my face. Oh man!"

Several bees zoomed down at his head, and he ducked. "What
the...?" Another one dove at him. "Aaah!" Scott screamed. "Bees! I'm
being attacked!"

Terry spotted a beehive hanging in the tree right over their
heads.

"Whoa! There's a hive up there. Maybe I can knock it down."
He opened up his duffel bag and pulled out his slingshot.

A few more bees made runs at Scott, and he freaked. "Yikes!
Let's get out of here!"

Before Terry could do anything, Scott took off through the
woods, his suitcase slapping against bushes and trees. Terry and Ronnie
followed after him. After a minute of wild running, Scott finally
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stopped, out of breath, and looked around. Terry and Ronnie caught up
to him.

"Can we stop now?" Ronnie said.

Terry tried to figure out which direction they had gone. Away
from Danbury, or toward it? He had no idea.

"Yeah, relax!" he said, trying to find the sun through the trees.

"Anyone get stung?" Scott asked.

Terry shook his head. "They didn't chase us, just you."

"That figures."

"Maybe they just don't want you stinking up their home,"
Ronnie said.

Scott sighed and turned in several circles. "Which way was that
town? I was asleep."

"You don't want to go back there," Terry said. "They'll just
throw us in the orphanage. Out here we don't answer to nobody. We're
free."

"But I'm nine years old," Ronnie said. "I don't think I'm allowed
to be free."

Scott gaped at Terry like he was absurd. "What are you saying,
that we stay in the woods and die?" He hugged his suitcase to his chest
like a bulletproof vest. Terry's eyes sparkled with curiosity. What did
Scott have in that suitcase that was so important?

"We won't die. Look, I grew up on a farm in Pennsylvania.
Well, it was actually a converted horse stable surrounded by farms, but
the point is I know the country."

"Well I grew up in New York City," Scott said, "and everybody
knows you don't walk through Central Park at night. And these woods
are a lot bigger than Central Park."

Terry considered just bolting into the woods and leaving them
here to find their own way.

"You gotta be kidding. Central Park has people; that's what
makes it dangerous. We're up in the country now, city boy. No people
in these woods."

Just then they heard girls singing, far off in the woods. All of
them froze and listened. It was a melodious and beautiful chant, and the
words were not English. It was hard to tell what language it was. Terry
cocked his head and looked this way and that, trying to figure out
which way it was coming from, because it seemed to weave through the
trees.
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Then it faded, and there was nothing left but the sound of the
wind blowing through the summer leaves, birds singing, squirrels
chattering, and acorns falling down around their heads.

"That sounded like people, don't you think?" Scott said to prove
his point.

"Yeah, but how dangerous is a girls' choir?" Ronnie said.

Terry wrinkled his forehead, puzzled. "It didn't sound like a
choir, but girls for sure. There must be a house nearby or something."
Of course his plan was supposed to take him away from
neighborhoods, not toward them, but his curiosity was piqued. He had
to see who made that beautiful sound. He imagined they all looked like
those girls on the cover of Maxim magazine. Maybe he could make
friends with them, and ask them for directions to Danbury without the
nincompoops hearing. Or, even better...maybe they lived alone, had
cable TV, X-box, PlayStation, and high-speed Internet access, and
would let Terry live with them.

"Let's go check these girls out," he sputtered, and quickly
shuffled off in the direction where the voices had seemed loudest.
Ronnie followed, but Scott was very hesitant.

"But, but, but... Wait," Scott sputtered. He was a complete idiot
around girls. If an attractive girl was anywhere within range he couldn't
think straight, talk right, or even walk correctly. And he wasn't too
enthused about the idea of letting the other boys see him acting like
that.

But they were off and moving, and quickly leaving him behind.
Soon the dense woods swallowed them. He could still hear their
footsteps, but he couldn't see them anymore.

A branch snapped somewhere in the woods, in the opposite
direction. Scott's heart did a leap. There's bears out here, he thought to
himself. This is nuts!

"Hey!" he called after the guys. "Don't leave me here alone!"
He had no choice but to hurry after them. He caught up quickly but still
trailed somewhat behind, itchy and uneasy.

Ronnie wasn't worried at all about their predicament. He was
happy to be out in the woods on an adventure. Terry aimed his empty
slingshot at birds and squirrels, pretending to shoot at them. This made
Scott feel even more irritated, but he didn't say anything. He wasn't sure
how far he could push Terry. The kid was a lot stronger than he, and
clearly without a stick of common sense. Scott had to think of a way to
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get them back to a road at least. He had to report all of this to the
police. He was pretty sure Terry was wrong about the orphanage.
Charles just didn't seem like the kind of man who would whip little
boys.

Scott used up an entire bottle of hand sanitizer scrubbing his
bare arms, neck, face, and ankles. He even applied some to his glasses.
There was nothing he could do about his damp clothes, but at least he
had been smart enough to pack extra bottles of hand sanitizer.

The faint smells of wood and pollen in the air were invigorating
for Terry and Ronnie, but Scott's nose was starting to get stopped up by
allergies, and he began sniffling and rubbing his eyes. It was just as
well, because he couldn't smell his own stink anymore.

Branches kept snapping him in the face, and somehow he kept
walking through invisible cobwebs that tickled his lips and got all over
his glasses. He flailed his arms and spit and twitched as he walked,
trying to use his suitcase as a shield. How long had they been hiking
now? They were going deeper into the woods, he was sure of it. They
had to go back before it started getting dark.

Terry and Ronnie had pulled ahead of him. Fortunately,
Ronnie's backpack was bright-blue with a cartoon whale on it, which
was somewhat easy to track in the woods. But then Terry and Ronnie
passed through a thick wall of brush, and Scott lost sight of it again.

"Wait up, you guys! Come on," he complained.

He fought through the weeds and found them standing
transfixed in a huge clearing. Scott caught up to them, brushing himself
off and looking carefully for ticks.

"We're going to get Lyme disease, I just know it," Scott said
irritably. "Look, we've been walking for half an hour, and..." Suddenly
he noticed why the other two had stopped in their tracks.

"What in the..." Scott gasped.
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cott's mouth hung open as he arched his neck to see gargantuan

branches stretched overhead, providing shade across most of

the clearing with leaves as big as his whole body. And yet

shafts of sunlight still found a way through and played across
the meadow, undulating in the shadows that moved in the afternoon
gusts. Carpets of hanging moss swayed on the divided trunks and
swarms of fireflies flickered around them.

The tree was so big around that an entire cottage was actually
built into its huge exposed root system. The house seemed to blend into
the tree, somehow. Scott wiped his glasses so he could see better. There
were doors, windows, and a few exposed walls, but most of the house
was tucked into the tree, like the trunk grew around it over the years.

The yards were tastefully landscaped with fantastic flower and
vegetable gardens, fountains, and winding paths leading up to different
patios. Water as bright as polished silver cascaded down beside the tree
and fountains, forming several small waterfalls that sent up a cool mist
across the lush grasses.

Scott didn't see any electric poles or wires, and no road or
driveway.

"Now that's what I call a tree," Terry said with tears in his eyes.

"I never heard of a tree this size in New York state," Scott said,
breathless.

"It's awesome," Ronnie said. "I can't even see the top!"

"Isn't the General Sherman in California the biggest living tree
in the world? No, wait, there's another one now, but I think it's out west
somewhere. How come nobody ever said anything about ¢his? I'm sure
you can see it for miles around!"

"Hey guys," Ronnie said. "You think the singing came from
here?"

Terry looked like he was having a religious experience. "I don't
know, but I'd sure love to climb this thing."
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"The lowest branch is a hundred feet off the ground," Scott said.
"How do you expect to get up there? A fire truck?"

"I'll bet you can see the Hudson River from up there."

Scott could feel a headache growing. First Terry steals the car,
then he wrecks it and almost gets them all killed, then he gets them lost
in the woods chasing after girls, now he wants to climb a giant tree.

"I hate heights," Scott said, rubbing his temple. "And I don't like
the woods, and I'm not too good around girls either. Now I've had
enough of this. The police are probably looking for us already, and I
want to be found. Got it? So go knock and see if they got a phone."

Terry didn't like where this was going.

"Why do 7 have to knock?" he said. "You knock!"

"I'm not going over there alone."

"What's your problem, anyway? You're afraid of water, bees,
woods, the dark, girls, heights, strangers..."

"I'm a pantophobe!"

Terry frowned. "You're afraid of your pants, too?"

"No! A pantophobe is a fear of everything."

"You need to get a grip if you want to become a professional
orphan someday. You have to sell yourself to the adults by showing
them your strengths, not your weaknesses."

"Is that a fact? You haven't done so well."

"That's not my fault! At least I'm not a wimp. Where's your

sense of manhood?"

"Well gee, maybe I left it floating around in the sewer hole you
sank the car into!"

Once again they were interrupted by the sound of girls, this time
much closer, slightly muffled. It was enchanting, like before, with
voices so warm and friendly that Terry's spine tingled. Scott also felt
his spine tingle, but for different reasons.

The voices came from inside the cottage, rising over the splash
of the waterfalls. Then it faded. The boys stared at the cottage in silence
for a moment.

"Maybe they got the TV up real loud," Ronnie suggested.

"I don't think they got electricity, Ronnie," Scott said.

"Then why do you think they got a phone?" Terry asked.

Scott shrugged.

"But we heard them just as loud back at the sewer hole as we do
here."
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Terry looked at Ronnie with curiosity. "Yeah, that is weird, I
have to admit. And now that you mention it, none of the houses in
Haviland Hollow have power cables. That's what was missing."

Terry was so curious he just had to do something. "Okay let's go
find out who lives here. But let me do the talking."

Scott sighed with anxiety and followed Terry and Ronnie
toward the great tree.

A warm breeze swirled the tall grass and flowers that came up
to their knees in the outer field, and the great leaves high above them
rustled with a sound deeper than the waterfalls. Scott heard a mourning
dove cooing on one of the branches, and the distinct rattle of a
woodpecker on the tree's corky bark. The air was filled with the
perfumes of old oak wood, grass, and flower pollen.

Before they reached the outermost garden patch, they came
across a circle of grass that had been laid flat.

"Hey," Ronnie said, stopping at its edge. "Look guys! It's a crop
circle!"

Scott frowned, stepping up cautiously. Terry paused, glancing at
it incidentally, but not particularly interested.

"This isn't a crop," Scott said, though he knew it didn't matter.

"Crop circles don't need to be in crops, they just call them that,"
Ronnie said.

Terry was getting impatient. "It's not a crop circle you moron,
it's just..." Come to think of it, the impression was bizarre. He looked
for a signs that it had been walked in.

"Just what?" Ronnie demanded.

"I don't know, but I'm sure no UFO made it! How could a flying
saucer land here with all those branches overhead?"

"Hey, maybe the whole tree is an alien!" Ronnie said with wide
eyes. "Or maybe it's a flying saucer disguised as a tree."

"Crop circles are made by teams of geometry students that get
up in the middle of the night with some boards and lots of rope," Scott
said, remembering what he'd read. "There's groups of them competing
with one another, to see who can make the most complicated design."

"But this is just a boring circle," Ronnie pointed out. "And why
would anyone leave it under a tree where passing planes can't see it?"

"I don't understand why passing planes haven't said anything
about this tree in the first place," Scott said. "It should be a national
landmark or something!"
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"Oh who cares?" Terry said loudly. "Come on already!" He
continued walking, and didn't care if the other two followed or not.
Girls with voices that sweet had to be sweet to look at, too. He just
hoped they didn't have a phone.

They walked through the inner yards, where the grass grew
shorter, and came to a stone path. They followed it through the garden
to the primary front porch built between two magnificent protruding
roots of the giant tree. Terry and Ronnie made no attempt to lighten
their footsteps on the wood porch, but Scott winced and walked on his
toes. It's not that he wanted to sneak up on these people, but he didn't
want them to think they had intruders. There were windows here and
there between striations of tree bark or roots, and a large protruding
room with picture windows, but all Scott could see inside was diffused
yellow light. Otherwise they may as well have been mirrors. Scott
didn't like one-way windows. He had had enough of them over the last
few years.

Scott stopped behind the others when Terry was about to knock.

"In Hansel and Gretel there was a witch that lived in a house in
the woods," Ronnie said with his voice low, "and I think she ate kids."

Terry paused, his knuckles suspended in front of the door. He
didn't believe in silly things like witches, of course, but on the other
hand this was a very weird-looking house, half-built and half-grown,
and fused into a tree that shouldn't be here. Perhaps standing by the
front door wasn't such a smart idea.

"Nursery rthymes," Terry whispered, forcing a smile at Ronnie.

"Yeah but aren't myths based on real things sometimes?"
Ronnie asked.

"That witch's house was made of candy," Scott pointed out.
"Not a tree."

"You don't actually believe everything you read in books, do
you Ronnie?" Terry said rhetorically, swallowing hard. "The wackier it
sounds, the more unlikely it is."

"So if you read about a giant tree with a cottage built into it,
would you believe it or not?" Ronnie argued. "I mean, here it is."

Terry scratched his head, not really in the mood for this kind of
question. "Oh, this is not so odd. They're just...creatively rustic. Come
to think of it, the Pennsylvania Dutch live this way. Kinda." Truth was,
the Pennsylvania Dutch lived pretty much like everybody else did a few
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hundred years ago. But Ronnie clearly didn't know who the
Pennsylvania Dutch were, so it was as good an analogy as any.

"I don't think the Amish live in trees, Terry," Scott said from
across the porch. Scott wasn't well-traveled but he was a book worm.

"Well my point is that they're harmless," Terry said. "Look how
peaceful this place is. Look at all the flowers and plants. Dangerous
people don't grow daffodils."

"Those are tulips," Scott corrected.

"Whatever!"

"Okay, so are we going to stand here all day talking on their
porch?" Ronnie said.

"Of course not, but you know what? Scott should knock."

Scott made a face like he had just been asked to leap out of an
airplane. "You're right next to the door and I'm way over here."

"Oh for Pete's sake!" Terry impatiently grabbed Scott by the
arm and nearly dragged him over. "Get over here, Chicken Little, and
knock on the stupid door!"

Scott jerked his arm out of Terry's grasp. "You don't need to
muscle me."

"It'll be good for you. I'll do the talking, don't worry. All you
have to do is knock. Are you afraid of knocking, too?"

Scott knew Terry was interested in the girls they heard. Guys
his age were always thinking about girls.

"No, I'm not afraid of knocking, but... Promise me we're just
going to ask for a phone, and that's it. We're not here to pick up dates or
anything."

Terry was pretty sure they didn't have a phone, but if they did,
he didn't want Scott calling the police. He'd have to think of some way
of steering Scott away from this plan.

"I promise, I promise."

Scott scratched his irritated chest. He was still damp, and the
icky water made his skin itch. "I think I'm getting hives."

"Could you please knock before the sun goes down?"

Scott took a few deep breaths, shook his hands to loosen up his
fingers, and then thought it might be smart to stretch his ankles, in case
he had to make a run for it.

"You want me to knock?" Ronnie asked anxiously. Scott
couldn't bear the thought of a nine-year-old being braver than he.

"I can do it, I can do it," Scott said with a hush.
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They were just girls, anyway. He saw them every day in the
city. And maybe the voices just sounded young. Maybe they were
middle-aged women. Older women weren't so scary. Only the ones
near his age.

Maybe there was even a family here who might want to adopt a
kid. Scott could live in a place like this, if there was a path to town, and
there were no ticks or bears, and they could get him some books.

It was serene here, and there was something about this giant tree
that made him feel...protected.

"Okay," Scott said. "This is it. Stand by." He knocked on the
door softly.

"You better really pound it," Terry said. "That's a thick door."

"No, listen. I hear something."

There was shuffling behind the door. The doorknob turned.

Scott felt compelled to flee but his legs wouldn't move. He held
his breath. The door opened slowly, with a long creak. He almost
closed his eyes.

The door stopped about a foot open, and a small pretty face
peeked out—that of a girl about Ronnie's age with a lot of thick, messy
black hair. She opened her mouth, as if to speak, but was suddenly
yanked back inside. The door slammed shut. All three boys flinched in
surprise and glanced at one other.

"What was that all about?" Scott asked.

Terry had no answers either, but he slowly moved around so
that Scott and Ronnie were closer to the door than he. He wasn't afraid
of little girls, of course, but there might be some overprotective father
in there, too. A big mountain-man who wouldn't take lightly to lanky
teenage boys finding his cozy little hideaway.

They listened to a frantic rustling inside the house, and some
muffled girls' voices. Terry cocked his head, trying to hear better. It
didn't sound like they were speaking English.

The door opened again. Another girl appeared, taller and more
elegant than the first. She had soft blue eyes and short, straight blonde
hair, or at least it looked short in the front; they couldn't see the rest of
her head because she was wearing a brown velvet wraparound cape
with the hood up. A necklace with a large maple-leaf design hung
around her neck, and under the cape she wore what looked like a green
jerkin, or a similar woman's medieval vest.
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Terry and Scott stood motionless, stunned by the girl's glowing
blue eyes, which seemed to light up the shadow cast by her hood.
Ronnie took notice of a small brown feather that drifted out of the
doorway and zigzagged down, landing on his foot. He picked it up.

The girl smiled briefly, but looked suspicious of the boys.

"May I help you?" she asked with a strong British accent.

Scott just stood there with his mouth hanging open, having to
look up at her, for she was taller than he. Terry glided up in front of
him, nearly shoving him backward.

"Hello there!" he exclaimed with a broad smile. "How are you?
Terry's my name, from the Keystone State of Pennsylvania." As he
reached out to shake her hand, she recoiled slightly. Terry kept his hand
and smile suspended, hoping she was just timid, and because he wasn't
exactly sure what he would do if she rejected him in front of the others.
After a pensive pause, she slowly took hold of his hand. He shook it
gently and warmly. "It's a great, great pleasure to meet you."

She relaxed a little, drawing a deep breath. Her eyes darted
between them. "Forgive me for asking, but did you hear our...singing?"

"Yeah, that's right, I did," Terry said. "In fact that's why I came.
I just had to see the lips...er, faces...out of which...such lovely
voices...sprang." Terry winced, but she didn't seem to notice his
clumsiness.

"And your friends? They heard our singing, too?"

"Yes we all heard it," Terry spoke for them. He was afraid Scott
was going to say something to embarrass him.

"All three of you? At the same time?"

Terry paused, uncertain what she was getting at. "Yeah, pretty
much."

"Brilliant! Good show!" she exclaimed happily.

Terry couldn't fathom why this made her so glad. "We got
pretty fine hearing, I guess."

"What are your names, please?"

Terry looked back at Scott, who still hadn't closed his mouth.
"Yes, well... That there is Scott, he's a New York City kid, and a little
out of it, so you'll have to forgive him."

"Nice to meet you Scott from New York City," she said kindly.
"I forgive you."
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Scott was so nervous he could hardly think of what he was
supposed to say. Some part of his brain went on autopilot and tried to
speak on his behalf. "Hi. I'm Scott," he said.

"That's what I understand," she said.

"Thank you for meeting me. I mean you're welcome."

Terry rolled his eyes.

"I'm Ronnie from Redding," Ronnie said, tucking the little
brown feather in his breast pocket. "I'm nine and I never had a real
Mom and Dad." It was the same introduction he used with Terry.

"Hello, Ronnie from Redding," she said. "My name is
M—Ellen."

"Your name is Melon?" Ronnie checked.

"Ellen," she corrected. "Forgive me for being startled. Nobody
ever...sees us."

"Terry, the phone," Scott said out of the side of his mouth. "The
phone."

"Eh, Scott here's looking for a telephone," Terry said. "You got
one?"

"Do we have a telephone? Why...Yes. Yes—" She suddenly
spoke louder. "—We have a telephone."

There was more rustling deep within the house, and a sound like
something metal dropped on the floor. Embarrassed about the
commotion, Ellen stepped out and shut the door behind her with a
smile. "It'll be half a moment," she said, adjusting her hood.

Then she caught a whiff of Scott, whose clothes were still damp
and foul smelling. Scott's sinuses were too clogged for him to smell
them anymore, so he had nearly forgotten about it. He felt his face burn
with humiliation.

"Oh I'm sorry," he gasped. "Can you smell my stinky? I mean,
I'm stinky, can you smell it? What I mean is, I had an accident..."

Terry decided to help out before Scott ruined this for
everybody. "What he means is we wrecked our car in the sewer, which
is what brings us to your lovely home," he smiled.

Ronnie chortled. "Oh, that really helped. Thanks, Terry."

"Get away!" Ellen said enthusiastically.

Scott took that as an order directed at him. "Yes, ma'am." He
started backing away.

"No, Scott," she said. "I don't mean 'leave.' Like, 'bugger off,'
you know?"
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Confused, Scott stopped. Did she say 'bugger off?' He
immediately turned away from her and wiped his nose on his wrist.

"No, no, I mean, how do you put it here? "You don't say!' Like
that, you see? It's a remarkable story you told."

Scott realized she was using foreign expressions that he didn't
understand.

"We don't want to bother you if that's not okay," Scott said, still
trying to arrange his words properly. He tried again. "I mean, if we're
bothering you that's okay..."

"No, no, carry on. Half a moment..." She checked something
behind the door, and there were whisperings. They had only seen two
girls so far, but there were definitely more in there.

Scott exchanged looks with Terry and Ronnie. "Do you guys
understand her?" he asked.

"I understand her better than you," Terry said.

"I think she's from England," Scott said.

"Oh!" Ronnie said, "well that makes sense then."

She turned back to them. "The telephone is prepared."”
Prepared? What was to prepare? "Just this way. You, too, Scott. Come,
come." She opened the door wide, and Terry stepped in first.

The inside of the house had a woodsy decor. It was filled with
plants, flowers, jars of grain and petals, and shelves of artifacts the boys
couldn't immediately identify. Macramé plant holders and wall
decorations were hanging everywhere, and a perch with a pair of
lovebirds swung in a nearby corner as if it had just been bumped. The
birds didn't have a cage. And curled up on a shelf only feet away from
the birds was a large gray cat, which lifted its head and peered at the
strangers disturbing its afternoon slumber. The cat gave them a purring
meow before tucking its head again, and didn't seem at all interested in
the unprotected birds.

There were indeed other girls inside. One of them, with a long
braid hanging down in front of each shoulder, leaned against a support
beam in a light red and tan-swirled velvet cape. Also with her hood up,
she tilted her head to one side, pinning her green eyes on Terry.

Another girl, slightly younger than the first two, sat in a corner
with her knees drawn. Her light green hood had long, straight string
fringes that swayed in front of her large brown eyes. Clearly shy, she
gazed at the boys from behind her knees, peeking out from under her
hood.
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The youngest girl was the one they had seen first, in the
doorway. She excitedly crashed down a wooden circular staircase from
an upper level and, upon seeing the boys inside the house, stopped
rushing and pretended to take her time. She had also changed into a
cape, this one dark green with small, sharp frills. Why did they all wear
wraparound capes with their hoods up, as if expecting rain? Scott
wondered if this was some kind of formal wear.

The room was quite expansive, and branched into other
chambers. Scott could see an adjoining room a couple steps down from
this one, and there was yet another girl in there, lying on her back on a
bed surrounded by roses. Even from here Scott could see she was a
long-haired red-head, despite a dark red velvet hood covering most of
it. Because she seemed undisturbed by the racket and her hands lay
neatly folded over her belly, Scott got the uncomfortable idea that
maybe she wasn't just sleeping.

His stomach knotted up as he glanced about for a phone and
didn't see anything that even remotely resembled one. There were
square objects hanging on the walls covered with white sheets.
Probably they were paintings, but why were they covered?

"I would like you to meet Libby," Ellen said, gesturing toward
the green-eyed girl who had eyes for Terry, "and Katy, sitting in the
corner..."

Scott stole a quick look at Katy, the girl with the tasseled hood.
She was peering right back at him. His heart doubled in speed and he
diverted his eyes. There was something really magical about Katy. He
had never seen anyone quite like her, and yet there was a vague
familiarity, like he'd always known her and never knew it. It was as
though she was casting a spell on him, like witches do in those silly
stories, but in an innocent—not sinister—way.

The smallest girl had reached the bottom of the stairs, and she
walked quickly toward Ronnie with an outstretched hand, much in the
same manner that Terry had used when introducing himself earlier. It
seemed like she was mimicking Terry. She opened her mouth, as if to
say something, but Ellen suddenly said, "And this is Mariam, who is
mute and cannot speak a word."

Mariam stopped short, glaring at Ellen, hands on hips. Ellen
finally gestured at the bed beyond.

"Sleeping in the back is Anne," she said.
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Scott took a small breath of relief. The girl wasn't dead, thank
goodness.

Terry was taking it all in as quickly as he could, and he didn't
know what to make of this. These girls looked young to be living by
themselves. Ellen and Libby could pass for being in their late teens to
early twenties for sure, Katy looked barely teenaged, and certainly
Mariam couldn't be more than ten. He couldn't tell about Anne from
over here, but she seemed roughly about Ellen's age. Weren't there any
men around?

"Girls, this is Scott, Ronnie, and Terry," Ellen said.

"Hello there, boys," Libby said seductively. She had a
completely different accent from Ellen's. It sounded...French?

"Hello," came the sound of a black mynah bird off in the far
corner, which watched and listened from its perch. Like the lovebirds,
it had no cage.

"How many of you live here?" Ronnie asked. He must have
been reading Terry's mind.

"Just we."

Ronnie was puzzled. "Are you sisters?"

Ellen paused. Mariam was inspecting Ronnie closely, leaning in
as if to count his tiniest freckles, and Ronnie felt increasingly
uncomfortable about her. Girls his age could be such nuisances. In fact
the whole idea that boys could be attracted to girls was absurd, and
quite annoying. At least that's what Ronnie wanted to believe.

"Yes," Ellen replied.

"No men live here?" Terry confirmed.

"No."

Terry felt almost giddy. No competition! "There is a God," he
said to himself.

Ellen seemed to hear him, and nodded in complete agreement.

Libby sniffed the air and wrinkled her nose. Scott gulped.

"I smell the—" Libby started. But Ellen interrupted her.

"Yes, Lib, Scott fell into it."

Libby gave a small start and blinked. "He fell into it?"

Scott wanted to shrink to the size of an ant and crawl out of
sight between the floorboards.

"If he aroused Anne he'd dry up in a pip, yes?"

"I'm outta here," Scott said without hesitation, making for the
door. Terry grabbed him by the arm.
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"Whoa, there, Scott..." To Ellen, Terry said, "Could you repeat
that? I don't think we heard you right."

Ellen worried she was misunderstood, and looked to Libby for
help.

In her French accent, Libby said, "What she means is if you
helped Anne wake up, she would...dry Scott's clothes."

The boys didn't quite know what to think of that statement
either.

Scott didn't exactly want to flee. After all, there was nothing
outside but a lot of woods and bugs and animals and allergies, and he
had no idea how to get back to civilization, and the sun would be going
down in a few hours. And then there was Katy. He was drawn to her
and frightened of her at the same time. Stalemate.

He hesitated, scratching himself, and avoided eye contact while
hoping a phone would be produced in short order.

"So I guess she does the laundry around here," Ronnie thought
out loud.

"If you're sisters, why do you sound like you're from different
countries?" Terry asked suspiciously.

"Uh, we...travel a lot," Libby said. "We each learned your
language in different places."

"Our language?" Terry said. "What is your language?"

This chitchat wasn't making Scott feel any less anxious, so he
got them back on the subject. "You said there was a telephone, right?"

"Indeed," Ellen said, looking relieved that she didn't have to
answer Terry's last question. "Just there." She pointed over to a wall
near the door. Scott didn't see anything. Just some shelves and a
cupboard.

Terry realized his plan was backfiring. He couldn't let Scott use
a phone, but he wasn't sure how to stop it. He needed to find ways of
bringing about more conversation.

Thinking quickly, he said, "I didn't see any wires to the house.
Is it a cellular?"

Ellen looked shell-shocked by the question. "Cellular?"

"You know, a wireless phone?"

After a beat, Ellen nodded heavily and said, "That is so. No
wires."
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"Phone lines are underground anyway, Beavis," Ronnie said.
"You've been spending too much time with those Pennsylvania
Duchesses."

Terry wanted to smack him.

Scott stepped up to the wall and took a closer look at a carved
wooden duck on the shelf there. He had seen phones that looked like
ducks. You just had to remove the back and speak into it. He could see
a crack tracing the back of the carved duck, just where it should be. It
was certainly removable. Without a second thought, he snatched the
duck from the shelf.

"Here it is," he said to Terry and Ronnie. "It's a duck phone."

Ellen and Libby glanced at one another in puzzlement. Scott
lifted the back off the duck and put it to his ear. A waterfall of
pistachios spilled out and all over the floor. It wasn't a phone after all,
just a container!

Scott stared at his mistake in embarrassment. "Nuts!" he said
stunned, with everyone's eyes upon him.

"She pointed at the cupboard, not at the duck," Ronnie said,
trying to back away from Mariam.

The sleeping cat took notice of these new events and jumped
down from his own shelf, his eyes fixed on the pistachio nuts that spun
and slipped across the floor. They sent him into a crazed state. He leapt
on one of the nuts, swatting it with his right forepaw so hard that it shot
between Ellen's feet, down a few steps, and all the way under the bed
where Anne continued sleeping. This drove him even more frantic. He
crouched, wiggled his rear end in the air, and scampered after the
escaping nut, disappearing under the bed.

"Britches, you behave," Libby said to the cat with a smile.

"It's a duck phone!" said the mynah bird, mocking Scott.

"You too, Fred," Libby said to the bird. "We don't want any
trouble out of you right now."

"You named your bird, 'Fred'?" Ronnie said.

"His name is Seritaya, which means 'ruler of peace'. The closest
matching name in your language is Fred."

Scott had dropped to his knees and started scooping nuts back
into the duck-shaped container before realizing he ought to be throwing
them in the trash, not back into the bowl.
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"I'm sorry, I'm sorry," he sputtered, and dumped the rest of the
nuts out of the duck, making an even bigger pile. "Oops. I didn't mean
to do that. I need garbage," he said to Ellen apologetically.

"It's okay, pay it no mind, Scott," Ellen said casually. "Mariam
will take care of it."

Mariam shot Ellen an angry look, and then obediently (but with
noticeable impatience) stomped over to the pile of nuts, snatched the
duck away from Scott, and began scooping them back inside as quickly
as possible.

Scott stood and gave her some room, because she looked like
she was going to push him away otherwise. Hoping to get this all past
him quickly, Scott opened the cupboard Ronnie had indicated.

Inside there was a phone, but not the usual kind. He had seen
these only in old movies and pictures. It was a large black box mounted
on the wall inside, with a crank and a built-in bell microphone. An
earpiece hung separately on a hook. There was no dial pad either. Scott
stared at it for a moment, perplexed, and then took the earpiece down.
It had no wire attached to it.

Well, she did say it was wireless.

Terry watched with one part amusement and one part confusion.
Scott crossed over to him and handed him the receiver, hoping he
would know what to do.

"Don't give it to me," Terry said. "You're the one who wanted
it."

Ellen saw that Scott was troubled. "Is something wrong?" she
asked with suppressed concern.

"I never used this kind before," Scott admitted.

"Listen, why don't you stay a while," Libby said, stepping closer
to Terry.

Terry jumped at the opportunity. "Okay!"

Scott shook his head promptly. "I don't think—"

Terry stomped on Scott's foot.

"Ow!"

"I'm sorry, Scott. I thought I saw a cockroach."

Scott glared at him in silence.

"Can I have a word with you?" Terry drew Scott stumbling into
the most remote corner he could find, trying to get out of the girls'
range of hearing. They stood near Fred, who cocked his head back and
forth, watching them closely.
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"Hello," Fred said to them with his scratchy voice.

Terry and Scott nodded back in greeting.

While Ellen and Libby chatted with Ronnie, Terry whispered
close to Scott's ear.

"I got it figured out," Terry said. "You know what this is?"

"No."

"Think about it. Look how these girls are dressed."

"I saw. So what?"

"This has got to be a cathouse. Huh? Huh?" Terry fluttered his
eyebrows and winked his eye a few times.

Scott frowned. "Is there something in your eye?"

"No! Don't you understand, I think this is some kind of
cathouse."

A cathouse? Scott twisted his mouth, trying to figure things out.
He was distracted by Britches, who chased a pistachio past them across
the slick floor. Scott then guessed what Terry meant.

"What would a pet store be doing way out here in the woods?"
Scott whispered back.

Terry thought Scott was joking at first, but he realized Scott was
legitimately confused.

"Hello," Fred said cheerfully.

"Hello, already," Terry said to the bird.

Then Fred repeated Terry very loudly: "This has got to be a
cathouse! Huh? Huh?"

"Shh!" Terry shushed urgently, then covered his eyes in
embarrassment as all the girls looked at him. They had clearly heard the
mynah bird.

"Hey, this bird learns quick," Scott said with amazement. He
leaned toward Fred. "Can you say, 'Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled
peppers'?" he asked clearly.

"Hey, this bird learns quick!" Fred screeched. "This has got to
be a cathouse! Huh? Huh?"

"For crying out loud, Scott, stop encouraging him!" Terry said.

"Scott and Terry," Libby called. "Would you come here?
There's something we'd like to ask you."

Terry and Scott broke their unproductive huddle and returned to
the front of the room. Katy now stood with Ellen and Libby, and
Mariam was in line with them. They all looked more serious. Terry
scanned the lineup with a lifted eyebrow.
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"How much money will it cost us?" he asked, testing his theory.

The girls glanced at one another, puzzled at the remark. "We
don't use money," Ellen said hesitantly.

"Hallelujah," Terry said happily, rubbing his hands together.
"Let's get started. What do we do first?"

"Heal Anne for us."

Terry dropped his arms, dumbfounded. "What?"

Katy slowly meandered toward Scott, hands behind her back, lightly
shuffling her feet around. Her eyes were cast downward in shyness, and
Scott wouldn't look back at her directly.

"She's a-sicky," Katy said. Her voice was so perfect and
beautiful, it sounded almost musical to Scott.

Terry's excitement faded. "Well, I'm not a doctor."

"You don't need to be," Ellen said. "Any one of you can help."

"How?"

Ellen paused, trying to find the appropriate word. "You must
give her a smack," she said.

"Did you say, smack or snack?" Ronnie asked.

"You have to kiss her, darling," Libby explained.

Ellen snapped her finger. "Kiss! That's the word. Kiss."

Ronnie gawked at Libby in disbelief. Scott was paralyzed.

"Oh, I see," Terry said. "Well I think I can help after all. Here
Scott, hold my things." Terry shoved his duffel bag into Scott's arms
and approached Anne's bed. Ronnie followed along with curiosity, and
Ellen, Libby, and Mariam joined them.

Katy hung back near Scott, hands clasped behind her, head
down. Scott could feel her presence like the glow of a warm fire, and
he wished he could step closer to it, but he was afraid of getting burned.
He worried that she would smell the stink in his clothes. After a long
pause he took a fleeting look at her, to check her distance. She just
happened to glance up at him at the same time. They locked eyes
briefly, then bashfully turned away.

Terry looked closer at Anne. The smell of fresh red roses was
all around him. He almost forgot his naughty ideas and just wanted to
watch the girl sleep.

Mariam bounced around anxiously, squirming as if
uncomfortable in her clothes.

"Mariam, don't muck about," Ellen said sternly.
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Ronnie was on the opposite side of the bed, wide-eyed and
mystified. "This is kind of like Sleeping Beauty."

Terry noticed a large red apple on the bed stand. "Yeah, or
Snow White."

"Who are Sleeping Beauty and Snow White?" Libby asked
innocently. "Your sisters?"

"No," Ronnie said, not even surprised at the question. "Those
are cartoons. Since you don't have a TV you probably don't know
cartoons, do you? Actually, they were famous fairy tales."

All three girls seemed momentarily startled by Ronnie's remark,
but quickly recovered. "Isn't that interesting?" Ellen said finally.

"She's looks like she's actually sleeping," Terry observed. "She's
not actually in a coma, is she?"

"Um, well, I don't know the word for it, Sweetie," Libby said.
"But if you kiss her she'll wake up. I promise."

It had to be an act. "Ooookay. Where do I kiss?"

"On the lips, if you don't mind," Ellen said.

"Not at all. Not at all." Terry cleared his throat and swallowed
hard.

"Terry, check it out. What if she turns into a frog?" Ronnie said.

"You're too young to understand how great this is, aren't you
kid?" Terry said, buying a little time. He looked at Anne's lips. They
were very smooth and perfect. His pulse quickened. After all, he really
hadn't kissed too many girls in his life. Well, truth be told, he had never
kissed a girl on the lips before, but he didn't want the others to know
that.

"Well everyone," he breathed. "I'm going in."

He sat on the edge of the bed, and the three girls crowded
around closely to watch, silent. Their anticipation was palpable. Ronnie
noticed that Mariam kept scratching and clawing at her back. Ellen
took a hold of Mariam's hand and pulled it away. What could be her
problem?

Borrowing Scott's nervous tactics, Terry twisted his head from
side to side, stretching his neck muscles. Finally he leaned down into
Anne's face. If she was pretending, it was very realistic. She seemed to
be out like a light. He could feel her breath on his face when he got
close enough. It smelled like freshly cut wood, which was a pleasant
smell, but not what he expected. What did she do, swallow a mouthful
of sawdust?
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He gently pressed his lips on Anne's, but not too hard. Her lips
felt warm and slippery. He might have liked it better with her
permission, but she just lay there. It made him feel like he was stealing
her pocketbook.

Slowly her eyes opened. Seeing this, Terry drew back, glad that
it was over. Perhaps now she would actually consent to a kiss. That
would make him feel a lot better.

But that was just not to be. Anger crossed her face, and she
gripped Terry by the neck.

"Ack!" he gasped, trying to say something that was now trapped
in his throat.

She made a fist of her other hand and socked him in the eye.
Terry toppled backward, landing in a clump on the floor. Ronnie's
mouth fell open in astonishment as Anne quickly sat up in bed.

"No Anne!" Ellen interceded.

"He snogged me right on the gob!" Anne shouted with an Irish
accent.

"He healed you!" Libby said.

Terry got up from the floor holding his eye, the whole idea of
Anne consenting to a kiss fading with every throb of pain. Libby put
her arm around him. She smelled like cedar. "Are you alright, baby?"
she asked comfortingly.

Normally he would have welcomed her attention, but his ego
was tender at the moment. "Of course I'm all right. I just had my guard
down, that's all."

"He's a tinker!" Anne said with wide green eyes.

"Yes, there are three," Ellen quickly explained.

"Three tinkers?" Anne repeated, refusing to believe it.

"Tinkers three," Ellen nodded. "They heard us singing. Isn't that
jammy?"

Anne looked at Ronnie with astonishment and he smiled at her.
She glanced over at Scott, who was watching from near the front door
with Katy.

"These are juveniles!"

"Hey, now wait a minute," Terry said defensively. "Ronnie may
be a juvenile, but I'm sixteen!"

"You let juvenile tinkers in the fold?" Anne said crossly, and
reached to remove her hood. Ellen quickly stopped her.

"Ah-ah!" Ellen warned. "Not yet."
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"You mean they don't even know?"

"No," Libby said.

"Then how'd you get him to snog me like that?" Anne asked.

"I offered, he accepted," Ellen said.

Terry was certain there was more to these girls than met the eye,
and they weren't telling him something. Something big.

"What?" he asked. "What don't we know?"

"I'm sorry I hit you, but you didn't have to smooch," Anne said,
swinging her legs over the side of the bed.

"I wasn't 'smooching,' " he said defensively. "Anyway you're
taking this game way too seriously. You couldn't have been really
unconscious. A kiss doesn't wake you up, just like that."

Terry must have said something really stupid, judging from the
way Anne looked at him. "It does if you're a tinker!" she said.

"How come you keep calling us 'tinkers'?" Ronnie asked, but
Anne wasn't paying attention to him.

"I wasn't smooching!" repeated Fred in the adjoining great
room.

"How do you feel, Anne?" Libby asked. "We thought we were
going to lose you."

"Last thing I remember, [ was so dizzy I couldn't see straight,
and my stomach was in a desperate shape. Now I feel normal. Who is
this?" Anne gestured at Mariam.

"Mariam. She was to be your replacement," Libby explained.
Mariam flashed a few hand signals at Anne, and Anne nodded.

While Anne hugged and talked with her friends, Scott and Katy
were still timidly preoccupied with each other. Scott had seen what
happened, and as far as he was concerned, Terry deserved to be hit by a
girl. But he couldn't puzzle out what these girls were all about. It was
really hard for him to focus on his original objective, which was to get
help. Especially with Katy hanging around so near to him, nudging the
floor with her feet. Did he really want the sheriff here?

Some part of him wished he had the bravery to reach over and
part the tassels around her face so he could see it better.

He wondered if she detected his stink at all. She was standing a
little too close. "Um... I'm sorry if I smell," he said without looking at
her. "I could—I could step outside and smell out there, if you want."
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Katy didn't speak with any noticeable accent, but she had a cute
way of putting things, and her high-pitched voice was as sweet as
chocolate milk. "Anne's up now, so you're dry. No more smelly."

Scott felt his pants. He was completely dry. "What in... You're
right. How...?" In fact, his clothes felt clean, as if fresh out of the
laundry. They had said if Anne was kissed his clothes would dry—and
that's exactly what happened. But how? He sniffed his sleeve. No bad
smell at all. It didn't make sense.

He became aware that he could breathe easily. His allergies had
been fading away ever since he entered the cottage.

"So what do you think of our tree?" Katy asked, instead of
addressing his question. She wouldn't look directly at him, and instead
played with a couple of objects on the shelf nearby.

"The big one on top of your house? It's great. Roof probably
doesn't leak, I guess."

She shuffled closer to him.

"Would you like to go up?"

"Up where?"

"To the top of the tree."

The idea horrified him. The last time he was up that high he
fainted. "Oh no, no, I can't do that. I'm afraid of falling. It's too far up."

Katy inched closer, swaying back and forth and tilting her head.

"I'm-a sorry. But, you knows, I can hold you if you want. You
won't fall when you're with me. I promise."

Scott swallowed. "Uh...well...it's just that I'm also afraid of...I
mean ['m a panty-phobe—er—that's not what I mean—I meant pant-o-
phobe, not panty-phobe. I'm not afraid of panties. Well actually I am
afraid of panties. But not yours. Not that I want yours or anything! Oh
God in Heaven." Scott covered his eyes in a nervous brain panic.

Fortunately, Ellen stepped up to them and broke Scott's tension.

"Are you hungry, Scott?" she asked politely.

"I suppose, but I'll probably throw it up."

"Well that sounds...jolly," she said. "Maybe we'll all throw it up
together, if that's something you'd enjoy. Come outside everyone."

Scott was so startled he forgot about his embarrassment. Why
were they all going outside? She wasn't serious about that "throw up"
thing, was she? Ellen probably didn't understand the term. Didn't they
ever throw up in England?
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Terry was still holding his eye when he followed them out the
door, and Mariam happily skipped behind Ronnie. Ronnie hurried so
that she wouldn't run into him.

"Let's go, Scott," Katy said, a little less shyly. "We'll feed your
tummy outside, okay?"

Without looking in Katy's direction, Scott rushed out the door to
keep up with the other boys. But he didn't want to get too far away
from her either.

Outside, the girls trotted into the field under the great canopy of
the giant tree. They were glad to have Anne back from her deep sleep.
Scott wondered how long Anne had been out like that, and why they
didn't simply take her into town to a doctor. But then he guessed these
girls didn't go into town very much. That's why they were so eccentric.
But how did they visit so many of the world's countries then?

"Where are we going?" Terry asked, taking a look back at the
cottage. He assumed they were going to eat inside.

Ellen was preoccupied, inspecting the ground. "This looks like a
fertile spot," she said in the middle of some tall green grass. "Join
hands here."

Ellen and Mariam took Ronnie's hands, and Mariam took
Terry's hand also. Libby took Terry's other hand.

"Come on Scott, join us," Libby said, encouraging him into the
circle.

"What are you doing?" Scott asked.

"You can, you knows, hold my hand if you want to," Katy said
bashfully.

Timidly holding out her hand, Katy flashed a cute smile. Scott
scratched his head nervously, and after a little thought, let her take hold
of his hand. Her skin was warm, soft, and smooth, and holding her
hand made him feel less nervous. Libby snatched his other hand
unexpectedly. He would have yanked it free, but she held it tightly.
Then Anne completed the circle.

All of the girls bowed their heads and closed their eyes. Finally
the boys realized what was going on, and they also bowed their heads.
But they didn't close their eyes, because they were too bewildered.
They weren't sure what to expect. There was nothing out here but tall
grass and a few butterflies. Maybe they ate butterflies? Scott felt like he
already had a few in his stomach.

Ellen began to pray.
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"We thank you for the food you grow for us, for the friends you
bring us, and the help they offer. And we are so delighted that you
allowed Annisimara to stay with us longer."

Then all of the girls spoke in unison using a language the boys
didn't recognize.

"Moshima kibby-to-soma adonai mimmi-di sochay!" they said.

Suddenly all the grass inside their circle fell flat into a swirled
pattern. It looked exactly like a primitive crop circle!

"Wow, so that's how it happens!" Ronnie exclaimed, yanking
his hands free of the circle. Terry and Scott jumped back in fear and
confusion.

And it wasn't over. In the center of the circle a plant burst out of
the ground and grew into a stalk of vegetables.

"Oh my gosh!" Scott exclaimed.

"Wow, cool!" Ronnie said. "It's like special effects in the
movies!"

Terry and Scott were not taking things as well as Ronnie. This
was not something that could be explained by anything within reason,
and the older you got the more you needed reason to explain things.

The plant stopped growing at about Scott's height.

"It's a food stalk," Ellen said, hoping that would help. She
picked an ear of corn off one stem and shucked it.

But didn't corn grow on straight stalks? This had various strange
branches growing every which way, and each leaf was shaped
differently.

Libby picked some cherries. But didn't cherries grow on some
kind of tree?

Katy plucked a small branch of grapes and offered one to Scott.
"Here, we can share," she said.

But Scott wouldn't move. His eyes were frozen wide, his arms
were fixed to his sides, his legs were pinned to the ground, and his
mouth wouldn't close. It was no magic that held him still, but
something almost as powerful: fear and shock.

Not sure what else to do, Katy decided to place the grape
between his open lips. Normally he would have been too bashful to let
a girl put a grape in his mouth, but he simply couldn't move. The grape
just stuck there, halfway in.
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Anne found an apple deep inside the bush, and Mariam yanked
out a banana. It was like a mutant bush, with all the different foods
growing on it at the same time.

"Come on fellas, it's good," Libby said.

"It just makes veggies?" Ronnie asked. "Does it make anything
else?" Veggies were just so boring.

"What food do you like?" Ellen asked.

"Pizza!"

"I don't think I know that..."

"Oh, I know," Libby said. "Moshima kibby-to-soma pedotray!"
In response to her foreign words, a pod grew out of the bush, bloated to
an extra-large size, and crackled open. There was a pizza inside. Terry
ventured a little closer to make sure his eyes weren't deceiving him.
Mushrooms and broccoli actually grew through the cheese, and it was
even hot. There was no meat on it, but Ronnie didn't really care.

"Holy moly!" he said.

Libby picked out a piece and handed it to him. "It's already
sliced, so you can share it with Scott and Terry if they want some."

But Scott and Terry were in no mood to eat. Scott in fact did
feel like he wanted to throw up. The grape was still halfway in his
mouth.

"Now wait just a minute here," Terry said. All the girls looked
at him with big, innocent, beautiful eyes. If he said something rude he'd
lose their interest in him, so he had to try to maintain some tact. He
struggled to figure out how to say what he wanted to say without being
rude. "I've never...seen the Amish do anything like this."

Suddenly Scott snapped out of his trance. "Who are you
people?" he sputtered, the grape flying out of his mouth. So much for
tact.

"Malini," Anne said to Ellen, "if you've finished being subtle,
let's bring an end this charade. If they heard simsim-aya, then—"

"Enda ment semica fimi," Ellen retorted.

"Nathapay dolan tabesa! Ma sortis lokey semia sayblue," Anne
argued back.

"What is that, Chinese?" Ronnie asked with a mouthful of
pizza.

"Okay then," Ellen said, finally giving in. "We want the three of
you to know, we mean no harm. We are a loving and caring race. We
have been living among your kind since your beginning, protecting the
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Father Tree and assisting in the balance of your natures. Please, we
hope you will not run away."

Scott felt his stomach burn with dread, and his body began to
tingle. Something else was going to happen, by the sound of it. And he
realized he had to use the bathroom really badly.

All the girls tossed their vegetables down and lowered their
hoods. The boys could now understand why they had kept their hoods
up all this time. It was to hide their ears. Their ears were not normal.
They were tall and pointed, protruding out of their hair. Whereas Scott
was too afraid to look at Katy before, now he couldn't take his eyes off
of her. She was quite breathtaking to behold, even if her ears were
nothing like what Scott had ever seen outside of storybooks. He could
see by her brown eyes that she was sorry, and a little embarrassed.

The boys said nothing; they just stared. Scott was light-headed
and felt his knees weakening. Suddenly his eyes rolled back into his
head and he fainted, dropping into the soft grass like a limp noodle.

Terry took no notice of Scott, as the girls weren't finished. They
each removed their capes, revealing velvet-and-satin jerkins and
bodices underneath, along with something else... Something even more
incredible than their pointed ears.

Wings.

Each of the girls had a pair twelve- to eighteen-inch brown-
feathered wings growing out of the center of her upper back, through
the specially designed medieval clothes. Now free from having been
flattened and concealed for so long the wings stretched upward,
shuddering to release stiff muscles and flapping to cool off.

And that was all Terry could take. He collapsed, out cold, on the
other side of Ronnie.

Ronnie was fascinated by the girls, and amused that Scott and
Terry had fainted. He had never seen anyone faint before. He finished
up his slice of pizza, but didn't want to eat the crust.

He glanced at Scott on one side of him and Terry on the other,
making sure they wouldn't be waking up any time soon, before asking
the obvious question:

"Can I have their pizza?



3 ol

t was late afternoon in the woods, and Ronnie noticed that the
shadows being cast by the trees were getting a little longer.
Mariam walked anxiously along at his side while he tried to eat

a carrot stick. He didn't like carrots all that much, but he didn't
get to finish the rest of the pizza, and Mariam happened to have some
carrot sticks in her pocket. Anyway, these carrots didn't taste all that
bad. At least they settled his stomach, which was getting a little upset
by all the action of the day, chased down by pizza.

The girls had asked Ronnie to show Mariam where the sewer
hole was. What good Mariam could do was anyone's guess. She
couldn't pull the car out of there, could she?

Unfortunately, that whole bit about her being 'mute' was a
bunch of hooey. She was gabbing a lot now, bouncing around him, her
wings flapping happily. She had a thick fairy accent, it seemed to
Ronnie, because her English was very broken.

"A tinker, a tinker, I'm walking with a tinker! Does you like the
wings we got? Does you like the ears? Is you not excited, yes? Never
see tinkers do we, never do! Airmakers play with tinkers all the time. I
left out, not allowed, but now I can, now I can!"

"No wonder they wouldn't let you say anything," Ronnie said.
"You talk way too much."

"No, no, no, you silly, you silly. I'm not with your language
learned well, I cannot talk the ways I 'sposed to. I can give us away our
secret before we ready!"

"Boy, you're weird." Some part of Ronnie enjoyed her
company, strange as it seemed, but he really didn't want to admit it.

She was so distracting that he hadn't been paying attention to
where they were going. He was sure he would recognize the woods
near the sewer hole if they got close enough and they would surely
smell the stink, but so far the forest smelled sweet and fresh. Mariam
was getting ahead of him.
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"Slow down, you're going too fast," Ronnie said. "I'm supposed
to be taking us to the car, remember?"

Then they came upon a small clearing and Ronnie stopped
short. He saw the beehive.

"Wait a minute, this is it!" He was sure it was the same hive,
but...where was the sewer hole? "But it's gone!" The clearing was just a
huge patch of dead grass and solid ground. "The hole was right here! I
know it was. See, there's skid marks!" The tire marks just stopped at the
edge of the dead grass.

"That was the Crud, the water it was. This brown the scar it is,
you see?" Mariam said. Ronnie had no idea what she was saying.
"Petooey on the Crud. It went away when Anne came back. We put
bees to say 'keep away' but tinkers never listen. Tinkers never see, but
you saw. You the special! I'm esposed-a fix the scar. Stand back!"

Mariam pushed Ronnie backward a few feet and he stumbled to
the ground. She walked directly up to the beehive and pointed at it.

"Seseh-kay noby-kay tibi do napikan!" she said in her fairy
language.

Suddenly the bees swarmed out of the hive in a column, straight
into Mariam's pointed arm.

Ronnie was horrified, jumping to his feet. But there was nothing
he could do; she was too close to the hive, and he was too far away.

"Run, Mariam! Look out!" he shouted.

The bees completely covered Mariam in seconds. Ronnie didn't
know what to do. He anxiously looked around.

"Help! Somebody help!" Ronnie called, but the buzzing of the
bees was so loud that his voice was mostly drowned out. Then he
noticed that none of the bees were coming after him.

Mariam, still standing, pointed her other hand at the dead weeds
where the pond used to be. Ronnie watched in awe as the bees formed
another column and shot into the dead weeds. He backed up against a
tree as Mariam hosed the scar down with bees.

At first Ronnie couldn't figure out what was happening. The
bees filled the weeds like a buzzing, yellow liquid. But something else
was going on. Each bee on the ground was transformed into a flower or
plant, rooting into the earth and growing and blossoming at an extreme
speed. The sprouts shot up through the blanket of bees, which
disappeared one by one.
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The buzzing slowly subsided. Soon the whole area was packed
with beauty, and all the bees and dead vegetation were gone.

He could see Mariam again, and she seemed perfectly fine. No
stings, no panic, not even a little sweat. But she was still pointing at the
beehive. Ronnie was about to ask something when he saw the hive melt
into a big blob of honey. It stretched down into Mariam's arm and
disappeared, as if her skin had drunk it. Nothing was left of the hive
now, either.

Mariam picked a huge yellow flower, pranced up to Ronnie,
and handed it to him.

"Someday I hope you call me, 'Honey,' " she said. Then she
clapped her hands over her mouth with embarrassment and danced off
into the forest, giggling. Ronnie stood alone for a moment, holding the
flower and gazing at the blossoming field in speechless wonder.

Meanwhile, Scott and Terry still lay fainted. The girls had
carried them into the cottage, and placed each of them into a round
papasan chair.

Th