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Last fall, my aunt Alice moved from a Boston suburb to Bexhill, a small town in Vermont. For the first time she had enough space for me to spend my summers with her instead of going to camp. Mom was delighted. She knew how much I hated camp, but even though I was almost thirteen, she didn’t think I was old enough to spend my summers alone in Brooklyn while she worked. What could be better for me—and safer—than a summer in a small town?

When we pulled into her driveway, I thought my aunt’s house was like something out of an old-fashioned kid’s picture book, almost too pretty to be true, with flowers, blooming vines, and shade trees. There was even a front porch with a wooden swing at one end. All that was missing was a cat curled up on a mat by the front door. I hadn’t been allowed to bring my cat, Suki, but I hoped to convince my aunt she needed a cat. I couldn’t imagine living without one.

While we unloaded my luggage, I took a quick look at the neighbors on either side. On the right was a house similar to my aunt’s—what people call a Victorian cottage, with dormers and fancy wood trim. Aunt Alice’s house was yellow with blue trim, and the one beside it was blue with yellow trim. Sweet, I thought.

What really caught my attention, though, were the woods on the other side of my aunt’s yard. The trees grew so close to a sagging wood fence that their branches hung over Aunt Alice’s house. Some even brushed the roof.

Aunt Alice took one of my suitcases. “So, what do you think of my new home, Zoey?”

“It’s wonderful!” I hugged her. “This is going to be the best summer ever!”

She hugged me back. “I’ve looked forward to it all year.”

I followed her up the sidewalk. “Are those woods next door a park? Or a vacant lot?”

“Definitely not. Miss Dupree owns that land. No trespassers allowed.”

I gazed at the woods longingly. “How would she know if someone trespassed?”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t see a house, so she must not live there.”

“Oh, she lives there, all right. I’ve never seen the house, but it’s hidden in there somewhere.” Aunt Alice frowned. “She’s very secretive and bad-tempered. She speaks to no one and no one speaks to her. I’m warning you, Zoey, don’t put one foot on her property.”

I followed my aunt inside, my thoughts on the mysterious Miss Dupree. I pictured a mean old lady wearing a baggy dress and dirty sneakers. But what was she really like? Maybe she wasn’t as bad as my aunt thought.

Even though I’d been warned not to, I decided that exploring the woods was my first priority. Yes, I’d lounge in that porch swing, I’d read, I’d write in my journal, I’d enjoy a summer without camp counselors bossing me around, but all that could wait until I’d seen Miss Dupree and her house for myself.

Aunt Alice showed me my bedroom and left me to unpack while she fixed dinner. I spun around in a circle, arms outspread, grinning like an idiot. All this space! The room was at least twice the size of my room in Brooklyn. The windows were large and let in plenty of light, at least from the front—no fire escapes, no brick walls, no neighbors’ windows, no rumble of traffic, no horns blowing, no sirens.

From the double windows, I saw my aunt’s yard and a shady street. A woman walked a dog, a boy rode by on a bike, two little girls played hopscotch on the sidewalk. Somewhere a lawn mower droned.

Nice, but not as interesting as the view from the other window. From the side, I looked straight into the woods. The trees were so close that leaves brushed against the screen. Miss Dupree’s property was deep and dark and endless, a forest in a fairy tale where nothing was what it seemed and danger lurked in the shadows. Witches, wicked fairies, enchantments good and bad—all the things I loved to read about.

What if I were a girl in such a forest, lost and afraid? Perhaps a witch lived there in a cottage. Perhaps she’d invite me in and cast a spell on me and keep me prisoner. Perhaps I’d be rescued. Perhaps I wouldn’t be. Perhaps I’d find my own way home.

Maybe I’d write a story about that girl, but now I wanted to explore the woods in real life. I might come face-to-face with animals I’d never seen outside of a zoo—deer, raccoons, possums, foxes. Nothing big and dangerous, like a bear or a wolf. They probably lived in the mountains I’d seen in the distance.



When Aunt Alice and I sat down for dinner, I asked her if she’d ever met Miss Dupree.

“Once,” Aunt Alice said. “It didn’t go well.”

“Why? What happened?”

“Not long after I moved here, I saw her walk past my house. I tried to introduce myself. You know, like people do. She looked me in the eye and said, ‘No need for introductions. I keep to myself. That’s why I have a fence. That’s why I’ve posted No Trespassing signs.’ I’ve never spoken to her again. Nor she to me.”

I leaned across the table, eager to hear more about our strange neighbor. “What does she look like?”

“It’s hard to say, Zoey. She’s not really old but certainly not young. Not pretty but not ugly either.” Aunt Alice sipped her iced tea. “She’s average height, I’d say, and thin. Her hair’s gray and she wears it in a knot at the nape of her neck.”

She paused a moment before adding, “There’s definitely something strange about her, maybe because she lives alone and hardly ever leaves her house. Maybe it’s her cats—she has at least a dozen, all black, totally wild. The skinniest, ugliest cats I’ve ever seen. They roam the neighborhood, killing birds and terrifying pets—both cats and dogs. Children too.”

Now I pictured Miss Dupree as a fierce old lady with her hair screwed tightly into a bun, still wearing a saggy dress and sneakers, but meaner than the grouchy old women in Brooklyn.

Aunt Alice surprised me by saying, “The few times I’ve seen her, she’s been well dressed—beautifully tailored clothing, long, flowing scarves, that sort of thing. Very expensive, I’d say.”

“Where does she go dressed up like that?”

“I have no idea, but sometimes she comes home in an old taxi. The driver usually follows her in. He leaves with an armload of boxes. He must deliver them for her.”

“What’s in the boxes?”

“No idea.” She laid down her fork. “It’s odd, now that I think about it, but I’ve never seen that cab anywhere else in town.” She helped herself to another piece of chicken and passed me the platter.

While I ate, I made a plan to follow Miss Dupree the first time I saw her. I’d keep an eye out for the cab too.

Aunt Alice tapped my wrist to get my attention, the exact same thing Mom did. “You seem very curious about Miss Dupree. Believe me, she’s a very unpleasant woman. Please stay away from her and her woods. When she says no trespassing, she means no trespassing.”

I busied myself with my chicken. Aunt Alice was right. I was actually more than curious about Miss Dupree. She was a book I couldn’t wait to read.



After dinner, Aunt Alice and I played a game of Scrabble. During the other times I’d visited, we’d settled into our own special routines. Scrabble after dinner. Pizza on Fridays. Eating out on Saturdays.

At the same moment when Aunt Alice won the game, Mom called. I told her about the woman next door and the woods, and she told me about her day at the office and the meeting she’d chaired. “Mr. Chaney was very pleased with me. I think I’m on track for either a bonus or a promotion—maybe both.”

“That’s great, Mom. Congratulations.”

“Thanks, Zoey. I miss you, kiddo! The apartment is empty without you.”

“I miss you too, Mom.”

“If I know my sister, she’ll keep you entertained. You won’t be bored.”

I asked her to put my cat on the phone. Even though I knew Suki didn’t understand anything I said, I hoped she’d recognize my voice.

“I miss you so much, Suki. I wish you were here!”

Suki meowed once or twice but I couldn’t be sure she knew it was me.

After Suki got off the phone, Mom asked to talk to her sister. I told her I loved her and handed the phone to Aunt Alice.

By then, I was so tired I could hardly keep my eyes open, but once I got into bed, I had trouble falling asleep. Maybe I wasn’t used to absolute darkness. At home, a streetlight shone in my bedroom window. Headlights made tracks across my ceiling. Neighbors’ lamps kept their windows lit long after I fell asleep.

Finally, I gave up and perched at the foot of my bed, staring out into the night. In the dark, the woods were even more mysterious. Fireflies winked on and off in the trees, like thousands of tiny Christmas lights. I could almost believe they were magic lanterns carried by invisible creatures like will-o’-the-wisps in fairy tales, as dangerous as they were beautiful.

I searched for a light from Miss Dupree’s house, but the trees hid even the smallest glimmer. Maybe in the winter, when the trees were bare, you could see it. Unfortunately, I wouldn’t be here then, unless Mom and I came for Christmas, but usually she had too much work to take off more than Christmas Day and sometimes Christmas Eve.

Though I didn’t see anything, I heard a strange whirring noise. It came and went as if the night breeze carried it to me and then took it back. The sound must have been coming from Miss Dupree’s house, but I couldn’t figure out what made it. Maybe she had visitors. But that wasn’t very likely. As far as I could tell, she was very unfriendly. Why would she invite anyone to her house?

After a while, I lost interest in the noise. It just went on and on, never changing, never giving a clue as to what made it. Shivering in the cold night air, I closed the window and slid under my covers. Surely, I would sleep now.

But I was as tense as ever. Right side, left side, on my back, and on my stomach, I flipped and flopped. I couldn’t get comfortable no matter what I did.

If only Mom had let me bring my cat. Suki slept beside me every night. She purred in my ear and put me to sleep.

Without Suki’s warmth to comfort me, I gave up and did an exercise my gym teacher taught us. Beginning with my feet, I relaxed my whole body piece by piece—toes, ankles, shin bones, knees, and so on, until I finally fell asleep.
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I woke up to sunshine and bird song. The woods were a dark shade of green shot through with yellow from the sun, still mysterious but nothing like last night.

Pulling a hoodie over my pajamas, I ran downstairs, hopping from step to step like a dancer in an old Fred Astaire movie. Aunt Alice was in the kitchen scrambling eggs. Sunlight shone in the window and the radio was tuned to classical music. From the back, she looked so much like my mother, I almost forgot Mom wasn’t here.

“I was just about to wake you,” Aunt Alice said. “I’m due at the library at eight thirty. I think I told you earlier, but I wanted to make sure you remembered.” She poured herself a cup of coffee and set a plate of scrambled eggs, hash browns, and toast in front of me. “I ate already,” she told me. “I was too hungry to wait for Miss Sleepyhead to get out of bed.”

“Wow. This looks better than the breakfast Mom and I get at the diner.” I picked up my fork and got to work on the eggs. “It tastes better too.”

While I ate, I told Aunt Alice about the weird whirring sound. “Did you hear it?”

She shook her head. “My bedroom’s on the other side of the house, but in all honesty, I sleep so soundly a tornado wouldn’t wake me.”

“Do you think it was cicadas?”

She shook her head again. “Too early in the summer to be cicadas.”

“Maybe Miss Dupree had company,” I suggested. “And the whirring noise was some sort of weird music.”

“I can’t imagine her having guests, Zoey.”

“Well, what did I hear then?”

“Maybe you were dreaming. I’ve had dreams so real I woke up thinking they actually happened.”

I ate a slice of toast spread thickly with Aunt Alice’s homemade blackberry jam, the best I’d ever tasted. She could be right. I had vivid dreams too, but usually mine were about tsunamis or wars or maniacs climbing through my window to kill me. I was sure I’d been awake when I heard the whirring sounds.

Aunt Alice carried her cup to the sink. “What do you plan to do today?”

“Hang around the house, I guess. Maybe go for a walk.”

She kissed me and picked up her purse. “See you around three. Thank goodness for summer hours.”

After she left, I went to my room to get dressed and make my bed. As I was smoothing the spread, I heard a noise and looked out my open window.

Right below me, a big black cat slunk out of the woods. Several black cats, all long and skinny, followed the first one. Miss Dupree’s cats, I supposed, just as mean and ugly as I’d imagined.

They looked up and saw me at the window. Their leader growled and laid back its ears, and the others lashed their tails and hissed. All of them, that is, except one—a small cat, not a kitten but full-grown, the runt of the litter maybe, as delicate and pretty as can be. She was totally out of place in that tribe of big mean cats.

Gazing up at me, she rose on her haunches like a meerkat, her eyes on me and me alone. If ever a cat needed a friend, she did.

The others skulked away through the weeds and brambles, but the small cat stayed where she was, looking right at me, just the way Suki did when she wanted something.

“Oh, you, you’re so sweet,” I called. “Come over here, and I’ll feed you. You look so hungry.”

The cat crept closer to the tall wooden fence dividing my aunt’s yard from Miss Dupree’s property. She hesitated, unsure of me, so I whispered again, “Kitty, kitty, kitty.”

I held my breath as she put one paw under the fence, then another. Slowly she poked her head through the gap.

Just as she began to creep into my aunt’s yard, the leader of the cats burst out of the weeds. The small cat whirled to face it. With a savage smack, the big cat knocked her to the ground. The small cat rolled on her back and lay still, clearly giving up.

“Oh,” I called to her. “Get up! Run! Don’t let that bully hurt you!”

The big cat growled as if to say the small cat belonged to her. Giving her a vicious cuff, the bully chased her into the woods.

“You haven’t won,” I shouted after the cat. “Just wait and see. I’m going to rescue that cat and nothing you can do will stop me.”

I ran outside to the fence. It was too tall to see over, but I found a loose board and pushed it aside. The cats were gone, as if they’d never been there. Somewhere in the woods a couple of crows cawed back and forth.

Later, after I’d eaten lunch, I sat in the porch swing and waited for Aunt Alice to come home. It was almost two. Only an hour to wait.

The summer had begun just as I’d imagined. I had a book and big glass of lemonade. I pushed my foot against the porch and the swing swayed gently.

After a few minutes, I heard a soft meow. The small cat sat on the porch railing and stared at me. Her eyes were pale green and as round and shiny as marbles.

“Well, hello, cat,” I said. “Have you run away again?”

She twitched her tail and kept her eyes on me as if she had something important to say. Maybe she was hungry, maybe she wanted me to pet her, maybe she was just curious.

I patted my lap. “Come here, cat, and tell me everything.”

Instead of accepting my invitation, she stayed where she was and washed her face, never looking away from me.

“Are you hungry?”

Still watching me, she continued grooming herself. Everything about her was neat and dainty.

“Do you like tuna?” I asked her.

Her ears flicked and she meowed so softly I barely heard her. I stood up, expecting her to run but glad she stayed where she was.

“Wait right there.” I went inside, opened a can of tuna, and put a dab on a saucer. Moving slowly so as not to scare her, I put the food on the porch floor. Without making a sound, she jumped down from the railing and sniffed the tuna. In less than a minute, she was licking the empty plate.

I gave her another helping and sat beside her on the porch floor. Cautiously I reached out and stroked her. She was so thin I felt her spine and her ribs. Instead of running, she purred.

“Do you want to stay here with me?” I whispered.

Her purr became a rumble and she rubbed her head against my leg. She might as well have said yes.

“You’ll be safe here. I won’t let those horrible cats come near you.” I stroked the soft place under her chin. “How did you ever end up with them?”

Suddenly her back arched and she whirled around. The leader of the cats jumped onto the railing. The small cat leapt from my lap and darted into the bushes. The mean one ran after her.

The small cat raced ahead as if her life depended on getting away. The big one drove her toward the fence and chased her under it. Close behind, I shoved the loose board aside and ran after them.

The cats bounded down a narrow, twisting path that led into the woods. Ignoring the No Trespassing signs, I followed. Nothing would stop me from rescuing that cat, not even Miss Dupree herself.

With every step I took, the woods grew denser and darker. The humid air hummed with gnats and mosquitoes. My T-shirt clung to my back like a wet rag. Sweat poured down my face and dripped from my chin. I would have paid twenty dollars for a bottle of water.

Gradually the trees thinned out and I came to a clearing. A house loomed up in front of me. Boards covered the first-floor windows, and the windows on the second floor were barred. It looked more like a prison than someone’s home. The witch in my fairy tale could have kept the lost girl here, locked in a room with bars on the window.

I crouched at the edge of the woods and watched the house. It looked deserted, but Miss Dupree must have been inside. Surely, she’d heard me crashing through the woods, calling the cat.

But the house was silent. Miss Dupree didn’t come out to chase me away. Like a mouse, I waited for the cat to pounce.

Minutes passed with no sign of her. Hoping to be less visible, I hunched over and crept along a path to the back of the house. Crooked stairs led to a small porch. A No Trespassing sign was nailed to the door, its letters scrawled in red paint.

Keeping my head down, I tiptoed slowly around the corner, sure that Miss Dupree was watching every step I took, hearing every sound I made. The fierce summer heat made me itch all over.

Where were the cats? I looked back to make sure they weren’t sneaking up on me, but nothing moved in the weeds. It was like everything held its breath and waited to see what happened next.

Finally, I heard a faint meow. I got down on my hands and knees and crawled through the weeds and bushes, pushing past brambles with sharp thorns, searching under every branch for the little cat.

At last, I found her crouched by the house, her back pressed against the wall. I stretched my hand toward her. “Kitty, kitty,” I whispered.

She looked at me but didn’t move. When I crawled closer, I saw why. Almost hidden by tangled vines and bushes, the other cats huddled in a semicircle around the small cat. Their heads swung toward me and they growled, as if daring me to come nearer.

“Shoo,” I whispered. “Go away. Scat!”

They lashed their tails, but otherwise they didn’t move. The little black cat didn’t move either. She watched the others as if she was just as scared of them as I was.

“I’m not afraid of you,” I lied to the cats. With a quick move, I scooped up the small cat and got to my feet.

“We’re leaving now,” I told the others. “Okay?”

It wasn’t okay. They crept toward me slowly, their bellies pressed to the ground as though they were stalking a mouse. Their eyes gleamed, their tails whipped back and forth.

Holding the small cat, I backed away. “Scat!” I whispered. “Scat!” As if to help, the cat in my arms hissed at them.

They continued to move toward me, and I continued to edge away, afraid to turn my back on them. I’d never been afraid of cats or even dogs, but these weren’t like any cats I’d ever met. There were so many of them, and they all looked like they wanted to kill me.

I tripped on something and fell flat on my back with the cat still clasped in my arms.

The others snarled and ran forward, but before they reached me, a low voice called, “That’s enough, my dears, leave them to me.”

Without letting go of the small cat, I staggered to my feet. Half-hidden in shadows, a thin woman strode down the porch steps. Her face was pale and sharp featured, her mouth thin lipped, her eyes darkened with makeup. She wore a dark red dress, and a black-and-white scarf fluttered around her neck. A long-haired white cat followed her.

It was Miss Dupree herself, just as my aunt had described her but much scarier.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Her voice was slightly accented and harsh. “Put that cat down at once! She belongs to me.”

The small cat’s sharp claws bit through my shirt and into my skin. She laid her ears back and hissed as if daring Miss Dupree to take her from me.

“She was in my yard,” I said, “and one of your cats chased her into the woods. I rescued her and I’m taking her home with me.” I was scared, but I was not giving this poor shivering cat to that woman.

“You have no right to be on my property or to help yourself to one of my cats.” She directed my attention to the sign on her door. “Is it presumptuous to assume you know how to read?”

“I’m not leaving without this cat.” I’d never spoken to an adult so rudely, but I was more angry than scared now.

“Well, Zoey, perhaps I should tell your aunt how defiant you’ve been. She’ll be shocked to hear you tried to steal my cat.”

I stared at her. “How do you know my name?”

“Oh, I know all about you, Zoey.” She came toward me, stopping when she was less than a foot away. This close, her eyes were a strange shade of pale green flecked with yellow. In the sunlight, her pupils were tiny black dots.

I stepped back, frightened of her eyes and the way they peered into mine, as if she could read every thought I’d ever had. I held the hissing cat tightly, but my legs trembled. It seemed the cat was braver than I was.

As I stepped backward, Miss Dupree stepped forward, like we were doing a strange dance. “Thirteen is mine. She belongs here with her sisters. I have no patience with bratty children who trespass on my property and torment my cats.”

She made a sudden move and yanked the cat she called Thirteen from my arms. The cat struggled, scratched, and bit, but she couldn’t break the woman’s grip on her.

Shaking the angry cat, Miss Dupree said, “Be still, Thirteen! Do not fight me. You are mine, not hers.”

“Give her back!” I cried. “Give her back!” I reached for the cat, but the others wove themselves into a tight circle around me. One bit my ankle. Another scratched my leg, drawing blood.

“Please,” I begged. “You have so many cats. Why can’t you let me have her?”

The cats snarled louder. They pressed against me so tightly I couldn’t move. One bit my ankle again, harder this time, and I cried out in pain.

“Let her go, my dear girls.” Miss Dupree made a strange fluttering gesture with her hand, and the cats immediately broke their circle and ran to her side.

She turned to me. “Leave my property now and never come here again.” She stepped closer as if she was about to tell me a secret. “Thirteen is mine, Zoey. Nothing you do can change that.”

Miss Dupree carried the struggling cat into her house. The white cat followed closely at her heels. The black ones flowed behind them. The door shut with a bang that shook the flimsy porch.
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Sobbing with anger and fear, I ran back through the woods. Briars scratched my legs. Mosquitos and gnats bit me. I fell and cut my knee on a sharp stone.

The woods seemed endless. Tree roots spread everywhere, humping out of the ground, tripping me.

Where was the fence? Where was Aunt Alice’s house? All I saw were trees, trees, trees, all around me, blocking my way, blocking my view.

I must have run in circles, passing the same trees again and again. Breathing hard, I stood still for a moment. The woods spun in a green blur. My head felt like it was spinning with them. I staggered and grabbed hold of a tree to keep from falling.

I breathed deeply and closed my eyes for a moment. When I opened them, I realized the fence was only a few feet away, almost hidden in the underbrush. Beyond it was the safety of Aunt Alice’s house.

I wiggled through the gap and collapsed on the grass. I was safe, but my heart still pounded. I felt like laughing hysterically, but I cried instead.

When my heart slowed to normal, I stood up slowly, still feeling kind of shaky. Beyond the fence, the woods were still and peaceful. A thrush sang, and the afternoon sun slanted down through the trees. It must have been after three, which meant my aunt was home.

I ran across the yard and into the kitchen. And there she was, sitting at the table reading the New Yorker, a glass of iced tea beside her. She looked up, startled, as I threw myself into her arms.

“Zoey,” she gasped, “what’s wrong? You’re covered with scratches and bug bites. Are you all right?”

“Oh, Aunt Alice,” I sobbed. “There was this sweet little cat, she came from next door and I fed her, and then a big ugly, horrible cat chased her into the woods, and I ran after her. And, and—”

I held on tighter. “Miss Dupree came outside and yelled at me, and she took the little cat away. I was so scared. She was really mad, and her eyes . . . they were . . . oh, I can’t tell you how they were, you’d have to see them. It’s like she looked in my brain and read my thoughts.”

“Oh, Zoey, Zoey.” Aunt Alice hugged me and stroked my back. “I told you not to go near her or her property.”

“Don’t be mad, please don’t be mad. I just wanted to save the little cat.”

My aunt hugged me again. “It’s all right. I’m not mad. I know how much you love cats.” She handed me her iced tea. “Here, drink this. You need it more than I do.”

I thanked her and drank the tea in big hiccupping gulps. “If I see that little cat again, I’ll bring her inside where she’ll be safe. Miss Dupree won’t dare to come inside your house!”

Aunt Alice stroked my hair. “Oh, Zoey, you can’t take her cat just because you don’t like the way she treats it.”

“But if you saw the cat, Aunt Alice, you’d understand. She’s so skinny you can feel her bones. And the other cats gang up on her. I’ve seen them.”

“Let’s talk about the cat later.” She patted my head like I was a scared child in need of comforting. “Right now, I want you to take a deep breath and calm down. I’ve never seen you so upset.”

With her arm around me, she led me to the bathroom and went to work on my scratches with soap and water and disinfectant.

“Did you ever tell Miss Dupree about me?” I asked her.

“Of course not. I never talk to her. Why?”

“She knew my name.”

Aunt Alice thought about that and shook her head. “She must have heard me call you.”

“Maybe she spies on us.”

“Why would she be interested in what we say or do?”

I watched her tape a bandage neatly on my knee. “Maybe because she’s crazy.”

“Oh, Zoey, please don’t throw that word around. Miss Dupree is just a strange old woman. Think how unhappy she must be, living alone with those dreadful cats to keep her company. No wonder she wants the one you tried to rescue. She must be the only nice cat in the bunch.”

Aunt Alice put
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