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  Prologue

I jerk back as an enormous black-and-white dragonfly closes in and circles my head. Its beating wings sound like a steam engine. When it zips away toward the cattails, I sigh in relief, then draw in the fresh, damp scent of the river sunrise. Delicious. 
Plop. My head snaps to the great blue heron as it jabs its bill into the water, snatching its breakfast from the shallows. Within its bill’s tip, the fish jerks and wiggles, seeking freedom. But after a few seconds, it’s in the heron’s gullet; no hope.
Motion draws my eyes upward. An osprey’s wings beat steadily. Tight in its claws is an enormous pike—a feast en route to the bird’s nest; breakfast for its offspring.
My hand flies to my growling stomach. It knows what it wants, what everyone else is looking for: breakfast.
“Emily.” Dee’s melodic voice pulls me from my distress. From the look on the Spirit of Vision’s face, my breakfast is not in her plan today.
She has plunked me into a canoe with her seated up front. We’re on the Black River somewhere below the village of Sutton. The slow flow is pushing us toward Lake Simcoe.
I study Dee’s graceful, athletic back; her powerful body is enrobed in her sky-blue dress, adorned with silver bells. As is her custom, she has intertwined her thick black braid with feathers. 
That’s so different from when I first met her. Then she was thin and pale, wrapped in white linen. Rather than one braid, she wore many—but they were part of a wig coiled with jewels. Dee is no longer an Egyptian courtesan. She is a woman of the forest, a spirit of this land.
She turns and winks. It’s time for my lesson; she points to my paddle.


I startle. “Paddling? And I’m in the stern. How do I steer?” My heartbeat rises. I know this is a dreamwalk—but what happens when you crash and drown in a dream?
My bet: this is B’e’s idea. The Spirit of Being’s greatest glee is to tease me, challenge me, keep me humble—well, teach me, or that’s what the spirits say. But B’e appears as the most annoying character for the situation: boasting boy, nasty girl, drunken pirate, weeping elder—anything to get under my skin. Grrr.
In this unconscious state, I know it’s worse. B’e’s torment extends beyond these dreamwalks, bleeding into my waking world. For months, B’e made me see Dracula and his monsters. Often, they were my reflection. I quiver at the thought.
With caution, I look over the gunnel to the mirror—the smooth, dark water—but it’s only me looking back: Long brown hair, summer-streaked with sun-blessed red and gold highlights; my nighttime braids falling out. Big brown eyes. White skin browned by the sun. Freckles spanning my nose. So much brown. But no fangs; my smile is unblemished.
My eyes wander lower, then pop open. My summer nightie exposes much more of me than anyone should see, made worse by the chilly air. I cross my arms and frown at Dee.
She brushes the bells on her bodice. “Emily, you’re powerful here.”
I blink at her. What does that mean?
“Fix it.”


I examine my hands, then clothe them in fine white gloves. I transform my simple shift into a long-leaf green gown. Intricate embroidery of golden maple leaves and flowers blooms across the bodice, their vines stretching around my waist. I shorten the sleeves and give them a puff.
I giggle. Will I ever dress like this—in a canoe? Fun!
Next: my feet. The clothes are fancy enough, so when I snap my fingers, my beloved Chippewa moccasins appear. My friend, Jimmy Snake—his mother cut out, sewed, and shaped the moccasins. Under his grandmother’s instruction, he decorated them with his own beading. And she blessed them. 
The moccasins are comfortable, beautiful—and powerful.
That three-generation Chippewa blessing stripped away the spirits’ Egyptian persona, binding them to Turtle Island.
When I turn back to Dee, she eyes my moccasins with wariness. I shrug and glance again at my reflection in the water. Oops—no Panama hat. Snapping again, another gift from friends—Rachel and Benjamin Isaacs—plops onto my head. Whirling my finger, I decorate it with fruit.
I reach up, pull off a banana, strip it, and eat it. A layer of stress drops from my core. Nutrition—gotta love it.


With my fast broken, I straighten up. Despite the frivolous outfit, I feel magnificent. Any threats from Dracula’s brides are long past.
Yet I know B’e will continue to test me. A memory of B’e as a giant teddy bear flashes by—fleeting, then gone, forgotten.
I shake off any B’e-wilderment and focus on Dee. This canoe situation needs my attention.
Unable to control her mirth, Dee giggles and nods toward an overhanging tree. There, the third of the spirits, See’Saw, sits on a willow branch. Across from him is B’e. Both are dressed in jeans, plaid shirts, and tanned leather jackets with beadwork. B’e is choking, and smoke escapes the spirit’s ears, nose, and mouth.
A bewildered See’Saw stares at B’e. “It’s a PEACE pipe. Take it gently and deeply—with honour and respect.”
I stiffen. Honour and respect are difficult for me these days, too. My excuse is that I’m thirteen years old, but B’e has lived for thousands of years. Will I ever get myself under control?


I’m pulled back to the scene as B’e transforms into a tiny child, now dwarfed by See’Saw’s giant bulk. B’e waves their hands about, suggesting: Hey, I’m just a kid. For the Spirit of Being, “Being” is not restricted by being male and female, young or old, or even being in human form. I’ve given up on pronouns and refer to B’e as “they”.
See’Saw grins. It’s rare to see him amused by his companion’s excuses. As the Spirit of Observation, he’s seen almost everything.
I sit back. Why is B’e struggling with the peace pipe? The spirits claim they are firmly re-rooted in Turtle Island—yet, it appears they have flawed knowledge and memories.
Dee looks unconcerned. Her giggling pushes her eyebrows so high they nearly disappear. That overpowers my concerns, and I join her in laughter, rocking the boat. I grab the gunnels to stable us.
B’e’s glare burns into me—those eyes spinning at full speed.
We clamp down our mirth.
Dee waves to kneel, then to the side. “Shift to your right.” She moves to the other side. The canoe wobbles, but levels once we’re settled.
Dee shows me how to hold a paddle. I pick mine up.
A damselfly bursts off the blade, its silvery wings glinting in the morning sunlight. A traditional canoeing song comes to mind:
Our paddles keen and bright,
Flashing like silver;
Swift as the wild goose flight,
Dip, dip, and swing.

Dip, dip, and swing them back,
Flashing like silver.
Follow the wild goose flight,
Dip, dip and swing.
I hum the tune and carry out Dee’s instructions, folding my left hand over the paddle’s butt. My other hand slides partway down the shaft, midway between the paddle’s butt and throat.
With the tinkling of her dress’s bells, she reaches her paddle over the water, pushes the blade deep, hand close to the water, and pulls the paddle toward her. She looks at me: “Draw.” I do it too, on my side. The canoe spins counterclockwise.
She places the paddle in the water close to the gunnel and pushes away: “Pry.” I do it; we spin clockwise.
She turns to me. “You draw.” While I draw, she pries. The canoe travels to the right. When we switch skills, the canoe moves to the left.
A canoe moves sideways—joy fills my heart!
She looks at me through her lashes. “I assume you know what happens when we both paddle forward or backward. But where do you think we go when I paddle forward, and you paddle backward?”
I quirk my mouth. “Nowhere?”
“Try it.” When we do, we rotate slowly. “Paddle harder.” The turning gets worse. She shakes her head. “A waste of effort.”
Then she trains her focus on me. 
Her bells are still. The air crackles with B’e’s hacking cough.
“With two in the canoe, you must work together.”
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  Chapter 1
[image: ]
Bearing Up


I’m sure he winked at me.  Gripping the teddy bear in both hands, I gave it a firm shake. I wiggled its eyes and squeezed its head. Nothing happened. The eyes didn’t move. 
After taking another sip of tea, I thrust the teacup toward its saucer but missed. The saucer leaped and rocked, spinning toward the edge of the table. The clatter jarred my nerves, but I lunged before it could shatter on the floor. I caught it just in time and settled the teacup on top. 
I glared at the teacup, then turned to the teapot. Tracing the row of pink flowers painted along its rounded side, I rotated the handle away—better safe than sorry.
I lifted the stuffed toy again, scowled at it. Stupid Bear. Did you wink, or am I going crazy? 
I had found the teddy when I was unpacking the little boy’s things—the unnamed seven-year-old I was caring for over the summer. He was arriving with the new owners on the incoming Radial trolley from Toronto. He must treasure the bear. It was the only toy in the suitcase. He’ll probably keep it close. I trembled. If that happens, this bear will be everywhere with us. And if it’s cursed . . . 
I squeezed my eyes shut. This wasn’t the only strange thing I’d seen lately. Maybe it’s me. Maybe I’m the one who’s cursed. I tapped the table. Or . . . I’m losing my marbles. 
Exasperated, I shook my head and stood. I gripped the oversized teapot with both hands, filled my teacup, and dropped into the chair. Steam and scent of orange wafted up—usually calming. Not this time.
Wisps of hair fell into my eyes. No—Mom just fixed it. I huffed. It was supposed to be perfect when the family arrived. I glanced at the clock. Tick. Tick. I sighed. Minutes. Just minutes. I licked my fingers and slicked the strands of hair back into place. 
Tea. More tea.
I took another sip and felt pressure surge through my gut. Yikes. If I finish this cup, I’ll be stuck at the outhouse when they arrive. I should go now. 
Instead, I gulped it down and jabbed the bear’s belly. Nothing. I am losing my mind.
Then I blinked. If someone pokes me in the stomach right now, my bladder won’t hold. I’d better go.
Before I could stand, honking echoed in the distance. 
I looked at my mother, who was fidgeting with a bouquet of wildflowers. “That honking’s coming this way. I guess Mr. Bovair wants everyone to know the family’s here.” Her green eyes twinkled at the antics of our local taxi driver. His new Model T’s horn had been getting a lot of use. 
Mrs. Cooke bustled in from her kitchen, her girth filling the doorway. “Or maybe he’s using America’s Independence Day as an excuse.” She tucked her grey hair back into a knot and grabbed a clean apron. “There are lots of well-heeled Yanks in the village this week. A chance for hefty tips, surely.”
Mom looked at her watch. “It’s time. Let’s get out there.”
My eyes were bright; my mouth dry. As I stood, I bent over with the pain. Dimwit. 
At my sudden motion, Mrs. Cooke glanced over and winked. “Those Celtic knots in your and yer mam’s hair are lovely, lassie. I’m sure the lady will appreciate your acknowledging her Irish birth.” She nodded to me. “You look mighty handsome.” 
Handsome. Marvellous. I straightened up, forced a smile. “Thank you.” I hadn’t inherited my mother’s auburn hair and fine features. I twisted my mouth. At least gardening has brought out some of my hair’s highlights. 
I watched Mrs. Cooke check herself in the mirror. Her Scottish brogue is heavy today. She must be nervous, too.
Mom picked up the bouquet from the table and smiled at me. “It was fun doing each other’s hair.” A wave of warmth washed over me. I remembered her stroking my scalp as she brushed my hair and braided the knot. 
Another pang—bladder again. I gripped the back of a chair, forcing myself to breathe through the pain and panic.
I shuffled toward the mirror, pulling my shoulders back and standing taller. Crumbs from a half-dozen oat cakes tumbled to the floor. I glanced down. Dust blotched my simple navy-blue dress—remnants from this morning’s cleaning. I growled. I had meant to wear my apron. Emily girl, you can be such a dimwit. I attacked the stains with a damp cloth.
Mom placed a hand on my shoulder. “Relax, honey.” She gently pulled me over, straightened my collar, and puffed out my sleeves. “There. You look respectable.” She hugged me. My shoulders relaxed and she stood back. “Come on. Let’s join everyone outside.”
After two steps toward the door, I remembered the teddy bear. How could I forget him? I veered toward the table and tucked the bear under my arm. “Your job, Teddy . . .” I patted its face. “Your job is to welcome your master, not to drive me batty.” 
Catching up to my mother, I took her hand, and we walked out the East Wing door. Pressure in my belly made my movements stiff and awkward beside my mother’s grace. “That was a lot of tea you drank there, young lady.”
I squeaked out, “Mm-hmm.”
She glanced at me. “I can guess your first stop. The boy’s been on the trolley for three hours. I’m sure he’ll welcome a visit to the outhouse.” I nodded once. She struggled to hide her laughter.
We gathered with the other staff by the driveway steps. Dad, the gardener, and Mr. Eames, the farm manager, were chuckling over something. Not me, I hope. I blew out a breath. Why so paranoid? 
I glared at Mr. Eames’ feet. He had been giving me odd looks since the ice plant disaster this winter. Yes, I did more than was expected from a twelve-year-old. Be happy, not snarky.
Mrs. Cooke was scolding two fidgeting staff to “Buck up.” I doubted the farm hand, Mr. Greenaway, and my mother’s assistant, Ethyl Charpentier, appreciated it. Receiving new owners was stressful enough, without all the other changes the end of the Great War had thrust upon us. Change is good, right? But no one knows if they will still have a job come summer’s end—especially Mom.
Dad pointed at the dust clouds rolling up the road. Dust clouds . . . foreboding clouds. A new owner. My seven-year-old obligation. Winking bear. Really?
I shook my head. Believing in a winking bear and ominous dust clouds—you’re crazy, Emily girl. 
My stomach clenched. The hand holding the bear flew to my abdomen. “Ow. Fine start.” 
I’d had days to prepare for this boy—plenty of thinking time while polishing silver, cleaning the house and outbuildings, weeding and edging the gardens. Preparations for the family’s arrival had been relentless—but required no brainpower. 
Instead, my thoughts kept drifting to my best friend, Rachel Isaacs. She’d stopped speaking to me, and nothing I or her siblings did helped. 
But before sunrise this morning, she appeared at the door. When she touched my hand for the first time in days, the birds sang, and the cows lowed. The flowers and hay regained their fragrance. Dark clouds turned fluffy white. 
Rachel dropped a copy of Little Women beside me, saying she’d read it through the night. We were supposed to read it together over the summer. Then she laid her head in my lap and fell asleep.
A weight had lifted. I had my friend back. I forgot about the seven-year-old child and the mess that came with the family’s arrival. I hadn’t even met the winking bear yet.
I thought, my summer will be wonderful. 
What did I know?

      [image: ]An hour ago, while dusting, I found the telegram from Mr. Sibbald.
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I chafed the telegram between thumb and forefinger. A summer with my friends sabotaged. I thought I had already worked through that pain. But once again, a dark mask settled over my face. 
This kid will consume my entire summer—and I don’t even know his name. Is he a brat? Or boring? What if I hate him?
Something twisted in my head, and the angry ruminations flip-flopped. What if he hates me? What if I mess it up? My shaking doubled. Mom—and her work. She asked me to take on this role to prop up our future here—to show the Sibbalds our family was doing its part. Otherwise, they might let her go.
I gulped. Would they dismiss her because I failed?
Those scary thoughts seared through me again just as the Model-T pulled up. Mom squeezed my hand, easing the pop-pop-pop of my heart. I rethought the importance of my role as we lined ourselves up outside the Centre House door.
I’ve been here for four years. There’s nothing I can’t show him if he wants adventure. If he’s into crafts—yes. Books? I love them. Horses? Delightful.
I dropped my shoulders and braced myself. I can do this.
My eyelids fluttered. As long as he doesn’t want to play catch.
The stuffed bear wiggled merrily in my arms. 
Argh.






  
  Chapter 2
[image: ]
The Model-T’s Cargo


Despite transporting four adults dressed in black—an odd choice for a warm summer day—the taxi driver was grinning. He hopped out of the Model-T to open its doors. 
First out was the younger man. He introduced himself as Jack Sibbald, the new owner. My lovely Miss Bessie—Miss Sibbald, who had treated me like a granddaughter—had left the property to him, her nephew, when she died at Easter.
I was too distracted to listen for more. Where is the boy? I shifted from foot-to-foot, peering past the bodies. I frowned. Did they lose him?
Finally, a thin grey arm poked between the women in the back seat. It disappeared. Then a brown cap reappeared behind them.
My mouth twitched. He’s doing the same thing as me.
The boy sprang onto the back of the seat, now above everyone. He swivelled his head from person to person until his gaze settled on me.
I grinned. The worries that had been plaguing me—well, except for my exploding bladder—fell away. There’s my boy.
His smile was tentative at first. But after sizing me up, and seeing my eye-roll at the adults’ blathering, he nodded and grinned back.
My father’s voice broke our silent greeting. “This is our daughter, Emily. She’s agreed to look after the boy.”
“My grandson . . .” The older woman looked to her right; she saw only feet. Whipping her head the other way, she chuckled to find his chin resting on her shoulder. “Jackie.”
Everyone else chortled. Obviously, I missed something. But I kept my eyes on my handsome new companion: dimples, wavy dark hair poking out from under the golf cap, hazel eyes, toothless grin between full lips. My bet: Trouble with a capital T.
I stretched my hand toward him. He swung his legs over the back seat and leapt to the ground, then sauntered over. He received a well-deserved eye-roll, too.
While the adults chatted, I crouched. My face blanched, my overfilled bladder objecting to the change in position. What was I thinking, drinking so much tea?
Jackie stopped halfway; alarm etched on his face. I waved him over.
Steeling myself, I stayed crouched. But my discomfort must have been obvious. He looked at me like I was broken.
Putting my hand to the ground, I cleared my throat. “I’ve been waiting—eager to meet you, Jackie. But I, um . . .” My face squeezed. “Drank a few too many cups of tea. I really need to go.” He giggled.
“Let’s, uh . . .” I tilted my head toward the outhouse, away from the gathered adults.
He nodded. I stood, took his hand, and handed him the teddy bear. A disconcerting warmth ran through my body. Jackie, clutching the bear, yanked his hand from my grip. I rubbed my fingers against my palm. Sweaty. Yuck. As I wiped my hands on the back of my skirt, the extra warmth melted away.
Jackie’s grandmother stepped over beside us. I expected the others to head up the steps, go around the building, or take a tour—anything except what they did.
They returned to the taxi.
My thoughts spun. With the pain, I put my hand on Jackie’s shoulder for balance. That odd warm feeling hit me again.
My mother stepped over and presented the bouquet she’d been fretting over earlier to Mrs. Sibbald. Why didn’t she give her the flowers before?
Perhaps my urgent need to visit the outhouse distracted me. I couldn’t piece it together, even with the bouquet clue. I looked down at Jackie. He wasn’t confused. I was the only one so self-absorbed and clueless.
Then Mrs. Cooke reappeared. She handed over plates of sandwiches and sweets. She and Mom offered their condolences.
I clapped a hand to my forehead. Dimwit. Then I winced. Stop saying that—you’ve figured it out.
Our neighbour down the road, Mr. Mossington, had passed away from a stroke the day before. He was Miss Bessie’s late sister’s husband. So, for those remaining in the car, Mr. Mossington was an uncle or a brother-in-law. The black clothing made sense now.
And I applauded their haste. They had missed two winter family funerals, Mrs. Mossington’s and Miss Bessie’s. Living a four-day train trip away, they couldn’t make it in time. Now, before they settled in, they were visiting their mourning cousins, nephews, and nieces.
Mr. Bovair eased the taxi forward and around the Coach House—this time, no honking. But the motorcar still sent up dust. I looked away and waved it from my face. Even that small motion roused admonition from my middle. I winced and turned toward the outhouse. 
Jackie’s grandmother stood in my way. “Emily, it’s wonderful to meet you. My grandson was distracting you, so you likely didn’t hear: I’m Mrs. Sibbald.”
My jaw dropped. The message had said she was a friend. If she’s a Sibbald, why isn’t she going to the funeral gathering?
She chuckled. “It’s confusing. But we’ll deal with that later, because . . . I heard what you said to my Jackie.” She gestured toward the outhouse. “Go.”
A twist of pain shot through me. I grimaced. 
When we didn’t move, she clucked. “Go.”
I mouthed, “Thank you.” We dashed.
It was time to take care of my job—an urgent, high-pressure, debilitating necessity.
Oh, yes. I had to look after Jackie, too.






  
  Chapter 3
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Jackie


Moving with more grace after my visit to the outhouse, I led Jackie to the water pump. There, we washed our hands, and he gulped water from the flow. 
Handing him a hand towel, I looked him up and down. His grey shorts and jacket were handsome. But was he Trouble in fine clothes or Trouble in play clothes?
Most of his packed clothing was informal, which I hoped meant it was his preference. That was comforting—I associated Trouble in fine clothes with snotty kids. I don’t do well with them.
But more pressing matters came before a wardrobe change. He had eaten breakfast many hours ago. 
“Jackie, do you want to eat or change?”
Wolf’s eyes looked back at me. Benjamin had worn that exact look every time he visited this past week, hoping for a leftover dessert from Mrs. Cooke. Hungry boys are best fed. 
I pointed, then chased Jackie toward the East Wing.
When we reached the kitchen, my stomach growled. How many hours had it been since I ate? One-tenth?
Still marvelling on my endless hunger, I asked, “So, your tea—hot or chilled?”
He cocked his head. “Um, hot.”
I asked, “Have you ever had it chilled?” He shook his head. “Well, then . . . Sometime we’ll have to do a taste test.” I removed the kettle from the cookstove and poured its scalding water into the teapot. “Hot tea is excellent for a hot day, too. Jimmy lectures me on that. He’s my friend who lives on the island across the bay. I’ll show you where that is in a minute. Why don’t you look around while I put together a plate of sandwiches?”
I turned around.
He was gone.
Trouble.
I poked my head out the doorway. He wasn’t in the next room, either.
Big trouble.
But I had our lunch. He wouldn’t be far.
When I carried the food tray into the workroom, he was staring at the cavity in the wall, poking the bear through the flap.
“What’s that for?”
“That’s the pass-through. The dining room is on the other side. We pass the food through, and the dirty plates come back.”
He chewed his lip while we ferried our food outside and up to the verandah. “You want to go through it, don’t you?”
“Yup.”
“After. Lunch first.”
On the verandah, I pulled three chairs up to the coffee table. Teddy sat in the middle one. I set a quarter sandwich in front of Teddy and left Jackie to collect what he wanted. Silence descended as we made the food disappear. 
When Jackie glanced at a robin flying into a nearby bush, I palmed Teddy’s sandwich and added it to my plate. Turning back, he nodded at the empty dish. “Bear’s hungry, too.”
“Tricky teddy. So, you call him Bear?” He nodded and placed another sandwich quarter onto Bear’s plate.
I filled my own plate and looked back at Bear. The plate was empty. I sucked in a breath. There’s no way Jackie did that without me seeing it.
Trembling, I took another bite. The food stuck. It took several attempts to clear my throat. After a deep breath, I angled my head toward the doorway. “I’ve, uh, gone through the pass-through a few times,” I said, and paused. “It was fun—until last week.”
“What happened?”
“I got stuck.” My cheeks turned crimson. “It took Benjamin and Rachel—they’re my friends—to pull me free.” Many fruitless attempts, with Benjamin pulling and Rachel pushing, left me whining. Finally, Benjamin suggested I adjust my hips—this way and that. They continued pushing and pulling, and the third attempt—me pushing one hip forward and the other back—worked. “I popped out and, um, yeah.”
I turned away, my face burning. I refused to tell Jackie I had landed chest to chest, face to face with Benjamin.
Out of the corner of my eye, something moved. I looked over and frowned at Bear.
Did you wink at me again?
Picking up a serviette and scrubbing my face, I glared at Jackie. “I suppose now you still want to do it?”
He was vibrating in his chair. “Yeah.” Of course he does. He should. Relax.
After a breath to settle my flayed nerves, I stuck my face in Jackie’s. “Race you.” I jumped the length of the steps. He wasn’t far behind and caught up just before we reached the pass-through.
First, I popped Bear through. Thunk. I beamed. Face first—excellent.
I turned to Jackie, holding up my hands to show eighteen inches. “See? It’s only about this high over there.”
He nodded, biting his lip. As the hole was neck-high on our side, I lifted him up. Slipping through, he did a neat front roll on the other side. He stood with arms spread wide and shouted, “Dinner is served!”
I giggled. It’s time for this old house to be noisy again.
He turned. “Coming?”
I held my hands up, palms out. “No, thanks.” When he turned away, I shivered and muttered, “Going through that hole—never again.”






  
  Chapter 4
[image: ]
The World’s Tiniest Dance Studio


We met again at the verandah and sat on the steps with our teacups, Bear perched between us, facing the front lawn and the lake. Jackie had seen only glimpses of both through the trees on the way in. 
I pointed between the giant white pines. “That’s Georgina Island, where Jimmy lives. It’s the Chippewa reserve. To the right is Sibbald Point, where most of the cousins are.”
“This lawn is big,” Jackie said, eyes wide.
“Lots of room for us to run around, that’s for sure.”
“Where are the other kids?”
I blinked. I hadn’t thought of friends for him. Emily girl—you’re daft. “Um, well. The kids are . . . you and me.” I rushed on. “I mentioned Rachel and Benjamin. Their cottage is down the road. And Jimmy—from the island—he often drops by. And . . .” 
I swallowed. Slow down. Think. “We have lots of neighbours—non-human residents living on the property: birds, bugs, animals, and such.” I breathed. “Do you want to see who’s about?”
He nodded and sipped his tea.
I rubbed my forehead. I’m his only friend. What am I going to do? “Hey, Jackie, before you change out of your city clothes—come see my bedroom. It’s up there.” I jerked my thumb toward a window above the workroom. He nodded.
After delivering our dishes to the kitchen, we climbed the narrow stairs to the staff quarters. He paused behind me, and I turned, waiting. “So, are you going to be my . . .” He squeezed his eyes closed. “Governor?”
I chuckled. “Governess?”
“Yeah, governess.”
I turned pink—again. “Governesses are older. They teach, having finished school. I’m only thirteen. I’ve got at least three years before I finish school. Hopefully, even more after that—I’d like to go to university.”
He twisted his mouth. “Granny says Auntie Amy was fifteen when she was Daddy’s governess.”
“Oh.” I blinked slowly.
“Granny said . . .” He scrunched up his face. “Auntie Amy came four thousand miles across the ocean to get here.” He closed his eyes. “By herself.” Then he looked at me and beamed.
My jaw dropped. Local kids thought I was worldly because I came from Nova Scotia. Some were even jealous about me travelling to Toronto alone this past winter. But crossing the Atlantic at fifteen? Alone? 
Auntie Amy must be something. I gulped. I will not come up to those standards.
Still shaking, I closed the other bedroom doors as we made our way toward my tiny one at the end of the hall. It was the size of a cell in a monastery or convent—only with a lot more clothing and stuff. Its smallness meant I had to keep it tidy.
I settled on the floor, leaning against the bed. Jackie looked over the single bed, small chest of drawers, and the desk scattered with books. My summer dresses, blouses, and skirts hung on hooks behind the door. My fall clothes and more books were hidden under the bed.
Jackie ignored the glorious view of the lawn and lake. His eyes rested on the beautiful kite Rachel and Benjamin had made for me for Dominion Day. It poked out from behind the chest of drawers.
I rolled my shoulders. “Hey, do you like flying kites?”
“Mm-hmm.”
He studied my flower and bird sketches, then the two small watercolours and a needlepoint. The paintings were remembrances from Nova Scotia, but the needlepoint was from my parents’ trip to the Dominion of Newfoundland. It showed a fisherman and the words, “I’se the b’y”. Jackie pointed to it. “What’s that about?”
“The words come from a popular Newfoundland folksong. It’s about a fisherman who builds a fishing boat, but his wife, Liza, makes fun of him. The fisherman sings:
‘I’se the b’y that builds the boat and
I’se the b’y that sails her
I’se the b’y that catches the fish and
Brings ’em home to Lizer.’”
I stood and grabbed his hand. “Actually, they usually dance it.” I spun him around and pulled him into dance position. “This is the chorus.” We hopped around the tiny space while I sang:
“Hip-yer-partner Sally Tibbo
Hip-yer-partner Sally Brown
Fogo, Twillingate, Morton’s Harbour,
All around the circle.”
I seized his arm. “And this is Liza.” Wagging my finger at him, I sang,
“I don’t want your maggoty fish . . .”
Then I spun him away, waving my hands before planting them on my hips.
“That’s no good for winter
I can buy as good as that,
Down in Bonavista!”
I yanked him into the air and flung him onto the bed. Then I danced around the room singing at full voice:
“Hip-yer-partner Sally Tibbo
Hip-yer-partner Sally Brown
Fogo, Twillingate, Morton’s Harbour,
All around the circle.”
I dropped to the floor and leaned against the bed, studying my fingers.
Jackie put his chin on my shoulder. “You’re crazy.”
“So, I’ve been telling myself lately.” I picked up Teddy. “Right, Bear?” I bent Bear’s head forward in agreement. No doing that on your own, Fluff-Brain. Then I chucked the teddy over my shoulder.
Jackie must have caught it, because he crawled over my head, hitting me in the face with the Fluff-Brain and elbowing me in the mouth and chest. Then he moved over to the paintings. “That’s a weird-looking boat.”
“Lake Simcoe is big, but the ocean is gigantic. That fishing boat is called a dory. It’s designed to cope with huge waves.”
He traced the three-masted sailboat in the other painting with his finger, then hoisted himself onto my desk, facing me. “Have you been to the sea?”
“We lived down east before we came here. The ocean is close by wherever you are in Nova Scotia. Were you living near the Rockies?”
“Yup.” He jumped down from the desk and slumped onto the floor beside me. “No. Well, we could see them. Mom says, ‘If you’re lost, look to the mountains—you’ll know which way is west.’”
I nodded. “So, all you need to do is head west to the mountains, climb them, turn, and look homeward.” He giggled.
I stood and put out my hand. “Let’s get you out of your city duds. Then we’ll go exploring.”
He popped up. My kind of kid.
But he yanked and spun me, sending me face-first into the bed. Then he fled down the hallway.
“Hold on!” I pushed myself up. “Umm, my parents and Ethyl have rooms up here, too. No running.”
He waited for me at the landing. I pointed to the door beside him. “Your room is on the other side of Ethyl’s bedroom. But there is no direct route—only through the main floor. If you’re looking for me, come to the base of the stairs. Okay?” He nodded.
I stepped in front of him, blocking the stairs with my arm. “Can you find your room on your own?”
His chin dipped, but his eyes stayed fixed on me. He ducked under my arm and dashed down the steps.
Bear’s head bounced off each step. I cheered, then raced after him.






  
  Chapter 5
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The Explorers


Dr. Sibbald built the East Wing, where my family lived, as a simple, functional space. At the opposite end stood the West Wing, adorned with bay windows, wallpaper, beautiful mouldings, and woodwork everywhere. He designed it for his parties and guests. 
Mom didn’t place Jackie and his grandmother in a guestroom there, fearing they’d find it isolating. Instead, their bedroom was upstairs in the Centre House, beside Mr. Sibbald and his parents.
Jackie and I raced outside, across to the verandah, up and into the main hallway. Jackie was partway up the main stairway when I halted. “Wait!” I put a finger to my lips.
We crept up the stairs below the beautiful religious reproductions Dr. Sibbald had purchased in Europe. I put my hand on Jackie’s shoulder. “Stay here.” He stood on the landing, lit yellow by its stained-glass window—another of Dr. Sibbald’s careful additions, designed by him after visiting the 1900 Chicago World Fair.
I poked my head around the corner. Jackie’s grandmother was snoring on one of the twin beds. I pointed Jackie toward the empty room across the hallway. Then I turned and sneaked in past Mrs. Sibbald.
There, I placed Bear onto Jackie’s pillow, glad to rid myself of the beastly bear; stuffed sneak; petite picnic pilferer; winking wretch.
Okay. The words “winking wretch” start with w’s, but there’s no alliteration. How about winking Wilbur? Racketeering wretch? Ah, bananas. I’ll stick with Fluff-Brain.
I pulled play clothes from Jackie’s dresser, then joined him across the hallway. He changed from his handsome grey tweed suit—single-breasted jacket, white shirt, tie, bloomers, and knee socks—into blue short trousers and a blue-and-white middy shirt. He popped back on the golf cap.
In that clothing, he looked adventurous --a better match for his toothless grin. He stood back, put his hands on his hips, shoulders thrown back, and head cocked with a rakish grin.
So . . . are we Robin Hood or Peter Pan? Either way, trouble with a capital T. I’ll be running non-stop for the next two months. Much better than the other option.
I pointed at his shoes. While he tied them, I perched on the bed and asked who was still at home.
“Mommy, Maggie, Art, and Jean.”
When he didn’t expand, I studied him. His mouth was firm. He was not looking at me. No Daddy. I swallowed. I am so confused about who’s who. But that may explain his grandmother’s mourning clothes. I frowned. He’ll be one of many missing a parent after the war and flu epidemic. I threw up a prayer of thanks, having both my parents alive.
I jerked my thumb toward the other room. “Do you want your teddy to come with us?”
He looked at me, squinting. “Bear? Yeah.”
Darn.
After collecting it and his grandmother’s dirty dishes, we ventured downstairs. I paused on the verandah. “I help my dad in the garden—weeding, harvesting, and stuff like that. Maybe . . . do you think there are strawberries left in the patch?”
Any solemness on Jackie’s face disappeared.
We dropped the dishes by the kitchen sink, grabbed baskets, and rushed out the door. I showed him which berries to pick. He kneeled. As one strawberry dropped into the basket, the next dropped into his mouth. He picks strawberries like I do.
At that rate, it took a long time to fill the baskets. We delivered them to the kitchen, then returned outside—past the Coach House and Peacock House, through the field toward the Wilderness. Butterflies danced and bees buzzed, pollinating the corn.
Once in the woodland, we located the beginning of the River Jordan and traced it to the lake, watching for signs and sounds of our non-human neighbours. It was mid-afternoon, so most wildlife slept. We found piles of stripped pinecones and an imprint in the long grass—hungry squirrels and sleeping deer had passed through. Along the ravine, Jackie pointed out racoon prints in the mud. Chickadees warned of our presence. Robin and song sparrow calls echoed around us.
Hot and sweating by the time we reached the mouth of the ravine; we cooled our feet in the lake. Jackie meandered along the shallows with me trailing behind. The fist-sized stones on the lake bottom challenged our balance. 
Before long, Jackie tripped and collapsed into the water. I stretched out my arm to help him. Before I could pull him up, he yanked me down, landing me face-first in the water. I came up spluttering. He grinned.
“You little rascal.” I swept my arm across the water’s surface, enveloping him in an enormous splash.
After much splashing and squawking, we sat on the lake’s floor, leaning on our hands, gazing toward the expanse of the lake. Gulls sailed overhead.
I nudged him. “Sniff.” He did and cocked his head. “Does it smell like yours at home?”
“I never thought about smelling the lake. But yeah. Different, but okay.”
Closing my eyes, I sighed. This is nice. Then I looked down at my wet dress. Oh, well. Not a bad way to spend the summer. I looked over at Jackie. “So, you like the water?” He nodded. “Do you know how to swim?”
He shook his head. “Nuh-huh.”
I leaned forward and pulled my knees to my chest. Spending the summer here without swimming would be miserable for both of us. I put swimming lessons high on the list for him.
“My dad drowned.”
I gaped at him for a moment, then shut my mouth. After what felt like a minute, I found my voice. “What happened?”
He shrugged.
I guess I’d better have a chat with Granny.
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Balanced Books


We were both tired after dinner when Jackie asked me to read him a story. We stood in the well-windowed workroom, scanning the collection Benjamin and I had gathered from my library and his cottage. I touched each book: Treasure Island, Tarzan, King Arthur, Tom Sawyer, a book of O. Henry’s short stories, and two L. Frank Baum’s books.
All but Mr. Baum’s were adventure stories about boys and men. I sighed—Hardly surprising. Few authors wrote adventure novels featuring women and even fewer about girls.
This past winter, when my mom visited New York with Miss Bessie, she asked a bookseller about recent novels starring girls my age. He said that since the turn of the century, aside from Lucy Maud Montgomery’s Anne of Green Gables series and Baum’s Wizard of Oz books, he knew of one—a French novel about a girl named Claudine. But it was considered racy—most states had banned it.
I want to read about girls like me.
I picked up Tarzan and held back a growl. What annoyed me most was how authors presented women in men’s adventure books—fragile, spineless, boring. Honestly, Tarzan’s ape mother had more personality than Jane.
I thumped the book onto the table. Should I be a writer? I squeezed my eyes shut. Mrs. Montgomery lives outside Uxbridge now—not far by train. Might she talk to me about being a lady author?
Something bumped against my nose. “I want this
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