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CHAPTER 1

Exciting News
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Her mother’s voice, all but forgotten in her waking hours, pursued Mary though her dreams on restless nights.  By the time a crisp dawn broke through the windows of her room, she had worried the bedclothes into a twisted mess.  Grumpily, Mary sat up rubbing her tired eyes, as the young housemaid Martha entered with the breakfast tray.

“Good morn’in’, Miss Mary!”  The young woman smiled her round cheeks rosy and eyes bright. Mary rarely saw her any other way.  Martha set the tray, laden with various steaming dishes, on the table near the fireplace.  “Eh! Tha’ looks like tha’ spent a rough night.”  

None called Mary a sour child any longer.  In the year since her arrival, Mary had lost her continuous frown and sickly yellow color.  Words such as busy, inquisitive, bright and pleasant were used when the others spoke about her.  It is not to say she was a perfect child, but she had learned a few lessons, such as stomping her feet was not likely to get anything but a frown, and throwing a crying fit would quickly get her scolded and ignored.  

Her Uncle Craven was present much more often now, traveling only when duty called.  Sometimes he even walked in the Secret Garden with Mary and her cousin Colin.  He was even known to play a game of hide and seek or blind man’s bluff from time to time.  He still never spoke about his departed wife, and never went near the shady corner of the garden where she had died after falling from the old tree that still remained there, but he had found his forgotten smile. It was always warm, even if his eyes, Mary noticed, remained a touch sad.

Colin had found his way past the fits of rage and tantrums, but still managed to seem like a young Rajah a times.  The winter had been quite difficult for the boy, who had just learned the freedom and joy of walking and running in the fresh and wonderful air of the moors.  Many long days of rain and wind had forced Colin to mope in his room.  Some days the children had found diversion playing hid and seek within the many rooms of the Manor.  

The long months of winter had not been completely without pleasure, however.  Christmas had been a joyous occasion for the first time in many years at Misselthwaite.  The dining hall had been decorated with ribbons and a large tree, carefully selected by the children’s favorite gardener Ben Weatherstaff.  Archibald Craven had sent away for splendid ornaments of all kinds, the world over.  The children had delighted in opening the crates and putting the newly discovered treasures on the tree.  Most importantly of all, Mary had received and given her first presents.  

In India, Christmas had been lavish parties her parents excluded her from, and gifts from them had been given without much care or thought as to what she liked or wanted.  Many times her Ayah had brought them to her when her parents were too busy with adult matters, or too tied from the festivities of the night before.  

Mary’s uncle had given her some elegant books all about gardening and flowers, beautifully illustrated and bound.  He had bought her two lovely dresses, with, Mary suspected, the help of Martha or perhaps Miss Medlock. 

Colin had slipped off to the town of Thwaite to buy Mary a package of seeds and a straw “gardening hat” that had a lovely red ribbon laced through to tie under her chin.  

Mary had given her uncle a carved wooden box for important things such as cufflinks and rings.  Colin had received a book on science and magic from his father, and Mary had given him a set of his own garden tools, just like hers.

It had been a day of broad smiles and rich food, but many long weeks of cold, wet weather followed, trying the children’s patience. Mary was overjoyed when one recent morning she opened her eyes to bright rays of sunlight twinkling through her window. 

Spring had finally arrived. As Mary blinked away the remains of sleep, she planned what she would do with every second of sunshine that day.  Martha slipped into the room, humming a bouncy tune, and busily set about coaxing a new fire from last night’s embers.

“What are tha’ still doin’ in tha’ bed?”  Martha gently scolded. “Get tha’ self untangled there, an’ eat.  Tha’ has to look tha’ best for Lord Craven.”  

“What on earth are you taking about, Martha?”  Mary, not as contrary as before her arrival to Misselthwaite Manor, still had her moments, especially when tired.

Martha, kneeling before the hearth, sat back on her heels.  “Lord Craven has called for tha’ t’day,” she replied, excitement in her voice.  “He wishes to see tha’.”  

Mary paused while extracting herself from the tangled bedclothes. A summons? It must be important.  Sitting down at the small table where she took her meals, she slowly stirred some honey into her porridge and tucked a warm spoonful into her mouth.  She barely tasted it, her mind too occupied with worrying over her uncle’s summons.  Had she done something wrong? Was he going away for good? Perhaps he would send her away. 

As she ate, she worried herself into quite an awful state of mind.

Quietly Martha went about her duties, all the while watching Mary’s brow furrow deeper and deeper.  Finally, Martha could stand it no longer.

“Come now, Miss Mary,” she said, pulling one of Mary’s best dresses from the wardrobe.  “Tha’s no reason to fret so.”

“Who says I’m fretting?”  Mary replied, finally giving up on the porridge that had been stirred more than eaten.

“Th’ lines on that young brow says so, an’ I says you’ve done nothin’ wrong, so git over here so’s I can fix thee up proper.”  

With a sniff, Mary obeyed.  Dressed, washed, and groomed beyond the limits of her patience, Mary quietly entered her Uncle’s study.

A fire blazed in the hearth.  Lord Craven stood seeming to study it, leaning slightly on his ever-present cane.  The room seemed stuffy and closed in, although a bit of friendly sunlight peeked through an un-curtained window at the far end of the chamber.  Her arrival seemed to go unnoticed.

Patiently, she waited to be announced or noticed. After a few moments of silently watching her uncle’s back as he remained lost in thought, she shuffled her feet and politely announced herself.

“You called for me, Uncle Craven?”

Archibald Craven turned around.  A quiet smile eased across his face, lifting creases of concentration from his brow.  

“My dear Mary, come sit with me.”  He positioned himself in his favorite chair, motioning her into its opposite.  Mary sat perfectly erect on the very edge of the large chair and crossed her ankles, so she would not swing them in her nervousness.  

Her Uncle rubbed his forehead in thought.  His handsome face, worn from years of sorrow and illness, was softly warmed by the fire’s light.

“You’ve been with us a year now, Mary.  Are you happy here?”

His question took Mary by surprise.  In the whole of her lifetime, no one had ever cared if she were happy or not and certainly never asked if she were.  Her stunned silence worried him.

“To all outward appearances you seem to be content, but if you desire to be elsewhere, perhaps at a school amongst your peers, then it is my duty to send you.”

Mary held her breath.  Was this his way of saying he wanted her to leave?  Perhaps he thought Misselthwaite Manor was not the proper place for a young girl after all.  Perhaps he wanted Colin all to himself.  Did she unknowingly commit some wrong to offend her uncle?

“No, Uncle Craven, I don’t want to go!”  In her haste, the words rushed out before she had a moment to think.  Mary composed herself and hurried to dignify her answer.

“What I mean to say is that I am content here, and if I am not too much of a burden, I would like to remain, if you will permit me.”  Mary waited, her heart nervously fluttering in her chest.

Archibald Craven leaned forward, looking steadily into Mary’s eyes.

“Do not ever think yourself a burden, my dear Mary.”  With a quiet smile, he sat back in his chair.  “It relieves me greatly to know you wish to remain with us; however, as your uncle and guardian I have been neglectful of your education.  I have occupied myself far too much with my own matters and have woefully forgotten yours and Colin’s.  I feel it is past time I found you both a governess.”

Relieved she was not going away, a small feeling of pleasure grew within Mary’s chest, almost daring to become delight before it was pushed aside by an unwelcome thought.

“I have never had a governess who liked me, Uncle.”  

Lord Craven was thoughtful for a moment before replying.

“Perhaps they were not right for you. Did you like them? I think, perhaps not. You have changed, that grows within yourself, since your arrival here. You and your life are different, now. Do you think you are ready for a governess again?” 

“Oh yes, Uncle, I am ready.  I will try very hard to learn my lessons.  Perhaps she will even like gardening.”  In a rare moment of exhilaration, Mary clasped her hands together and grinned, something Mary had never done before coming to Misselthwaite.  
“Perhaps,” Mr. Craven said, delighted by Mary’s pleasure.  “I will place an advertisement directly.”

“Thank you, Uncle Craven. Oh, thank you!”  Mary jumped from her seat and ran from the room to spread the good news, forgetting to be properly dismissed. 
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CHAPTER 2

The Arrival
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“Do you think she might be pretty?”  Colin asked Mary and Dickon.

The three children had been slowly walking around the garden for most of the morning.  Everyone was in various states of excitement or panic, preparing for the arrival of the new governess the next day.  The children, too nervous to play, had been shooed outside by Mrs. Medlock, who crisply announced she was “too busy to bother with restless children.”

Even the delights of the Secret Garden, with its fresh green scent of spring, could not distract them. 

“Perhaps she’ll wear lovely dresses like my mother did,” Mary replied.  She briefly stopped pacing to examine the new buds sprouting from flowers in the fountain flowerbed.  “Maybe she’ll have a pleasantly light laugh and blue eyes and want to walk with us in the gardens.”

“Perhaps she will play games with us.”  Colin’s eyes became distant as he imagined what might happen.

“Does tha’ know for certain to expect a woman?”  Dickon said, petting Soot the crow who perched on his shoulder.  The black bird nibbled the boy’s ear affectionately. 

Mary and Colin’s eyes widened with surprise.  They had never considered another possibility.  Perhaps Lord Craven would think a man better suited to the job.  The children were considerably behind in their formal learning compared to most their age.  Perhaps Archibald Craven would prefer the stern, disciplined hand of a man.  This could change everything.  Mary and Colin looked wordlessly at each other.

“Eh!  Cheer up, both o’ you!”  Dickon said.  “You’ll still be gettin’ a proper education like is right.  An’ tha’ won’t even have to walk a spell like the rest o’ us do.”

Mary and Colin plucked distractedly at a few weeds and dead leaves. 

“We shall know soon enough, I suppose,” Mary said quietly.

“Whatever the result, we must meet it in the proper way.  It would not do for our new tutor to see us as difficult and sullen,” Colin said, pulling himself straighter. 

“Eh!”  Dickon laughed.  “Tha shouldn’t waste tha time worryin’ ‘bout what tha can’t change. All will be, as it should. Tha’ll see.”  

“Yes, indeed,” agreed Mary, somewhat sadly. “But I really do hope for a lady in pretty dresses with a nice laugh and bright smile.  Wouldn’t that be nice don’t you think?”  

“Yes, I do,” Colin said, as Dickon nodded.  “But a man can smile just as well, and laugh just as readily.” He paused a moment, thinking.  “Perhaps whoever it is will know something about magic. Garden magic and life magic.”

“Could be they’ll know a bit about those scientific things you always go on about,” Dickon said, remembering Colin’s desire to be a “Scientific Discoverer.”  

“Oh, wouldn't that be fine?” said Colin, a glow of anticipation creeping up his cheeks.  “Perhaps our new tutor can teach me how to do better experiments, real ones we can document and show the world.”  He began to pace with excitement.  At that moment, Colin’s small world became that much larger as he realized opportunities lay ahead he had never considered before.  

“Well, experiments or not, it’s time for tea.”  Mary began moving in the direction of the ivy-covered door to the garden. 

“Ay, time I get mysel’ a bit o’ bread an’ milk. Mother’s sure to have ‘em ready.”  Dickon, still carrying Soot the crow on his shoulder, whistled his way out of the garden.

The children were greeted inside the door of the Manor by the smells of something wonderful being created in the kitchen.

The cook, Mrs. Penterly, was a round, pleasant woman who liked to sing while she baked. But not that day. She had made special plans for the welcome meal the next day, and had been hard at work since sunrise, pausing only hurriedly to put together two trays for Mary and Colin’s noontime meal.  She quickly bustled back to her complex preparations for the next day, shooing the children away with a distracted tisk-tisk. Martha and another maid carried the trays, and the quartet went upstairs to Colin’s room. 

Mrs. Medlock had issued strict orders she was not to be disturbed as she completed her own tasks overseeing preparations.  She had spent the better part of that week readying a room for the new arrival and making sure the household was strictly in order.  

Mary and Colin ate their muffins and marmalade in quiet thought.  Dark tea made rich with cream and sweet with honey washed it down.  The rest of the day was spent wandering distractedly about the gardens.  As night fell, both children had worried themselves tired and went to bed quite early. 

Much to everyone’s relief, the day of arrival finally came, proving even a watched pot must boil.

Hoping to distract herself from the mixture of excitement and worry that had been turning her insides into a bothersome mess all night, Mary hurried out to the garden after a hasty breakfast.

She sighed contentedly as her fingers dug into rich soil, warmed by the spring sun.  Quietly she recited a verse, once hated but now oddly comforting in its familiarity. 

“Mary, Mary quite contrary

How does your garden grow?”

To her surprise, the voice of Colin answered back:

“With silver bells and cockle shells

And marigolds all in a row.”

Looking over her shoulder, Mary saw him trotting toward her through the organized chaos of the garden.  She smiled a tired greeting.

“I see you had the same thought as I.  Did you sleep as poorly also?”  Colin sank onto the grass as Mary extracted a weed and tossed it into a small pile nearby.

“Only a wink or two.  I couldn’t eat, either.  Martha didn’t say anything but gave me a look that said she wanted to.”  She paused a moment in her weeding, troubles wrinkling her forehead.  “Oh, Colin!  What if she hates me?  What if she’s a mean old tyrant?  What if...”  She stopped, lost for words in her growing anxieties.

“You mean what if she’s like your parents?”  Colin quietly asked.

“Yes,” Mary whispered.  “What if she only deals with me out of necessity and feels contempt at the sight of me?”

“I doubt that would happen, and if it does, always remember Father can send her away and get another.”  With the matter logically solved, Colin began adding weeds to the small pile. 

“Yes, that’s true, but I want to show Uncle Craven I can learn and be proper,” Mary said as she gently patted the earth around a small green sprout.

“I’m sure Father has no doubt you shall try your best,” Colin replied as he turned the earth with his hands, letting the soft moistness sift through his fingers.

“Does he?  Sometimes I think so.  He told me he was glad I was here.  That is certainly something I’ve never heard before.”  Mary said.

“Well, that seems to be a good start, doesn’t it?”  Colin asked.

“Yes.” Mary nodded.

They worked for a time in silence, letting the warm spring breezes playfully touch their faces.  They breathed deeply of the earth-scented air, and watched the sun’s rays poke through the branches and leaves in twinkling rays.  

It was not until Captain the fox tried to climb into her lap that Mary realized Dickon had silently joined them.  Dickon always came and went like a spirit in the wind.  Everyone just accepted this as part of his unique charm.

Mary and Colin waved dirty hands in the air in a happy greeting.

“Tryin’ ta git away from it all, are tha’?”  He joined his friends at the flowerbed.

“I thought the magic of the garden might make me feel right again.”  Mary said, taking a deep breath.

“That it will.  None can be wrong on a day as this.”  He replied, his wide mouth pulling itself into a large grin.

The natural peace of the garden settled about them, broken only by the rustlings of their work.

After what seemed all too short a time, Martha appeared through the garden door, looking like she would bust with excitement.

“Tha mus’ come quick!  The new gov’ness ha’ arrived!”

After the slightest of hesitations, the children jumped up, brushing themselves off as they ran.  All, that is, except Dickon, on whom a smudge of dirt and bits of leaves seemed perfectly natural.

With Martha leading, spurred on by Mrs. Medlock’s call, they hurried back to the house.  Along the way, Dickon quietly disappeared.

The first thing the children saw upon arriving at the courtyard in front of the manor was Martha and a few other servants gathering carpet bags and traveling cases as the manor’s elegant coach sat nearby.  Everyone gathered around, blocking any further view.

“Do you see her?” whispered Mary.

“No.  Everyone’s in the way,” Colin whispered back. 

Their first view of the new household addition was a bobbing hat and swaying cloak as the new arrival spoke to Mrs. Medlock.  The children stopped, waiting and watching from the corner of the carriage, hoping to catch an unnoticed glimpse of their new tutor.  The children’s presence was not overlooked for long.  Mrs. Medlock soon caught sight of them and marched over.

“There you are, children!  I had begun to think Martha had failed to find you.”

The governess turned around in what seemed to Mary and Colin like slow motion.  The children held their breath. 
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