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			[image: ]Every kid who loves the magic of being alone, who has big, curious eyes to see the world, should have this book to carry around and learn something different, maybe a bit strange, and not at all easy.

			You can always be scared a little.

			May you always be wild in your heart; may wonder never leave those huge eyes. And remember always that to be oneself is the most wonderful, craziest adventure of all.

		

	
		
			Contents

			The Girl in the Picture 	11

			When the Forest Blinked	21

			Fairytales Are for Bedtime	35

			The Forest Stared Back	41

			Roots and Riddles	51

			Big Sister	69

			What Is Planted with Love	93

			The House Full of Colour	109

			Epilogue	131[image: ]

		

		
			Lily and the Forest That Remembers

		

		
			Henry Northwood

		

		
			[image: ]

		

	
		
			The Girl in the Picture 

		

		
			Here is Lily. Doesn’t she look like a little princess in this picture? Her blonde hair is styled so that it falls like a river of gold. She’s wearing a clean white dress, and her shiny light blue shoes look as though they came straight out of a catalogue. A small bow sits neatly in her hair, as if it has never felt the wind. Her green eyes sparkle in the photo, but if you look closely, you might notice something. Her eyes are not quite smiling. Not really.

			The truth? The dress was scratchy. The shoes squeezed her big toes. And she had to stand still for what felt like forever while the photographer kept saying, “Hold it… just a bit longer.”

			Lily thought the whole thing was dreadful. But she stayed still anyway, because her parents had asked her to. And because, as her Dad always said, “Life is a trade. Give a little now, and maybe—just maybe—you get to climb trees later.”

			Lily lived just outside a small town, down a road beside a field of wild grass. Her home was an old stone house with a red roof, a crooked chimney, and wooden stairs that complained every time you stepped on them. It wasn’t the biggest house, nor the cleanest, but it smelled of warm bread, cinnamon, and sun drifting in through the windows.

			Her parents called it “the dream that turned into a better kind of reality.”

			Lily never really understood why. To her, it was just a family house. Home.

			Most of the time, Lily was outside. In the garden, in the barn, or just beyond the grass field where the forest began. She was allowed to go as far as the little river that ran through it. If Lily wasn’t out in the grass field exploring new flowers, or in the forest chasing after squirrels, she was almost always with the animals in the barn or around the homestead.

			The funny thing was, she hated chores inside the house but loved chores on the farm. If you asked Lily to clean her closet or sort her clothes, which most girls her age didn’t really mind, especially if dress-up was involved, she would scrunch up her face and say,

			“Uggghh.”

			Or worse—

			“Bleeeeh.”

			But the moment someone mentioned that the chickens were squawking or the goats were making a mess of their pen, Lily was already grabbing her boots.

			Some mornings, she would wriggle into her tall rubber boots, still crusty with yesterday’s mud, and wander out to the chicken coop, yawning as she went. The hens always had a few eggs waiting. The only problem was that Lily often forgot to take her boots off when she came back into the house. Her Mum was glad for the eggs, just not for the muddy footprints across the floor.

			The rabbits had the best life on the farm. They didn’t live in tiny cages. Instead, Lily’s Dad had built them a little rabbit house, a wooden hut with space to hop, hide, and stretch out in the sun. Lily loved the rabbits. She knew they were being raised to feed the family, because that was how farm life worked. In the afternoons, Lily liked to sit beside their house with her knees in the mud, gently rubbing the baby rabbits behind their ears while she told them funny stories in a tiny rabbit voice, but only to them.[image: ]

			Lily didn’t have many friends at school. She was different, and children noticed. Some laughed at the way she dressed or pointed at the hay stuck to her jumper. If she said something like, “The wind feels strange today,” they rolled their eyes or whispered jokes behind her back.

			At home, it wasn’t much easier. Her Mum was always tied up with little Freddie, Lily’s baby brother, and ever since her Dad’s promotion at the bank, he was home later than ever. That was why, when Lily needed to talk—and really be heard—she chose the goats.

			Their names were Bobby and Betsy. Lily liked to sit beside them while she milked them, complaining about rude classmates and unfair rules. The goats listened, blinking slowly and chewing their hay like wise old grandmas.[image: ]

			The cows were different. They were big. Too big, in Lily’s opinion, though she would never admit it. Not to her parents. Not to the goats. She never told anyone, but she always kept a little distance when she brought them their food. Just in case.

			And then there were the sheep, five woolly, waddling puffballs who acted as though they ran the whole field. Every now and then, Lily’s Dad brought them into the barn and gave them a trim with an old set of clippers. They didn’t seem to mind, especially if carrots were involved.

			He called it “the sheep barbershop,” which made Lily giggle.

			Lily’s Dad was the sort of person who loved to tell a joke or act like a goofy character from a morning television show. His jokes were hilarious, at least to Lily, who always ended up laughing. He added sound effects and made up silly voices. He once turned an old squeaky floorboard into a ghost with terrible hiccups and made a burnt piece of toast sound like a dramatic argument straight out of kitchen politics.

			Since his promotion, things had changed around the house. There was a new car and a bigger television. The biggest change for Lily, though, was that she didn’t see her Dad as often as she had before the promotion. He woke her in the morning already dressed in his white shirt and blue tie, and he left for the bank before she had even had the chance to say a proper good morning. By the time he came home, usually around seven o’clock, he ate some dinner and headed straight for the living room to rest.

			However, weekends were a different story. Lily’s Dad loved fixing things and doing chores around the farm, and Lily loved helping him. They walked through the fields together or mended fences, and during those moments he told her stories from when he was a boy, like the one where he spent a summer with his grandparents, chased a red frog, and fell into a pond.

			When his grandma asked what had happened, he said, “It was the wild sheep’s fault.”

			She blinked at him and replied, “Well, we don’t have any sheep!”

			And Lily’s Dad just grinned and said, “Grandma, I said the sheep was wild!”

			He still listened. Still joked. Still acted as though she were the best person in the whole world when they were together. And that meant everything to Lily. She missed him, of course. But she knew it wasn’t because he was drifting away. He was just tired. And trying. And doing his best.

			He told her all the time, “You know, I got your Mum with these jokes. She said no one ever made her laugh like I did.” Then he always added, “Still true. Even if she pretends I’m not funny anymore.”

			Lily’s Mum was beautiful. The sort of beauty that looked effortless, like wildflowers. Lily had her long blonde hair and the same shape to her eyes, though Lily’s were greener and always smudged with a bit of dirt. People said Lily was her Mum’s double, and in a way that was true. However, Lily had dirty knees and grass in her pockets.

			Her Mum had been brought up in the countryside, far from the city, where her parents worked on a big farm. She went to university to become a teacher, and that was where she met Lily’s Dad. Back then, he had strong arms from rowing and running, while his brown hair curled whenever it grew too long.

			He still had strong arms now from lifting fence posts and hauling feed, though he had traded some of his muscles for a small round belly that Lily liked to poke when he was being silly.

			It was Lily’s Mum who first dreamed of having a farm of their own. Not just working on one, like her parents had, but owning it. A place full of animals and fresh air and space to breathe. Lily’s Dad needed practically no convincing. He had grown up in the city, but every summer he stayed with his grandparents in the country. He had never forgotten how the earth smelled first thing in the morning, or how the stars appeared when there really was darkness in the sky.

			Not everyone loved the idea. His parents, who were lawyers with very serious eyebrows, had just lined up a shiny new job for him and even paid for a city apartment. When he told them he was going to become a farmer instead, they weren’t angry. They were disappointed. Which, as Lily would one day learn, was somehow worse.

			Things got complicated for a while. But over time, everyone softened, especially now that Lily’s Dad had an important job at the bank and everything seemed more “sensible” again.

			Lily’s Mum did a lot. She baked, swept, cuddled Freddie, and made lists. She always looked tired, the kind of tired that came from trying to do too much for too many people. She could still laugh when Lily’s Dad made one of his goofy jokes. But not always. Not like before.

			These days, most of Mum’s time went to Freddie. He was only two, after all, and needed a lot of attention. Lily knew that. She really did. But sometimes she still felt as though she wasn’t needed anymore. As though her Mum had stopped seeing the girl with messy braids and scratched-up shins who still wanted bedtime stories and warm pancakes on Sundays.

			Lily never said any of this out loud. Not even to the goats. But the feelings were there. Quiet. Heavy. The kind that built up like clouds.

			Freddie had just turned two, though he was quick enough to keep up with some of the older children at the park. He ran like a wind-up toy with sticky shoes, zigzagging, tumbling, bouncing back up. He was never still for even a millisecond. Everyone said this little boy was far ahead when it came to funny moves, climbing, chasing chickens—which he was not supposed to do—and balancing on things he really shouldn’t.

			Talking, though, was still a work in progress. He had a small collection of Freddie-phrases that he used for almost everything:

			“I hungry.”

			“Daddy funny.”

			“Mama carry.”

			And Lily’s least favourite:

			“Lily dirty.”

			He always smiled whenever he caught sight of Lily, stretching out his tiny arms as though she were his favourite tree to climb. Yet the second Lily tried to tell him a story or show him something interesting, his attention vanished like a mole underground, and he dashed off to chase a bug or poke his finger into something squishy.

			Lily was not mean to him. Quite the contrary. She sometimes helped feed him or pulled a goofy face to make him stop crying. But she did feel a little replaced. Not by Freddie himself, but by the time he took up. Time that used to belong to her.

			Oh—and let’s not forget Max. Max wasn’t just a dog. He was the dog. A black-and-white Border Collie. He was clever in a way that made people say, “Wow, that dog understands everything,” and then quietly wonder whether he really might. Max knew when the chickens were out of line, when the goats were planning mischief, and especially when Lily needed company without saying a word. He didn’t live in the house—not because he wasn’t welcome, but because Max belonged outside. That was his kingdom. The fields, the grass, the soft patch beneath the old apple tree. That was where he would be, tail wagging slowly, keeping watch like a silent knight.

			In the summer, Lily was allowed to sleep outside with him in the garden. She would drag out a pillow, a blanket, sometimes even her storybook. It was messy. Sometimes muddy. There were crickets, and the occasional slug, and once, a toad. Lily’s Dad had hesitated at first. But her Mum had waved him off and said,

			“I used to do that all the time when I was little. And look at me—did I turn out weird?”

			To which Lily’s Dad had blinked, opened his mouth, and wisely said nothing.

			Max always curled up close beside her, as if his job was to keep the whole night at bay. And he did. No strange noises ever felt too scary. No chilly breeze ever touched her toes.

			In the mornings, they raced. Lily would bolt across the grass with her arms flailing and her hair wild in the wind. Max, of course, always won. But he never rubbed it in. He would just give her a quiet look that said,

			“Nice try, human. Same time tomorrow?”
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