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For Roei. I love you. and for Claire. I miss you.





[image: Honeysuckle, by Bar Fridman-Tell, published by Bloomsbury Publishing]





CONTENTS



	Prologue

	Part One

	Chapter One. Rory

	Chapter Two. Rory

	Chapter Three. Rory

	Chapter Four. Daye

	Chapter Five. Rory

	Chapter Six. Daye

	Chapter Seven. Rory

	Chapter Eight. Rory

	Chapter Nine. Daye

	Chapter Ten. Rory

	Chapter Eleven. Rory

	Chapter Twelve. Daye

	Chapter Thirteen. Rory

	Chapter Fourteen. Rory

	Chapter Fifteen. Daye

	Part Two

	Chapter Sixteen. Rory

	Chapter Seventeen. Daye

	Chapter Eighteen. Rory

	Chapter Nineteen. Daye

	Chapter Twenty. Rory

	Chapter Twenty-One. Daye

	Chapter Twenty-Two. Rory

	Chapter Twenty-Three. Daye

	Chapter Twenty-Four. Rory

	Chapter Twenty-Five. Daye

	Chapter Twenty-Six. Rory

	Chapter Twenty-Seven. Rory

	Chapter Twenty-Eight. Daye

	Chapter Twenty-Nine. Rory

	Part Three

	Chapter Thirty. Rory

	Chapter Thirty-One. Rory

	Chapter Thirty-Two. Daye

	Chapter Thirty-Three. Rory

	Chapter Thirty-Four. Daye

	Chapter Thirty-Five. Rory

	Chapter Thirty-Six. Daye

	Chapter Thirty-Seven. Rory

	Chapter Thirty-Eight. Daye

	Chapter Thirty-Nine. Rory

	Chapter Forty. Rory

	Chapter Forty-One. Rory

	Part Four

	Chapter Forty-Two. Rory

	Chapter Forty-Three. Daye

	Chapter Forty-Four. Rory

	Chapter Forty-Five. Rory

	Chapter Forty-Six. Rory

	Chapter Forty-Seven. Daye

	Chapter Forty-Eight. Daye

	Chapter Forty-Nine. Daye

	Chapter Fifty. Rory

	Chapter Fifty-One. Daye

	Chapter Fifty-Two. Rory

	Chapter Fifty-Three. Daye

	Chapter Fifty-Four. Daye

	Part Five

	Chapter Fifty-Five. Rory

	Chapter Fifty-Six. Rory

	Chapter Fifty-Seven. Rory

	Chapter Fifty-Eight. Rory

	Chapter Fifty-Nine. Rory

	Chapter Sixty. Rory

	Chapter Sixty-One. Daye

	Chapter Sixty-Two. Rory

	Chapter Sixty-Three. Daye

	Chapter Sixty-Four. Daye

	Chapter Sixty-Five. Daye

	Chapter Sixty-Six. Daye

	Chapter Sixty-Seven. Daye

	Chapter Sixty-Eight. Rory

	Chapter Sixty-Nine. Daye

	Part Six

	Chapter Seventy. Daye

	Chapter Seventy-One. Daye

	Chapter Seventy-Two. Daye

	Chapter Seventy-Three. Daye

	Chapter Seventy-Four. Daye

	Chapter Seventy-Five. Daye

	Chapter Seventy-Six. Daye

	Chapter Seventy-Seven. Rory

	Chapter Seventy-Eight. Daye

	Chapter Seventy-Nine. Daye

	Chapter Eighty. Rory

	Chapter Eighty-One. Daye

	Chapter Eighty-Two. Rory

	Chapter Eighty-Three. Daye

	Chapter Eighty-Four. Rory

	Chapter Eighty-Five. Daye

	Acknowledgments

	A Note on the Author








PROLOGUE


The sky is endless. All she can hear is the sway of flowers, the rustle of feathers, the soft, heavy sound of the snow settling a mere footstep away. And then, faintly, a damselfly-wing brush of sound, her name.

No, she thinks. No, please.

“Come back.” The words are like fishing rods, lines arching to catch at her skin. Ready to pull her down, down, down. Already, mud is crawling up the arches of her feet, her toes, her ankles, as if preparing to hold her in place. There’s a sinking sensation in her chest. The taste of leaf dust in her mouth, dry and ash-like.

No, she thinks again, helplessly.

But it’s already too late.






Part One



They took the blossoms of the oak, and the blossoms of the broom, and the blossoms of the meadow-sweet, and produced from them a maiden, the fairest and most graceful that man ever saw. And they baptized her, and gave her the name of Blodeuwedd.

—The Mabinogion, translated by Lady Charlotte Guest, 1877









CHAPTER 1
Rory



“Stop following me,” Wynne said, not bothering to turn around.

Rory took another step, his small shadow licking over his sister’s heels.

“Rory, I’m serious. Stop. Following. Me,” she said over her shoulder, stepping into the back garden.

But Rory had nothing to do but follow. It was midday, the early summer heat lying heavy on the meadow, lush and golden. He had already eaten lunch, and the house behind them was silent but for the soft, lonely sounds of the dinner stew simmering on the stove. The afternoon was an infinite stretch, and the forest a cool pool of shade at the edge of the garden, emerald green and pine dark. What could he do but dive in after his sister?

For all eight years of Rory’s life, it had always been Wynne and him. It never mattered before that she was six and a half years older. The two of them crisscrossed the meadow in pursuit of bunnies and crouched over mushrooms in the forest; waded in forest pools after frogs or lay down among the nodding white heads of daisies. For as long as he could remember, between the bunnies, the meadow, and his sister—big and brave and brimming with marvelous ideas—his days were full.

But for months now, Rory had felt a change creeping. Wynne started disappearing for hours at a time, then days. A new generation of bunnies dotted the grass by the heather, but Wynne wasn’t there to give chase. She was in her room, or the back garden, or nowhere at all. Saying “I’m busy,” or “Not right now,” or “Go play somewhere else.” Not always. But enough that Rory could feel the ground shifting under his feet.

He started bringing her offerings. A fistful of dandelions. A cup full of tadpoles. Two white branches with a keen resemblance to swords. But she would only glance down at whatever strange treasure Rory was extending and say, with the new and lofty disdain of her fifteen years, “I’m too old to play with that.” Rory was reduced to slinking behind his sister, following sometimes close by, sometimes at a distance.

His sister was almost to the back gate. Rory crouched to pick a strawberry that was only a little bit eaten, and doggedly followed.

Wynne whirled around in a maelstrom of dark hair and flashing eyes. “What do you want from me?” she demanded. “Why can’t you just leave me alone?” She was formidable when she stretched herself to her full height, as she did now. But Rory refused to cower.

“I want to play.”

“I’m too old to play with you.”

While Rory had heard this plenty over the last months, this time felt different. This, right now, somehow felt like a demarcation. So instead of wheedling or begging or any of the other things Rory had tried lately, he said, simply, “But I have no one else to play with.”

Wynne considered this for a while.

“If I find you someone else to play with, will you stop following me?”

Someone else? Rory’s eyebrows creased. There were no other houses for miles around, only the green of forest and meadow, and the village was endless fields away, a whole afternoon’s worth of walking. So Rory couldn’t fully comprehend the notion of finding “someone else,” but he nodded anyway.

“You promise? If I give you a playmate, you’ll stop begging me to play with you?”

Rory nodded again.

“You triple promise to leave me alone if I get you a companion to play with?”

He hesitated. A triple promise was a capital-lettered Promise. And what if the playmate she procured didn’t like his games, or turned out like his sister and, without warning, stopped wanting to play?

“The … companion,” Rory asked hesitantly, stretching the unfamiliar word taut before discarding it for another. “Will the playmate play whatever I want with me?”

His sister tilted her head to the side. “Within reason.” She paused for a moment, then added with an air of immense generosity, “It’ll play whatever game you want for as long as you want to play. Now, do you triple promise to stop bothering me if I make you a playmate?”

So Rory nodded a third time, sealing the bargain.

His sister sat down on the back gate’s stoop, chin in her hand. “Let me think.” Her fingers were stained green, as if she had spent all morning, all summer, weaving flower crowns.

Rory settled down and occupied himself with eating his strawberry—carefully eating around the spoiled part until he was left with the burrowed hole and a soft, pink worm peeking out of it. He got so absorbed in watching the worm wriggle that he was almost surprised when his sister clapped her hands and said, “Yes, okay. Here’s what we’re going to do.”

She went back to the house and brought out a large book, sun-faded spots dappling the green cover like a fawn’s fur. She went around the garden, collecting leaves and flowers from every bush and plant. She got on her tiptoes and plucked oak flowers from the low-hanging boughs and crouched down to pick up fallen branches. She gathered soft, white meadowsweet from the meadow and sweet-smelling broom from the hedges. Picked the last of the ripe-red strawberries and all the violets reclining between the grass blades. And when she had a big enough pile, she sat on her heels and started weaving them together.

Before long a little girl lay in front of her, with skin the milky color of meadowsweet and slim limbs tapering into branch-thin wrists and ankles; hair the vibrant yellow of broom and a round, ruby-ripe strawberry of a mouth.

Rory didn’t know how this transformation from pile to girl happened. His sister’s hands flashed too fast to follow, weaving over, under, turning and entwining—glimmers of white fingers rising and falling among soft petals and supple branches. She was muttering a steady stream of words, but whenever Rory tried edging close enough to hear, she’d shoo him back, sending him for white flowers from the far edge of the meadow, for a handful of moss and honeysuckle vines from the forest, for an old dress from the attic. All the while, a girl made of flowers was taking shape under her hands.

Finally Wynne sat back on her heels and looked at the creation arrayed in front of her, doll-perfect and Rory-sized. She looked just like a girl, fast asleep in the tall summer grass. Yet somehow the impression of blossoms lingered in the pansy-roundness of her cheeks and in the petal-like suppleness of her skin, and the shadow of ivy seemed to curl in the tendrils of her golden hair, despite her looking nothing like vines or flowers at all.

There was a self-satisfied twist to Wynne’s mouth. Rory’s eyes were round with wonder.

“Wake up,” she told the flower girl.

The flower girl opened her eyes and smiled.







CHAPTER 2
Rory



It was a blissful, endless sort of summer. The flower girl—a Blodeuwedd, Wynne declared ceremoniously, though Rory called her Daye (since he couldn’t quite wrap his mouth around her full name, his tongue tripping halfway through Blo-daye-wedd) and his sister rarely called her anything at all—was the perfect playmate. Her feet were quick and sure. She could run as fast as Rory—faster, though she never outpaced him. She could climb any tree and reach every nest. She had a knack for finding mushrooms and hidden berry bushes. And when she sat still on the grass by the heather, velvet-eared bunnies came to nestle at her knees, allowing her and Rory to hold them to their cheeks and feel their hearts thump-thump-thumping against their palms.

For the first time in his life, Rory got to be in charge. It was strange at first, but Daye leaped to every idea with a spark in her eyes, lips quirked in anticipation, so almost without noticing, he fell into the habit of leading. He invented games and dived into exploration as if he had been doing it all along. Though, Rory pointed out to himself, he never lorded it over Daye the way his sister did to him. He always checked whether she wanted to play the game he suggested (she always did) and always stopped to rest whenever her mouth started parting in strawberry-red yawns.

Daye wasn’t just a playmate, as Wynne promised. She was the perfect playmate. Not merely a placeholder for an absent sister, but a bosom friend, a confidant. Her footfalls in sync with Rory’s, her palm tucked in his.

She wasn’t as good as his sister—she was better.

“Why can’t Daye talk?” Rory asked his sister one July evening. A summer storm sent all three huddling into the living room while the housekeeper, Mrs. Matthews, banged about in the kitchen.

“She just can’t.” Wynne shrugged.

“But why can’t she?”

His sister’s mouth closed mulishly. “Because she can’t. That’s the way flower girls work.”

“But—”

“Rory,” Wynne said warningly, snapping her book shut. “Do you remember your promise to stop bothering me? You’re bothering me now. Stop asking why, or I’ll consider your promise broken and take the Blodeuwedd away.”

Rory beat a hasty retreat upstairs, Daye in tow. He didn’t think she would really take Daye, but it was never a good idea to underestimate his sister. A good dose of caution was always prudent, especially when her mouth arranged itself in that sort of line.

And anyway, though Wynne would never admit it, Rory was pretty sure that she didn’t know why Daye couldn’t speak, either. He knew Daye understood everything he said, though—she would follow intricate instructions in whatever game they played or gasp at the exact right point in the story. And Daye could express herself perfectly well to Rory, pointing or nodding or shaking her head; miming swimming when the day grew hot, or smiling in delight when they discovered a fox’s den. Smiling in delight most of the time, really. Even in her sleep her lips curved up, as if her dreams were filled with thrilling adventures. And while they were strange at first, these one-way, half-silent conversations, soon the strangeness faded into normalcy, half invisible, half forgotten altogether.

“Wynne wasn’t always like this,” Rory whispered to Daye in his room. They were lying facing each other—Rory on his bed, Daye on the makeshift cot Rory had made for her, the gloom of a daytime storm between them.

Daye widened her eyes questioningly, her hands splaying in something that was both an inquiry and a reassurance.

“She used to be …” Rory searched for words and came up with fistfuls of silence. Lightning flashed, then thunder. Rory closed his eyes against the glare and kept them closed. It was easier that way. “It’s only that our parents … I think she misses them.”

He peeked, eyes still squinted. Daye’s mouth was round with sympathy, her hand pillowing her cheek.

“They used to be here more, when I was little,” Rory continued. “Before they stopped being married. Not only for visits. They’d even take the two of us to the city with them, sometimes. But they haven’t been here for”—he tried to count, but the months got confused in his head—“a long time. I don’t mind,” he insisted, seeing the concerned slope of Daye’s eyebrows. “They send cards every birthday. And they were never around much to begin with. And I always had Wynne.” Or at least, he used to. “And Ms. Lucy, our nanny. Though she’s gone now.” His voice tapered down, something thickening in his throat. He sniffed. “And I have Mrs. Matthews, the housekeeper. And Mr. Benson, our tutor. And you.” He smiled at her.

Daye smiled back, luminous.

“So you see? I don’t mind, but Wynne … I think she does.” Rory shrugged bravely, but a sniffle escaped—a small one, barely audible at all. He closed his eyes again, shutting off the gloom, the words, the restless pacing of his sister downstairs.

The bed beside him dipped, a small palm resting on his arm, soft and warm.

“I don’t care, really,” Rory said, still not opening his eyes. He didn’t.

Warm weight leaned against his back, and a slim arm encircled his waist as Daye curled around him, her cheek to his shoulder. Like this, with his face hidden from sight, Rory could finally let the tears brimming in his eyes spill.

“Everyone is always leaving,” he said, barely a whisper. “Ms. Lucy, my parents. Wynne, too. She’s never around anymore. But you wouldn’t, right? You’ll stay?”

From behind him, he could feel Daye nodding emphatically, her cheek bumping against his shoulder. Her arm around his waist tightened, and Rory leaned back, sinking deeper into the embrace.

They stayed like this, quiet and still, until the storm blew itself away.



And so the summer passed breathlessly, leaping from one adventure to another. For three months, Rory and Daye crisscrossed the meadow and crawled between fallen trees in the forest, delighted in pocketfuls of mushrooms and waded through shallow rain pools, perfect for splashing, when the heat lay languid on the ground. Each day seemed to stretch, toffee-like, into small eternities, perfect and drowsy with light.

It seemed like an infinite sort of arrangement, age-old and everlasting. The two of them—Rory and Daye—and their kingdom: meadow, forest, house, and everything in between.

There must have been earlier signs, but Rory missed them completely. And if Daye noticed them, she made no mention of it, her smiles as quick and easy as they always had been. It started small: the yellow of Daye’s hair growing faintly duller; her cheeks less vibrantly pink, less pansy-round. Easily explained by a night of little sleep, a trick of the light.

So Rory couldn’t remember the exact point when he looked up and thought, Daye looks different. But he did remember the first time he thought, Something might be wrong.

It was a warm September afternoon, and they were thundering across the meadow solely for the pleasure of thundering, a shower of translucent bugs erupting from under their feet in continuous waves. He looked right, and suddenly Daye wasn’t by his side. She was in the grass behind him, braced on hands and knees. A tremble moved up her arms—a leaf shiver, a horse twitching its coat, there and gone. It lasted a moment, a heartbeat, the length of one bite into a hard apple, and then Daye was on her feet again, running toward him as if it wasn’t the first time Rory had seen her fall.

From then on, the changes grew bolder with each passing day. By the third week of September—how could it have happened so fast, when only two weeks earlier they were flying through the forest in chase of fox kits?—there was no denying that Daye seemed … wrong. Drawn in a faded sort of way. Her ripe-red smile dimmer. Her steps less quick, less sure.

So Rory stopped racing. He invented new games: hiding, building a fortress of woven vines and branches to last them the winter. And for a day or two, everything would be okay, and Rory would almost think that he imagined it, whatever it was. That Daye’s hair was always that color, her skin always tinted gray that way. That there was always a fine web of cracks stretching across her lips and up the backs of her hands. And then something would happen—a stumble, a shiver, vines falling from Daye’s fingers mid-weave—and he’d realize, No, this isn’t right.

But it was okay, right? People, even flower girls, got sick sometimes, and you just had to wait it out.

It was a clear early autumn morning—the deceptive kind of fall day, all summer-blue skies and nipping chill. They were walking through the meadow—ostensibly to the apple tree on its western side, but neither of them was in any hurry to get there. Rory was telling Daye about his new idea for the fortress’s walls when a gaggle of geese passed overhead, drowning his words with their honks.

“They’re on the way to the lake,” he said when the last of the stragglers passed from view, but Daye wasn’t by his side. Rory looked around wildly. For a moment he thought, Did Daye use the distraction to hide? and a bubble of excitement flared in him, that everything was all right, that Daye was playing again. But then he spotted her—a silhouette, crumpled beside the heather—and the breath whooshed out of his chest all at once.

He ran to her, dropping to his knees by her side. “Are you okay?” he asked, as he did every time Daye stumbled, anxious and hovering. And every time, Daye would smile and nod and heave herself up. But today she seemed to have run out of smiles. Her eyes were closed, and her chest rose and fell quickly, then slowly, then quickly again. Rory grabbed for her hand. “Daye, Daye, are you all right?”

Daye’s eyes fluttered open, violet-dark. She looked up at Rory with a grimace. Lifted a shoulder. Gave a small, confused shake of her head. No, she wasn’t okay. No, she couldn’t get up right then.

“C’mon, I’ll help you up,” Rory said, bravely, forcing a smile to his face. He braced a hand on the grass and started pulling her up, but almost immediately she flinched, and her face scrunched with pain.

“Daye?” Rory asked.

And then he saw her ankle. It was at an odd kind of angle. Brittle. Wrong. Like the only thing that was holding it in place was the sock over it. Like it wasn’t in its place at all. Rory covered his mouth with his hand. He looked down, searching for something else, some other explanation. Instead, his eyes caught on long strands of Daye’s hair, connected to nothing and broken into straw-like fragments. A bunch was sticking from under his knee, and with horror he realized, I broke Daye’s hair. A gust of wind carried a small chunk away, and Rory swallowed back a sob.

Daye was breaking. Daye was flaking away.

Daye’s eyes drifted closed. Her chest rose slow and even, like she was taking deep, deep breaths. The calming kind. Her palm spasmed in his, and when he looked down, he saw that her pinkie finger was hanging limply, and two more were bent at an odd angle. The broken kind. Her skin was cracked, deep fissures spiderwebbing across it. But instead of blood, they left a fine layer of leaf dust on Rory’s palm, gray-green against his skin.

Rory dropped her hand in alarm, backing away on his knees. The movement crushed the strands of hair beneath him, reducing them to little more than yellow-gray powder. Her hand remained, palm up, where he had dropped it.

Sobs shuddered in Rory’s chest. “Daye, Daye—please, please tell me what to do. Daye. Blo-daye-wedd. Please!”

But her eyes remained closed. Shivers racked her frame, beginning in her shoulders and moving downward.

Her pinkie fell off.

Rory got up and ran.







CHAPTER 3
Rory



Rory couldn’t remember running back to the house, or climbing up the stairs, or banging on Wynne’s door. One moment he was backing away from Daye, a roar of nononononono in his ears, and the next his sister was shaking his shoulders, calling his name.

“Rory, take a deep breath. Tell me what’s wrong.”

Though Rory could count on one hand the number of times they’d talked that summer, he threw himself into Wynne’s arms and let the hysteria close over his head.

“Rory, I need you to tell me—are you hurt? Did something happen?”

Rory struggled to draw enough breath to speak. It was useless. Every time he tried, he remembered the cracks in Daye’s skin, her finger lying in the grass, and his stomach roiled and fresh tears flooded his tongue and the words were gone. He tried once, twice, then took hold of Wynne’s hand and dragged her down the stairs, out the front gate, round the meadow. His sister protested all along, but never pulled her arm free.

Daye was lying where he had left her, outlined by the purple blaze of the heather. Her left hand was still lying outstretched where he dropped it, though Rory averted his eyes before he could see if any more fingers—

Soft brown shapes huddled around her. Bunnies nestled at the curve of her waist, her knee, her shoulder. A red leaf rested on Daye’s collarbone. It looked like a
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