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“Out of the way, everybody!” Mr. Robertson yelled. “This fence is coming down!”

Terry and her brother, Max, jumped back. Their mother was behind them. She pulled both of them even farther from the tall old fence.

The Robertsons had moved into the house last week. Like many houses in Brooklyn, this one was joined in a row with others. The houses looked alike, and each had a backyard with a fence around it.

There was a row of the same kind of houses on the other side of the block.

Yesterday, when their father left the stepladder in the front yard, Max and Terry took turns climbing it to look over the back fence.

They saw there was a vacant lot between the two rows of houses. All sorts of trees and bushes crowded next to each other in the lot. A tangled vine with thick stalks and floppy leaves covered the ground and climbed the trees.

“It looks like a jungle in the movies,” Terry said.

Max found a loose board in the fence. “We could pry this off and slip through to explore the jungle.”

Terry thought this was a great idea, but they never had a chance to try it.

And now Mr. Robertson was starting to hit the rotten wood at the bottom of the fence with a big hammer. Some of the old boards broke and fell into the yard.

“Look, Dad. A mountain of dirt is piled up behind the fence!” Max said.

“Not just dirt. Here’s something that looks like part of an older fence. And what’s this?” His father dragged out a set of broken slats nailed together.

“Maybe it was a trellis,” Mrs. Robertson said.

“What’s a trellis, Mom?” Terry asked.

“That’s a frame for roses to climb on,” her mother told her.

“Dad,” Max said, “how many different fences do you think have been built here?”

Mr. Robertson picked up a shovel and dug out a pile of dirt, a rusty pipe, and part of a red brick. “Probably a great many, Max. No fence could last long with all this junk pushing against it. I’m going to build a wall.”

“That will take much more work than putting up a fence, George,” Mrs. Robertson reminded her husband.

“There’s a new type of wall built of stones made to fit together,” Mr. Robertson said. “You don’t have to use cement, and it’s the best type of wall to hold back dirt. I’m going to go over to that building supply place on Fifteenth Avenue and order the stone. Do you want to come and choose the color?”

“Oh, Dad,” Max begged. “May I come, too?”

“No, Max,” his father answered. “You and Terry would be begging me to buy everything in the store. Your mom and I will do better alone. Come along, Betty.” He put down the shovel and walked to the back door of the house.

“We won’t be long,” Mrs. Robertson told the children. She rushed after her husband.
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Terry picked up a broken slat and scraped at the dirt coming through the break Mr. Robertson had made in the fence. “Dad’s going to build a stone wall. Now we’ll never be able to go exploring.”

Max nodded. “I know.”

Terry jammed the slat into the dirt and twisted it. “We should have gone through the fence yesterday when you found one of the boards was loose.”

“Don’t be silly, Terry,” her brother said. “We’re lucky we didn’t pry the board off the fence. We’d have all this junk blocking our way on the other side. We couldn’t get through the fence and we’d have a job nailing the board back.”

Terry picked up the shovel. She began to dig at the dirt through the broken fence. “Maybe we can make a tunnel. This stuff doesn’t seem too hard.”

Max pointed at the dirt. “Put down the shovel, Terry,” he whispered.

Terry couldn’t believe her eyes. The dirt she had been digging was moving all by itself. It twirled round and round and started to become a kind of funnel going sideways through the fence.
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As it whirled, the hole in the middle of the dirt became larger. The whirling whistled like a wind now.

Then, suddenly, the whirling stopped and all was quiet. There was a little tunnel going through the ground behind the fence.

Terry looked at her brother.

“Are you scared?” he asked.

“No, but I don’t know why I’m not scared,” Terry told him. “This is magic, isn’t it?”

Max nodded. “It’s funny. I thought I’d stopped believing in magic, but I sure believe in it now.”

“Then, what are we waiting for?” Terry got down on her hands and knees and started to crawl through the tunnel.

Max followed his sister. “I guess you’re right, Terry. After all, this may be our last chance to see what’s on the other side of the fence.”
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The tunnel was just big enough for the children to crawl through. It was damp and cool under the ground. They could see a faint light somewhere in front of them. It seemed close, but they had to crawl for quite a while before they reached the end of the tunnel.

Terry scrambled out onto soft damp weeds. She stood up and stretched. Then she bent over to grab her brother’s hand and pull him out of the tunnel.

Max turned to look back at it. “Terry, it’s gone!”

The ground was as green and weedy as if there had never been a tunnel there.
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“I’m not sure how we’re going to get back into our yard again,” Max said.

Terry looked around. “The tunnel seems to have taken us into the middle of the jungle. There are so many trees here that I can’t see any of the houses.”

“Well, we wanted to explore. We’d better get started.” Max walked toward a clump of tall flat grass and fuzzy brown cattails.

Terry followed him. The ground under her feet felt soft and spongy. She saw Max reach the cattails, then try to step back. He lost his balance, slid into the tall grass, and disappeared.

“Watch out, Terry,” he yelled. “There’s water here!”

Terry had to push the cattails aside to see her brother.

Max had slid down a slippery bank and was standing ankle-deep in a clear running stream.

“It’s perfect for wading,” he said, “but I’d better get my sneakers off.”

Terry lay flat on the ground. She held on to the cattail stems with one hand and took hold of Max’s hand with the other.

He climbed back up the bank and sat down to take off his sneakers. Terry hurried to take hers off, too. It was August, and they were both wearing shorts.

Terry left her sneakers beside the cattails. “I won’t have to bother with them while I’m wading.”

Max put his wet sneakers on a flat rock. Then they both stepped into the shallow stream. Water striders played on the surface. The water was deeper in the middle of the stream. They heard a splash.

Terry pointed. “Look, Max!”

A fish leaped up after a water strider.

“Too bad I didn’t bring my drop-line,” Max said.

The stream wound along. Enormous trees lined the mossy banks. A kingfisher swooped down from an overhanging branch and snatched fish from the water.

They were wading downstream. The water was higher than Terry’s knees now. Something brushed against her legs. “Max, I’m caught on something! I can’t walk.”

Max waded over to her. “It’s some kind of net. We’d better go back.” He pulled the web of cords away from Terry’s legs.

They started wading back upstream. Terry kept looking for the clump of cattails where she had left her shoes. There were more cattails than she remembered, but none of them were next to her sneakers.

At last, Max said, “There are the skid marks I made in the bank. This is the place, Terry.”



[image: ]
[image: ]




“It’s the place, all right,” Terry whispered. “But look over by that tree. Someone has picked up my shoes!”
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Someone was standing in the shadow of an enormous pine tree holding Terry’s bright red sneakers and staring at them.

Max took his sneakers off the rock and began to put them on.

Terry ran barefoot over to the tree. As she came closer to it, she saw that the person with her sneakers was a very young woman. She was saying, “Pretty! Pretty!” and was so busy admiring the sneakers that she didn’t notice Terry.

“I think they’re pretty, too,” Terry said. “But my mom doesn’t like them.” When the woman caught sight of Terry, her mouth fell open, and her dark eyes opened wide. She even seemed afraid to move.

“Please, may I have my sneakers?” Terry took them from the woman and bent down to put them on her feet.

“Oh, they’re moccasins!” the woman said. She wasn’t afraid now.

When Max walked over to join them, the woman looked from one to the other. “You are both washed-out looking!” she said. “I was afraid you were spirits. Now I see that you are Lenape but not Leni-Lenape. Is it some kind of sickness that makes the color fade from your hair and skin?”

Neither Max nor Terry knew what to say. Max had blue eyes and blond hair. Terry’s eyes were green. Her hair was light brown and wavy. They looked at the woman. Her skin was a dark rosy tan, and her hair, worn in two braids, was straight and black and shiny. She was neither fat nor thin. She wore a sleeveless blouse and a knee-length wraparound skirt with fringes at the bottom. Both her clothes and her shoes were made of soft leather.
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“My name is Singing-Moon,” she said. “What’s yours?”

“I’m Max,” he said. “And this is my sister, Terry.”

A board dangled from one of the short bare branches on the lower part of the pine tree. Terry walked over to it. “Who is this?”

Max came over to look.

A baby in a leather pouch that laced up the front was strapped to the board.

A little roof over his head protected him from sun and wind. Tiny spinning objects dangled from the roof to keep the baby amused.

“That’s my little darling,” Singing-Moon told them.

“What’s his name?” Max asked.

“He’s not old enough yet to tell us what it is,” Singing-Moon said.

“Do all children in your family get a chance to choose their own names?” Max wanted to know.

Singing-Moon laughed. “Of course!”

“How do they pick them?” Terry asked.

“Something happens to them or they have a dream. Later on they can change their names. It is strange that you don’t know our ways,” Singing-Moon said. “You must have come from far away. Sit down and tell me about it.”
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Singing-Moon sat on the mossy ground under the big pine tree.

Terry and Max sat facing her.

Max spoke first. “We wanted to see what was on the other side of the fence behind our house. There was so much dirt behind the fence that Terry decided to dig a tunnel through it.”

“What’s a tunnel?” Singing-Moon asked.

“A kind of long cave with an opening at each end,” Terry told her. “I started to dig and then the dirt swirled around and dug a magic tunnel all by itself. I crawled through and Max came after me.”

“But when I turned to look back at the tunnel, it was gone,” Max said.

Singing-Moon nodded. “Magic is like that. You never know what it will do. I will talk to my grandfather about it. He is the chief of our village and is very wise. Perhaps you should change your names. Would you like to be Cave-Crawler and Traveler-Through-Tunnels?”

“Maybe later, if that’s the only thing that will work,” Max said. “For now I’ll keep my old name.”

A wind was shaking the branches of the pine tree. A long thin pinecone tumbled into Terry’s lap. Singing-Moon picked it up and looked at it. “Just ripe.” She pulled a basket of braided grass from under a bush and began to search the ground under the tree for more pinecones.

Whenever a gust of wind came along, more cones rained down from above. Terry and Max joined Singing-Moon in gathering them.

When they had scooped up all the cones they could see, Singing-Moon took her baby off the tree and tied him to her back with a woven strap. The strap went around her forehead and left Singing-Moon’s arms free.

She started to pick up the basket of pinecones, but Terry stopped her. “I’ll carry that for you.”

Singing-Moon smiled. “Very good. I was hoping you would come home with me. Max should have some sort of spear or club in case we meet a bobcat or a bear.”
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“I have something better.” Max pulled a slingshot from the back pocket of his shorts. He had made the slingshot himself and used it with spitballs for target practice in the basement at home.

He went to the stream for smooth round stones. Max was certain spitballs would not be the best things to use for shooting bears and bobcats.
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Singing-Moon reached behind the pine tree and took out a wooden spear with a stone point. “I keep this near me all the time.”

She led Max and Terry to a narrow path. It was just wide enough for them to walk one behind the other. The trees grew close together on each side.

Singing-Moon walked without making a sound. Max and Terry tried to be just as quiet. They were careful not to rustle dry leaves or step on fallen twigs.

Still the forest was a very noisy place, full of the chirpings of many kinds of birds and insects.

When they came to a little open space between the trees, they heard a rustling in the underbrush.

Singing-Moon stopped before she went into the clearing. She pointed her spear in the direction of the rustling sound.

Max fitted a stone into his slingshot.

Terry held tight to the basket and felt her heart thumping in her chest.

The rustling became louder. Suddenly a doe with a spotted fawn burst out of the bushes. They leaped across the little glade, bobbing their white tails, and disappeared into the forest.
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Singing-Moon rested the wooden end of the spear on the ground for a few minutes before going on.

She must have been just as scared as I was, Terry said to herself.

The baby was fast asleep and missed all the excitement.

The path through the forest went in the same direction as the stream. After a while the trees became farther apart.

Max and Terry saw clearings where corn was growing. The cornstalks were planted three or four feet apart. Beans of many colors were growing up the cornstalks and using them for beanpoles. In between the rows of corn were squash, pumpkins, and watermelons.

Soon there were planting fields all along the stream.

Singing-Moon led them to a tall stockade fence. The gate was open.

“This is my village,” Singing-Moon said. “Come inside.”

In the center of the village was an open space. A mound in it was higher than the rest of the ground.

There were about ten houses within the fence. Each house had been made from a circle of young trees tied together in a dome shape. The houses were covered with strips of birch bark, animal skins, or mats woven of cattail reeds. Some were covered with all three. They had no windows, but each house had four doors and a hole in the roof to let the smoke out.

Singing-Moon led Terry and Max to the largest house. “I want you to meet Wise-Defender, our chief.”
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The mats used to cover the four doorways were folded back. A gentle breeze blew through the house.

Singing-Moon stepped inside. Terry and Max followed her into the shadowy room.

A small smoky fire was burning in a circle of smoke-stained stones.

Strings of corn held together by braided husks were tied to a pole that went across the ceiling. Bunches of dried herbs, clumps of roots, and strips of dried pumpkin also hung from the pole. They were all drying in the smoke from the fire.

Terry and Max heard the sound of gentle snoring. They looked around and saw a thin old man fast asleep on one of the low benches that went around walls.

Singing-Moon went over to him. She bent down and pressed her cheek against his hand.

The old man opened his eyes. When he saw Singing-Moon, he sat up and hugged her. The children saw that his white hair reached to his shoulders.

“I’m sorry I had to wake you, Grandfather,” Singing-Moon said.

“I’m glad you did. I was having a bad dream. I dreamed that the forest was gone from here, and so was the stream. Our people were gone, too.” He laughed. “I’m glad it was only a dream.”

“So am I, Grandfather,” Singing-Moon said. “I woke you because I want you to meet my friends and hear their strange story. This is Max, and this is Terry.” She turned to the children. “And this is our chief, Wise-Defender.”

The old man stood up and smiled. He held out both hands to each of them, and they gave him theirs in return.

He had such a kind face that Terry and Max liked him at once.

“I must go and feed my little darling,” Singing-Moon said to the children. “I’ll come back for you afterward.” She left the house with the baby on her back and her spear still in her hand.

Wise-Defender sat down on the bench again. The ground in front of him was covered with soft pine branches. Terry and Max decided to sit there so they could look at him while they talked.

“Start at the very beginning,” Wise-Defender said. “The more I learn about you, the better chance I’ll have of under-standing what happened.”

Together they told him as much as they remembered. “We only wanted to know what was behind our fence,” Max finished.

“I think you’re beginning to find out,” Wise-Defender told him.
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When Singing-Moon returned, Wise-Defender lay down again on the bench and closed his eyes.

Terry and Max followed Singing-Moon out of the house to a much smaller one.

“Does your grandfather live all by himself?” Terry asked.

“Oh, no,” Singing-Moon told her. “Two of my aunts and their families live with him. Wise-Defender is very old and needs people to care for him. My husband and I built a house of our own. You must stay with us.”

A young man was standing in front of the little house, holding the baby in the air and dancing with him.
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“This is my husband, Blackbird-on-the-Wing,” Singing-Moon said. “And these are our guests, Terry and Max,” she told him.

“Welcome,” the young man said. “Look at this!” He leaned over and let the baby’s tiny feet touch the ground. At once the baby straightened his legs and tried to stand. His father laughed and lifted his son into the air again. “Not yet, little man,” he said, “but you’ll get there!”

Blackbird-on-the-Wing had heard about the slingshot and wanted to see it. Max took it out of his pocket and showed him how the slingshot worked.

A fire burned in front of each house. People were cooking and eating there.

Singing-Moon was busy at her fire. Terry went to help her.

She saw a pile of clean smooth stones near the fire.

Singing-Moon kept taking stones from the pile and putting them into the fire. Terry copied her. She learned
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