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Being the Story in Which the Tree Talks, or, Aristotle Meets a Girl Called Izandria Dauntless, Otherwise Known as Izzy

“There’s no such thing as magic,” the boy said to the tree.

He had wandered out of doors, along the street he lived on, and, quite unintentionally, down to the park, where he had encountered his favorite well-leafed silver maple tree. He had wanted to get back to reading Poor Richard’s Almanack, but his mother hadn’t wanted him to stay inside “on such a nice day.” He didn’t much like outside, whether the day was nice or not, but he supposed he ought to listen to his mother. He wished idly that he were still reading when he noticed a splash of color on the edge of his scope of vision. He followed the color and there it was, a sign made of rainbows that said, “Magic Here, 5 Cents Per Request, Inqwire Within.”

This sign made the boy think many things. He noticed the misspelling, of course, because that was the sort of thing this boy noticed, but he spent more thoughts on the fact that there was no “within” here, for it was a tree, and he couldn’t fathom what the sign-writer meant by “within” in this particular case. But in the face of the third thing, a lack of “within” seemed less important. The most urgent of all the urgent problems with that sign seemed to him to be the thing he said aloud.

“There’s no such thing as magic,” he said again.

The boy said this less because he truly believed it and more because he needed to try it out to find out if he believed it. It didn’t seem as straightforward as it ought. When he said it out loud, it seemed to fit with what he knew. He didn’t like how it felt. But it did seem to fit.

“Why, that’s the dumbest thing I ever heard.” The voice came from the tree. “Of course there’s magic. What sort of nimrod told you there isn’t?”

“Why do you suppose I need someone else to tell me? What if I figured it out myself?”

“It was your mother, wasn’t it? You might want to teach her a thing or two about the Magisterium.”

“What’s the Magisterium?”

“The place where magic is made.”

“I’ve never heard of it. And it was not my mother.”

“Of course you haven’t heard of it; you don’t believe in magic. Who would let you in on the secrets of magic if you can’t be bothered to believe? That would be the second dumbest thing I’d ever heard, if you had heard of the Magisterium but didn’t believe in magic.”

The boy peered into the thick leaves above him, but all he saw was the tree. It seemed unlikely that there could be a girl up there, it being all leaves and branches, but there was the voice, and so there must be a girl. Or well, a person, at least.

He didn’t know why he thought it was a girl. She didn’t talk like any girl he’d met before.

“I think it’s true.”

“What’s true? That there’s no such thing as magic?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, true things can be dumb still.”

“They can?”

“Of course! What about this? My sock has a hole in it. That’s true, and dumb, too.”

“Do trees wear socks? Or are you an especially unusual tree? Where are your feet?”

The voice muttered to itself. Something about how a tree would talk and what it would say if it did, the boy thought, but he couldn’t hear.

Then: “I suppose a talking tree wouldn’t be altogether too concerned about socks, would it?”

“It doesn’t seem likely,” the boy had to admit.

“We’ll conclude, then, that socks are a singularly unimportant thing, because surely a talking tree would know which things mean something and which don’t.” And with that, a filthy striped sock with a hole in the toe sailed out of the tree and landed on the ground in a puddle next to the boy’s foot.

“But trees don’t actually talk,” he said, wrinkling his nose at the sock.

“Maybe not to you,” the voice shot back. “But you don’t believe in magic, and talking trees, well, that’s magic then, isn’t it?”

The boy peered up into the tree again, trying to sort out where the voice was coming from. He wasn’t much of a fan of talking to someone he couldn’t see. He liked to know a bit about a body before committing to something so personal as a conversation, not being much for conversation in general. He knew, of course, that it couldn’t really be the tree talking, but the more they talked and the more he couldn’t see any human or even any sign of a human involved, the more he began to feel like he was having a conversation with the tree. And that seemed dangerous. For a tree might get one to open up about things better left unsaid. 

“OK, tree,” he said. “It’s been all right to pass a minute, but I prefer to know a bit more about who I’m talking to. I’ll be on my way, then.” And the boy turned, fully intending to walk straight away, and yet feeling in his heart a twinge that seemed to want him to stop and stay and not go, which he couldn’t explain. He thought he ought to ignore it, and yet he couldn’t deny that it was there, tugging at his attention. 

“Oh, bother,” he heard the tree say, and by now he had almost begun to think of it as the tree talking, which is how he knew he had better forget the twinge and walk away. 

But before he could take another step, the voice said, “Wait one minute there now, I’m coming down. You don’t have to run away,” and the leaves of the tree shook and shivered and a foot appeared, followed by a leg extending down to the lowest branch. The leg was peppered with brown and green smudges. A second smudged leg followed, and then a girl appeared, as if from nowhere, all at once. 

She was not small, especially for a girl, with lanky limbs and feet that were as big as his. It couldn’t have been said that the boy was an especially large person, either, so that was perhaps not saying too much about either of them, but still. The girl had two big messy pigtails that stuck straight out of the sides of her head; the ties keeping them together looked about ready to fall out whenever she moved, but somehow they never did, even as she clambered down the last of the tree trunk and shook herself all over before coming to stand in front of him.

That was when he saw that she had giant blue eyes, the biggest he’d seen. He thought, with those eyes, she must see more of the world than he did, and he ought to pay attention to whatever she saw, because she must see things he was missing.

After her giant blue eyes, the boy noticed the other biggest thing about her, which was the amount of dirt on her. As much as he thought her eyes were the biggest he’d seen, more than that, he thought she was the dirtiest person he’d seen. She wore no socks now, which meant before she’d been wearing only the one, with the holes, and no shoes to speak of. 

She looked as though she lived in the wild. 

“Are you a savage?” 

Her eyes grew to saucer-size. “What sort of question is that? Am I savage? I may be a bit unlearned, or, as I like to say, self-taught, but I’d venture I’m no less civilized than you, Mister Cleanly Pressed Trousers. I prefer the dirt, you see. How do you suppose one gets learned in the first place, if not by digging into things?”

“By studying. Reading books and going to school.”

“Oh, that will never do. Books. Foo. I want to put my hands on things. And in things. And under things. Did I mention on things?” She wiggled her fingers near him, and the boy backed up a step. Or two.

“My mother will be upset if I get my shirt dirty.”

“Mothers, foo. A girl learns more from getting dirty than she does from mothers.”

“You’re peculiar.”

“I’m Izandria Hydrangea Dauntless. Pleased to meet you.” She stuck a hand out.

The boy eyed the dirt beneath her nails and opted not to shake. “You’re…”

The girl didn’t seem offended. She shrugged and put her hand away. “It’s a mouthful, isn’t it? I daresay my father did that on purpose. If you must, you can call me Izzy, or even Iz, but it really is a shame. It’s quite a name, don’t you think? What’s yours, then?”

“Matthew.”

“Hmm. That won’t do, either. It doesn’t suit you, and it’s not nearly interesting enough. Who wants to be in a story about Matthew? You’ll need a new one. What about Aristotle? Ari for short. Yes, I think I shall call you Ari.”

“Why that?”

“He’s some kind of big deal dead guy who wrote a lot of those fussy books you like so well. I’d think you’d know him more than I would. Perhaps you’d like to ask that mother of yours who knows so much. At any rate, I’m particularly pleased to meet you, Aristotle.”

She tried to give a curtsy, but without a skirt (which Iz never wore), it turned into a bow, which went too deep, which then turned into a face-first tumble, which seemed to have been on purpose.

Aristotle frowned and bit his lip. “Is that a new way of greeting someone?”

“Why, yes. I thought it up this instant.” Iz brushed the dirt into her shirt harder so it would stay. She had no patience for tidy clothing. It wouldn’t do to return home after hours of hard play with no dirt showing. If one didn’t get dirty, what evidence was there that one had accomplished anything? “You should do it for me, as well, or we won’t be true friends.”

“My mother…”

“Yes, yes. Your mother. Can’t you explain to her that you needed to cement the bond of a true friendship? Surely she’ll understand! What kind of mother could fault you for that? It wouldn’t be fair.”

Mattthew—or Ari now—wrinkled his nose again. “I don’t believe it has much to do with fair.” Quickly, he rerouted the conversation. He didn’t want to find out what his mother would do if he tumbled home with dirt on his new pants. “What kind of magic do you do, then?”

“Who said I do magic?”

Aristotle pointed at the sign on the tree, but Izzy ignored his pointing.

“Foo. You don’t believe in it but you want me to tell you what I do with it? How piggish.”

“Piggish? What is that? And why? Maybe you can show me, and then I’ll believe.”

The girl tugged one pigtail, and he was sure the tie would now fall out. It didn’t. She chewed her lip and poked her tongue out of the side of her mouth.

“OK, that seems reasonable. The magic I do is: I tell stories.”

“That’s not magic.”

“Of course it is. What do you think those books you like are but stories? And what d’ya think they’re supposed to do but magic you away from everything that’s real and turn it into make-believe? Make-believe is what makes any day worth it’s sunlight, I always say. A day with no make-believe dies a slow terrible death and you’re stuck up in it. But when you’ve got that just-right story stuff, everything and all the things have the possibility of magic. Then it’s down to you to pull it out. Guess you’re not that good at pulling it out, then,” Izzy said, thrusting her chin out.

“Guess not,” he said, kicking at a rock and thinking about going home. He wasn’t sure he liked this girl.

“Oh fer whiskers and whippersnappers,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Don’t you want to get better at the things you’re not good at? Guess I thought that was the whole point of being alive, but if you’re not interested in sailing away like a pirate and climbing Staircase Mountain to Attic Peak and becoming a statue of the Buddha, or whatever other things we might get up to with a little magic, then I can get right back up in this here tree and you can go on home to read your books and that will be that.” Izzy kicked the same rock. “And I’ll be fine with it, and so will you.”

“Who said we wouldn’t be fine with it? Of course we’d be fine with it. Who needs to sail away like a pirate anyhow?”

“Right! Nobody. Not us.”

Aristotle glanced at her sideways. “Would there be a genuine pirate ship?” He unbuttoned his shirt cuff and pulled his sleeve down over his hand. “And a villain with a hook for a hand?” He waved the sleeve about as though he had no hand.

“There would be Indians and crocodiles and islands. There might even be a girl who gives you a thimble.”

“I thought you didn’t like books much,” Ari said. 

“I don’t.” 

“But you know Peter Pan.”

“Peter who? I had a friend once who used to call kisses thimbles. Silly girl obviously never had to mend her own socks, or she’d know about thimbles. Always a bit odd, that one, with her head in the clouds like she wasn’t quite from this world. I never did know what to do with her; she was always worried about some boy she knew who wasn’t going to grow up. I said that was ridiculous, of course it was ridiculous, because everyone grows up, even silly boys. But she said she hadn’t been able to convince him. Convince him, like you gotta talk people into growing up. Fluffhead.”

Ari frowned. “Izzy… that was a friend you had for real? A real girl? Not a story you’re telling me for magic’s sake?”

“Guess you’ll never know. I’ve got to go.” 

Izzy carefully removed her sign from the trunk of the tree and tucked it beneath her arm. “See you,” she called, and Matthew wasn’t sure why, but he expected her to say something more, or for something more to happen, or even for himself to say something more, though he wasn’t sure what he expected himself to say. And in the end, neither of them said a further word, and yet the boy couldn’t help thinking that the girl was right—that he would see her.

He didn’t know how, because he didn’t know where she lived and she didn’t know where he lived, but she had this way about her, of saying things as if they were going to be so, and you had to believe her.

And so Matthew went home, without any worry, 100% certain that he would see that tree-voice girl again, and soon. 




Being the Story in Which Ari First Visits Castle Beauregard Mandelgreen

The very next thing that happened was that Izzy invited Aristotle to her home. (Well, the very next important thing. Some other things happened in between, like going home and going to sleep and waking up a couple of times.)

The invitation came to the Gentian family mailbox. It was a birthday card-sized white envelope, and it sat alongside a skinny ladies’ home magazine for Matthew’s mother, a big blue coupon for a bath store, and an envelope from the electric company. It carried no stamp or other evidence of postage, so Matthew thought it must have been hand-delivered. He knew instantly who it was from when he saw the word “Aristotle” scrawled across the front in large capital letters, in handwriting that was—as much as he hadn’t thought it possible—quite a bit messier than his own.

There was not a single other person in the world that such an envelope could have come from. She had found him, and it only took her two whole days, during which he had only once wondered if he’d been wrong. 

In her invitation, she gave directions, but no address. The end of the directions promised that when he got to the right street, he would know which house it was. He had no idea how that could be true, but he hoped she was right.

Izzy had used a pre-printed invitation that allowed her to fill in the details: 




You are invited! 




Please come to the home of IZANDRIA HYDRANGEA DAUNTLESS at FOLLOW THE DIRECTIONS on TODAY at ANY o’clock. Please bring YOURSELF AND DO NOT BRING YOUR MOTHER.




Aristotle couldn’t think why he would bring his mother, but he supposed Izzy had a right to decide who was invited to her house. 

Before he left, the boy wetted down his hair and tried to comb out the spot that stuck up, but it wouldn’t go down. He wetted it til it sopped and combed relentlessly, but that sticky-up bit was more stubborn than he was. Eventually he left it, a crooked kink. He wondered if he ought to also wear his best sweater, but then he figured that a girl who hangs out in trees with holes in her socks was not likely to give two figs about his best sweater. Or his wetted-down hair, but it was too late to do much about that.

Matthew tried to put an extra skip in his step as he left the house, tried to remember what had compelled him so about Izzy, tried to feel good about looking like this, and failed at all three.

Truthfully he felt like he’d been put in the wrong body suddenly. Nothing seemed to work right. He clopped his way down the street, reading Izzy’s directions. He counted his steps, watching his feet and concentrating, not looking up much. That’s why, when he arrived at the proper street where he was definitely going to know which house was hers, he let out a gasp at the sight of where his new friend lived, and at the sight of her, again, up somewhere she oughtn’t be—hanging upside down from the roof. 

Aristotle gaped at everything.

Izandria Hydrangea Dauntless lived in a small house—it would not have been entirely inaccurate to call it a cottage, really—made of red brick with a prominent chimney. It was mainly shaped like a little letter A, but then it also had a rather out of place tower, on the other side from the chimney. Aristotle thought it looked like a wizard had added the tower as an afterthought, if there were such things as wizards. 

Either way, it was one hundred and fifty percent an Izzy house. If Aristotle had had to make up a house for her, this is the one he would’ve made up. She’d been right; there would’ve been no mistaking it even if she weren’t hanging from the roof. As it was, Izzy hanging from the roof did indeed make it plain.

“Hallo!” she shouted out, her face red. “Who are you and what are you doing at my house?”

He thought she might be teasing him but couldn’t tell. He hadn’t a clue what to say; nothing seemed the same as it had when they’d met at the tree (except possibly for her hanging upside down—that was beginning to seem like an Izzy sort of thing to do).

“You invited me!”

She peered at him, and genuine surprise registered. “Ari? Is that you? What on earth have you done with your hair? I didn’t know you from up the street. I said, who is that coming to my house? Because I knew you must be coming to my house because it’s the only house up this way before the street ends. But I thought, it isn’t someone I know, and since I’m the only one here, it seemed odd. And then you got closer and I saw how you walked and I thought it might be you. But that hair! By the time I come down, you’ll need to muss it again so I can recognize you.”

Matthew wasn’t going to argue with someone who asked him to have messy hair. His mother would disapprove, but—mothers, foo. 

He took both hands and mussed it up right good, but it didn’t make Izzy look like she planned on coming down.

“Should you be hanging like that?” he shouted.

“Don’t worry,” she shouted back. “I’ve done this loads of times.”

“It’s a grand house!”

“A granmouse? Is that what you call your parents’ parents? Granmice?”

“House! Grand house!”

“Oh, yes! It is, that. Grand in an adorable way. I suppose I ought to come down and show you. Except… I don’t suppose you’d like to see things from up here first, would you?” 

Izzy tapped the roof, beckoning. Inviting… she hoped. Izzy never gave up hope on things she figured were unlikely but would be oh-so-magical if they did happen, like Aristotle joining her on the roof. The thing was, that boy had a fear of heights, and a girl could see it a million miles off, so there wasn’t much use in expecting him to join her, but she could keep her hope (and would).

“I want to see the house,” he said. “Why don’t you come down and show me?”

Izzy disappeared in a flash down the side of the house. Aristotle wanted to cover his eyes, but resisted the urge. Izzy reappeared directly in front of him. Maybe she’d done a double-backflip off the roof; maybe she’d climbed a ladder she had stashed. Either way he didn’t want to know, and he didn’t want to have to go that way himself. He hoped that girl could be his friend without making him get on a rooftop.

“Enough roof,” she said. “The inside’s the best part.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “It’s bigger than it looks in there. Plus, the switching of the rooms makes it feel like a new place every time, so the smallness ends up not mattering so much.”

“The switching of the rooms?”

“Come and see,” she said, jerking her head toward the house and marching up to the giant rose bush that nearly obscured the front. “But first—the holes.”

Aristotle followed her, but Izzy walked into the rose bush and disappeared, which made him stop. He was about as much a fan of thorns as he was of heights.

“Can you see them?” she shouted, muffled by rose leaves.

“Holes? Where?”

“In the ground.”

There did, in fact, appear to be a series of medium-sized dips that could well be characterized as holes randomly spaced about the entire width of the flower beds beneath the overgrowth of the rose bush. 

“I think I have a gnome,” Izzy said.

“A gnome.”

“Yes. Living at my home.” Izzy snickered at her own rhyme.

“Why do you think you have a gnome?”

Izzy poked her head out of the rose bush to glare at him. “I thought you said you saw the holes!”

“While I may have seen the holes, I did not say that I had seen them,” Ari said with all the dignity he could muster. “But even if I had, I can’t see how that would lead one to the conclusion of: gnome, any more than a voice in a tree leads one to the conclusion of: talking tree. It doesn’t follow.”

“Of course it does! You’re ugly-stubborn. Something keeps digging up holes in the garden. You see that?”

“Gophers. Gophers dig up holes in the garden,” Ari said. “My mother hates them.”

Izzy looked at him like he had two heads. “A pity about your mother. But garden gnomes also dig up holes in the garden.”

“But gophers are real. Garden gnomes are not.”

Izzy sighed. “Still,” she said. “I figure it’s a garden gnome.”

Ari didn’t quite know what to say to that. Iz’s way of explaining things made it so hard to argue. 

But Izzy wasn’t waiting for him to say more; she had dived back into the rose bush. From somewhere inside it, Ari heard a door creak and Izzy calling, “Come ooooon!”

So he climbed through the bush, careful to avoid getting pricked. He thought one ought not let a rose bush take over the front of one’s house, exactly because of pricking thorns, but his mother did the gardening at his house, so he supposed he didn’t have much to say about what Izzy did with the front of her house. 

The door stood open, and Izzy gestured toward the hallway in front of him. “Welcome to Castle Beauregard Mandelgreen. Officially.”

Aristotle hardly knew where to start. “Castle Beauregard Mandelgreen? That’s what you call it?”

“That’s what it calls itself.”

“You aren’t bothered by the fact that it isn’t a castle at all?”

“It is, though.”

Aristotle could hear his mother’s voice in his head, telling him not to be argumentative, but this was not a thing he could let go. 

“A castle has a moat. And a dungeon and a treasure room full of gold and a fierce dragon to guard the treasure room and royalty to live in it and turrets to defend and…”

Izzy’s Withering Glare of Ultimate Disgust deflated Ari’s enthusiasm for his list of castle-necessary items as he was getting going, and he trickled off, shrugging.

“Now, then,” Izzy said loftily. “If you are ready, we will begin.” 

When Izandria Dauntless gave a tour of her home, she started wherever she pleased and went in whichever order she pleased. She brought him to the attic first—where she seemed perplexed by the fact that there was hardly anything there but dust and cobwebs. It seemed fairly standard to Aristotle, not that he could claim to be an expert on attics, not having been in one previous to this very one on this very day. But he had read about them, and he supposed that was good enough.

Then she took him back down the stairs, where she opened a door in a hallway that led onto a closet—which she also seemed surprised by.

“Oh, bother!” she yelled, and shook a fist at the closet. “The kitchen’s gone to the back again. I like it so much better when the kitchen’s at the front.”

Aristotle followed her as she marched down the hall. “The kitchen… changes places?”

“Well, no. But I do wish it would. It would be so much nicer at the front.”

“But you talk about it like it does.”

“Of course I do! How will it learn what I want if I don’t talk about it? I mean, how do you think I got the bowling alley?”

“There’s a bowling alley?” Skepticism had crept into Ari’s voice; he couldn’t help it.

“Well, no. But I really must have one.”

“It seems a small house for having a bowling alley.”

“I told you it’s bigger on the inside than it looks on the outside. I swear it grows to the size I want it to be each day and the front simply looks the same no matter what the house is doing on the inside. Now let me show you the living room.”

Aristotle wondered if they would be able to find the way without getting lost. But Izzy barely took three strides before she stopped so suddenly that Ari nearly banged into her. He managed to catch himself in time against the wall rather than plunging into her back and sending them both helter-skelter onto the floor.

 “There’s one more thing you should know about me and my house,” Izzy said.

Ari rubbed his wrist where he’d jammed it against the wall. “Okay.”

“We’re in love.”

“You and the house?”

Izzy nodded, but it was so sharp her head didn’t really go up and down; it simply fell down once as though that were all there was to it.

Aristotle wasn’t convinced. “Are in love? Together?”

“Is that so hard to believe? Don’t you know anything about houses?”

“Well… I suppose I can see how you would love a house… but I’m not sure how it would love you back.”

“Haven’t you had one of those days where it’s blowy and snowy and freezy and breezy, and you want nothing more than to snuggle into your bed with a purring cat and a cup of tea? And then you found that, in fact, that was all you had to do for that day?”

“Well…”

“That’s your house, loving you back. And what about the way your house lets you have the lights the way you like them? And put the furniture exactly where you want it? And how the floor feels so nice against your bare feet when you wear them and your socks when you don’t? The way the heat rattles just so when it’s so cold a person couldn’t live outside, to remind you how the house keeps you safe and toasty? How can you not know these things?”

“It’s not my house. I live with my parents. It’s their house. They do the lights. And the furniture. And… it’s sort of cold at our house in the winter. Mom says it costs too much to have the heat high. She tells me to put on a sweater. Even when I already have one on.”

“Ach, that’s the trouble! You don’t have a house to love. You ought to come over to mine often, then, and be in love with us.”

Izzy made the house sound so lovely that Ari thought he might have to try it. And so the boy resolved that, in fact, he would try out this girl and her house and see how they suited him. 




Being the Story in Which Ari Discovers the Secrets of Castle Beauregard Mandelgreen

All this talk of being in love with houses had made Aristotle more aware of a certain question that had been dangling around the inside of his mind for some few minutes, almost since before he stepped into the house, but he hadn’t wanted to ask it because it felt like a violation of Izzy’s space here in Castle Beauregard Mandelgreen. He didn’t know why he felt that, exactly, only that she seemed to treat the whole place with a certain quiet reverence, a way about her that was unlike the way she was outside, in the tree, that he didn’t quite understand. He was coming to think that there might be a few things about Izzy that he didn’t understand.

“Iz,” he said. “I’ve got to ask you something.”

“Of course! Questions about Castle Beauregard Mandelgreen always welcomed by tour guides. We here at the castle make it our business to know everything, and when we don’t, we make it up. What can I help you with?”

“It’s not about the house. Well, not totally.”

“Ah, something to do with the secrets, then. Well, what is it?”

“Iz… where are your mother and father?”

It did seem, now that he thought about it harder, as though it were Izzy who were the one not doing the pruning of the rose bushes. And there didn’t seem, as she led him around the house with her random tour, to be anyone else there but the two of them. It also didn’t seem as if there had been anyone else there recently.

He didn’t think he’d previously thought about Izzy’s parents, and yet somehow he realized that he didn’t expect her to have them. But she must! Everyone had parents. And thus, the question. It was all incredibly logical, except the part where Izzy maybe didn’t have any parents. That was worrisome.

She poked her head round the living room wall, sideways. “Well, now, that’s a bit of a personal question, isn’t it?”

Ari gave her the side-eye. “I think my mother would like to know.”

From sideways, the side-eye is not so intimidating, really. “OH YOUR MOTHER. A bit of a busybody, ain’t she?”

“Hey! You don’t know my mother. But yes. It might be true that she likes to know more than is strictly within her purview. Still, she’s only looking out for me. You can’t blame her for that, can you? It’s the thing about mothers. That’s what they do. Which you would know, if you had one.”

“Well, then.” Izzy’s head had gone back round the wall, where he couldn’t see her face, but Ari thought he heard something strange in her voice. “If that’s the thing about mothers, then I suppose I shall have to confess.”

“It’s only for safety.” Ari tried to reassure her, though he didn’t know why she would need to be reassured.

“All right, then. For safety! My father travels the world speaking to people. And my mother is gone.”

Aristotle waited for the rest, but Izzy didn’t offer more. He felt mildly guilty for saying “if you had one.” If a person hasn’t a mother, you probably don’t want to remind them of it, but it took him a minute to realize that. Oh, he was better with books. 

“What does your father speak about? And where has your mother gone to?”

“He tells people how to be better. And if I knew where she had gone, she wouldn’t be gone, would she? I’d go there and bring her back.”

“How to be better at what?”

“At being people. Adults aren’t very good at it.”

Aristotle felt he ought to have more to say, but Izzy made him feel like an empty book. 

“It’s all right,” she said, which was not like her. He liked the way it made him feel and wished she would say it more. “You needn’t understand my mother and father to know me, you see. They’re not here, and they’re not coming here any minute, and all of that is neither here nor there, so let’s forget it, and do more important things, like see the house. I’ve got to show you the library.”

“OK,” Ari said. “But… there’s one other thing.”

“Yes?”

“Then… you haven’t any supervision?”

“Of course I do.” Izzy rolled her eyes.

“Who?”

“Me.”

“You can’t be your own supervision.”

“Why not?”

“Because,” Ari spluttered. “Who makes you come in when you’ve played out too long? Who tells you to eat your vegetables and not feed them to the dog? Who makes you take a bath? Who-who-who makes you follow the rules?”

Izzy counted off on each finger, full of force. “One: I’ve never played out too long. I think you ought to explore more fully, Ari dear, whether there even IS such a thing as playing out too long. Two: I eat my veggie-tables every day and I haven’t a dog to feed them to, but I wouldn’t dream of feeding them to him even if I did, because what would become of the poor dog? Dogs aren’t meant to eat veggie-tables! Three: I take a very thorough bath every third day. And four: I make the rules, so of course I make them so I’ll follow them.”

Ari blinked. “Every third day?”

“Yes.”

The boy stuck his nose closer to the girl and sniffed. “My mother says I will begin to rot if I don’t take a bath every day. But you don’t even smell!”

“Why, thank you,” Izzy said. “But maybe that’s because I’m a girl. Mothers are not often wrong about these things.”

“Yesterday you said ‘foo’ to mothers.”

“Yes, well, I don’t have one, and you do, and anyone who has a mother ought to listen to her. I’m sure she’ll grow you up into something quite nice, whereas I shall be tangled and dirty for all my days.”

Ari was not convinced that he wanted to be something quite nice, nor that his mother would grow him up into it—he thought remaining tangled and dirty might be delightful, but he had already spent most of his life trying to stop being tangled and dirty so as to please his mother and he wasn’t sure he knew how to reverse that sort of thing, so he kept quiet about it.

“Then tell me something else, Izandria Dauntless! If you have no supervision but you, who tucks you into bed at night? Who reads stories to you? And who makes pancakes for you on Saturday morning?”

“Why, I do.”

“You do everything for yourself?”

“Well, Bentson and Sir Vincent help with some things.”

“Bentson? Sir Vincent? Who are they?”

“That’s Bentson.” Izzy pointed.

A fat white duck with an orange beak and orange feet waddled into the hall. It wore a blue and green plaid bowtie. Ari eyed it suspiciously. He wasn’t too fond of birds. 

“You have a pet duck?”

Izzy grimaced. “I wouldn’t call him a pet where he can hear you.”

The duck squawked, and Ari flinched.

“He’s the independent type. Comes and goes as he pleases, really. I wouldn’t be surprised if he up and flew away some day and never came back.”

The duck squawked.

“Yes, go on,” Iz said to it. “Do it, and see if I care, you silly thing.”

The duck made a new noise that sounded like agreement—a small huff, of sorts.

As the duck waddled back out, Ari hoped Sir Vincent was less nerve-wracking than a duck. In fact, he sort of hoped that Izzy might have, in this short time, forgotten about introducing him to Sir Vincent. He wasn’t sure he wanted to meet any more animals today. But Izzy, as usual, hadn’t forgotten.

“Sir Vincent is in the parlor. Would you like to meet her?”

Ari agreed reluctantly, wishing he had any clue how to say no to Iz. But he didn’t, so he followed Iz into a room that looked an awful lot like a regular old living room, and not the slightest bit like a parlor—although he wasn’t certain he knew the exact difference—and there, in the corner of the room, catty-corner to the sofa, stood a large screened cage full of branches and giant leaves. Ari couldn’t see what was in it, though his imagination certainly ran away from him. He thought it looked like the sort of cage one might keep a dragon in, if one had a dragon for a pet, and of course he wouldn’t put it past Izzy to be the one person in the world who had a dragon for a pet. In fact, once he started thinking it, it seemed almost likely. What other pet would be quite so right for her? And who else would be more likely to have a scaly, winged, fire-breathing creature in a cage in her living room/parlor? And, well… didn’t she live in a castle? And hadn’t he himself said that a castle ought to have a dragon? Before they’d even got across the room, he’d decided that’s what must be in the cage.

He followed Izzy around the sofa. She led him to the cage and pointed inside. 

When Ari saw the creature that lived in the cage, he couldn’t say he was disappointed. For it was, in fact, something like a dragon, although not the size one might expect something ferocious to be. Nor did he think this particular dragon was going to be much of a success at either flying or fire-breathing, but he supposed he could live with that. It was about as close to a dragon as it would be possible to have in someone’s parlor.

“She likes to think of herself as a dragon.”

“Well, of course—” Ari started, but then he remembered what Izzy had called the animal. “She? Didn’t you say its name was Sir Vincent?”

“Indeed I did.”

“Can a girl be a sir?”

“A girl can be whatever she’d like to be, thank you very much. If she can be a Vincent, then she can be a sir.”

Izzy logic. 

“She’s a chameleon,” Iz whispered behind her hand. “But don’t tell her that. She gets her dignity from the idea that she’s the guardian of the treasure.”

Ari whispered behind his own hand. “She might be right.”

Izzy peered at him with oddly bright eyes. “Yes, yes, I suppose the pancakes are worth guarding.”

“What about the house? And Bentson? And the princess, maybe. From Sir Vincent’s point of view, of course.”

Izzy snorted and said, “I’m sure I don’t know any princesses around here.” 

But Ari thought she looked pleased.

“Well, she can look after me as well,” Ari said, this time straight to the lizard. “I will be well served if Sir Vincent considers me worthy.”

The chameleon blinked, slow and steady.

“I believe she likes you,” Izzy said. 

“Is that usual?” Ari asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Does she like most people she meets?”

“I haven’t met her to most people,” Iz said airily. “Only you.”

And at that moment, Ari feared that if Iz looked directly at him, she would find his eyes oddly bright, too.

But she didn’t look at him, only grabbed his hand and dragged him along to the next room over, which was very green, and which she presented to him with the matter-of-fact assessment:

“This is the jungle room. It’s Bentson’s, really.”

“But Bentson’s a duck. Don’t ducks live around ponds and things? What does he need a jungle for?”

“How should I know? I don’t ask what for. I make sure they have what they need, those two. One doesn’t ask questions about things that are none of one’s damn business.”

“You shouldn’t say that,” Ari said automatically.

“What? Business? Business business busy-ness business. I don’t see why not. What’s wrong with it?”

“Not—oh never mind. You’re going to do whatever you want!”

Iz looked at him, eyebrows raised in astonishment. “What else is there to do?”

“Haven’t you any idea that there are rules?”

“Of course. But this is my house, so I make the rules, and when I make the rules, I can say whatever I’d like to say. You do too many shoulds, dear boy. That’s what comes of having a mother, I suppose. There’s good and bad to it, really. I’ll bet she makes all sorts of silly rules that you follow. Without even thinking. Like not saying business. Ridiculous.”

Ari gave up. “Yes, I suppose that’s what comes of having a mother.”

Izzy finished showing him the rest of the house, but admitted quite freely that in fact she’d already shown him the best bits. But it seemed necessary to finish the thing out, so they saw the kitchen, the basement (“dungeon,” said Izzy), and the w.c., which Izzy refused to call a bathroom. 

“W.C. is far more civilized and interesting. It’s British. And there you have it!” They returned to the parlor, where Ari admired Sir Vincent again. 

“So you see,” Izzy said, in her way of saying something that made it impossible to disagree, “I have myself, and I have Bentson, and I have Sir Vincent, and I have the house itself. It’s quite enough for one household, don’t you think? Particularly given that we every one of us have so much colorful personality.”

“So… you don’t think you might need a mother or a father? Sometimes. To give you a rule or two, now and then.”

“Well, what one needs and what one gets are not always quite the same thing, are they?”

“I suppose not.”

“I believe that if we had a mother and a father around here, we’d be positively bursting with too many folks, and that wouldn’t be good. No, I think we are perfectly all right as things are, Castle Beauregard Mandelgreen being the loveliest, safest, most homelike home seen in these parts since the beginning of time.”

Izzy sounded more certain of this than she had of anything that came before, so Ari supposed it was true, and that at the very least, she must believe it, but if he were to confess to himself and himself alone, he wasn’t too sure that Iz didn’t need a mother. Or at least a father. At least sometimes.

But he kept that bit to himself and told his friend how wonderful her strange home was. And that much was the truth.







Being the Story in Which Helen Doesn’t Like Izzy

Izandria Dauntless’s neighbors were grandparents. Not Izzy’s grandparents, mind you, but someone’s. For the winters, they went away somewhere warmer, which Izzy quite liked, because it meant she had most of the street to herself, and all of the snow, for there were no other kids on her block. But THAT was in the winter.

In the summer, the grandparents had a visitor for one month out of every year. Her name was Helen, and she was the granddaughter, and she was exactly the same age as Izzy. (Whatever that was. Izzy had never been too sure.)

Helen was blond with curls that never seemed to go out of place; straight, white teeth; and pale unblemished skin. (No freckles.) She wore clothing that never seemed to get dirty. And there was one other thing about her that Izzy tried to explain to Aristotle.

“It’s like her eyes aren’t all there.”

“Like she has no eyeballs?”

“No! Her… looking. The way she looks. Not to you, but at you. Oh! There’s something missing. When you look at me, I see your you, there in your eyes. When we talk, I see things happening, there in your eyes. Your you having a time, being a thing,” Izzy struggled, but Ari thought he was beginning to get it.

“And Helen doesn’t have that?”

Izzy looked drained, cheeks slack and teeth clenched. “Nothing. Like I can’t… see her in her eyes. Or anyone, really. It’s not right. Those eyes!”

Helen often drifted down the lane toward Izzy’s house, dragging a stick along the fence as she walked. You could hear her coming from miles away—rat-a-tat-a-tat-a. But Izzy had developed a fool-proof solution; every year when she heard Helen making her way down the lane, she pulled out a stack of signposts she’d made the first year Helen came to stay, and she stuck them all over her lawn. 

Thus, when Helen reached the end of the grandparents’ fence and arrived at Izzy’s, she faced signs pointing toward the house advertising such things as, “person-sized spiders,” “rats with knifelike teeth,” and “skeletons that walk.” Iz figured that ought to be enough to keep her out. 

But one day Ari came over while Helen was in town. Helen had reached the end of the fence with her rat-a-tat-a and stopped. Ari discovered her staring at the unusual signs in Izzy’s yard with her head tilted, debating whether she ought to let them put her off or not.

“I wouldn’t risk it if I were you,” Ari said gravely, although he’d no idea why Izzy would want to let people know about a “flesh-eating chameleon” on the grounds. He was reasonably certain that the only flesh Sir Vincent ever ate belonged to flies, if flies could be said to have flesh. He figured Izzy would have some reasons that he would initially think were demented, but as long as she talked about them long enough, in the end he would find them brilliant. That was increasingly how it went.

“What do you want?” Helen snarled.

“Nothing,” Ari said. “I’m looking for a person-sized spider for my collection, so I’m going into the house.”

Helen narrowed her eyes at him. “It’s not funny. It’s that girl who lives there. She’s weird. Are you weird?”

Ari mulled this over. “As a general sort of thing, I think I’m quite usual. However, I do come to this weird girl’s house a lot, and we do many weird things, so you may have a point.”

“Yeah, you’re weird. She doesn’t like me. She doesn’t want me to come in. She thinks I’m afraid of the signs, and that’s why I don’t. She puts them up when I come to visit my grandparents to keep me out.”

“You seem wise to her ways. Why don’t you go in, then?”

Helen looked at him as though he had suggested she boil her head in lemon juice. “She puts up creepy signs to keep me out. Why would I want to go in?”

“Fair enough,” Ari said. “Then why are you standing here staring at her signs? Talking to me about how weird she is?”

Helen shrugged. “I’m here for a month, visiting my grandparents. Every year. And there’s nothing to do. No one to talk to. It’s boring. I thought… we could be friends.”

“Izzy doesn’t really have friends.”

“She has you.”

“How many people do I look like to you?”

Helen shifted feet, and it looked to Ari like she was deciding what his question meant. He didn’t think it was going to be anytime soon that she would figure it out, so he turned to head up to the house and leave her behind, only to see that Izzy was on her way down. 

This produced a quaver in his stomach. He was sure it would be fine, but he couldn’t help thinking that it might’ve been even better than fine if Iz had left well enough alone and not decided to have a chat with Helen. But Iz was not one to be stopped from satisfying her curiosity, even if things might be even better than fine if she weren’t quite so curious.

“Hallo,” she said. “Looking for a skeleton?”

“No,” Helen replied sullenly. “Of course not. What kind of dummy is looking for a skeleton?”

“Well. Not just any skeleton, of course. One that walks.” Izzy shrugged. “I’m not personally in the market for one at the moment, but I figure one day when the one I’ve got wears out, I might want to replace it with a fresh one.”

“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard,” said Helen.

“Hmm… I don’t talk much to stupid people. Maybe you could help me! Say some stupid things, and I’ll see if any of them are the stupidest I’ve ever heard.”

“Is she serious?” Helen asked Aristotle.

Ari bit his lip. It wasn’t that easy to answer. Because in one way, the answer was yes, 100%, deadly, that Izzy was, truly, never anything but serious. And yet, the answer was also—nothing about Izzy was really serious. It was all seeing where she could get to and what she might do in a way that wasn’t like what you were used to. But she was totally serious about that. Which Ari was pretty sure he finally understood, but also pretty sure that Helen was not going to understand. So in the end, all he said was, “Mmmf,” so that Helen could take it however she liked.

She eyed him like she didn’t trust him, either.

“Hmm, no, I don’t think that’s quite the stupidest thing I’ve ever head,” Izzy said. “Try again.”

“I don’t want to play this game.” Helen rat-a-tatted her stick on the sidewalk a few times.

“Okay,” Izzy shrugged. “No one’s made you stay. Aristotle and I are going to have our teanic* now, then.” 

(*A teanic, of course, being exactly like a picnic except with tea.)

“Aristotle? Is that your real name?”

“It’s the name I gave him,” Izzy said. 

“Can’t he speak for himself?” Helen asked, and Aristotle marveled for a moment at how she could seem so empty and unthinking one minute, and then suddenly say something sharp as a tack another—while still maintaining her outer air of fog. As though there were a whole other person beneath what she showed most of the time. He shivered. Izzy was right, it didn’t seem right. Never mind that there might be some truth underneath what she’d asked. 

“Of course I can speak for myself,” he said. “It’s a nickname. Izzy and I are friends, and she calls me by a nickname. Would you like one?” he asked.

“No,” she said. “I’m Helen.”

“You never wanted to imagine being someone else?”

“No,” Helen said.

“I’m not sure she can,” Izzy said. Her gaze had gone from mildly curious to intense scrutiny, like one would use when examining a bug under a microscope, as one tried to sort out how its antennae worked or what its guts were made of. Izzy sometimes got this look when she was trying to understand something. It was not a comfortable look to be the recipient of.

“Don’t say ‘she’ like that,” Helen said, her hands balling into fists at her sides.

“Why not?” Izzy asked.

“Because I’m standing right in front of you!” Helen roared. “And I hate it!”

“Well, I wasn’t talking to you. I was talking to Ari. Why should I care how you feel about it? You’re standing on my lawn, uninvited, interrupting a private conversation. In fact, I think I’ve made it quite clear that you aren’t welcome here.”

Helen’s mouth hung open. Izzy turned away, looking like she was about to head back to the house, which Ari supposed was exactly what she meant to do, but Helen snapped her mouth closed and hurled herself at Iz.

She got a fist full of Iz’s pigtail and yanked, and Izzy howled. (Still the pigtail didn’t fall out.) Helen pummeled Izzy’s side and as much round her front as she could grab, fists flailing and face reddening. 

Ari could hardly believe the whole thing, but once he realized it was for real happening, he leapt up and latched his fingers hard round Helen’s arms and tried to pull her off Izzy. 

Izzy lashed out backward with both her elbows, sending sharp, hard bones into the softest spots she could find. 

Helen grunted, pulled back suddenly, and shoved Izzy as hard as she could.

Izzy fell forward on her hands and knees and whirled around, sliding back on her butt to escape from Helen’s further wrath.

Helen stood there, breathing hard, glaring at Izzy.

“No one will ever like you,” she said, her mouth twisted. Stealing a glance at Ari, who had slunk around her side, ready to get between the two if need be, she added, “Not really.”

“Well,” Iz said, slapping her palms against each other and brushing at the dirt on her knees. “No one ought to get started soon, then. You see, I like me, and I have for some years now, oh about since I was three and three-quarters, and I quite think I shall continue liking me. At least for now. You never can say what will happen tomorrow, can you? But no one can go ahead with the not liking. I believe Ari and I will keep busy regardless.”

It would not have been inaccurate to say that Helen’s mouth gawped even more than before, like a fish who’s had more air than water. 

“You’re not bothered by no one liking you?”

“Bothered? Quite the contrary, young lady. It’s always a pleasure to have someone like you, even if it is no one. And still and all, even if you could say no one likes me, you couldn’t quite say no one likes me, because I’ve told you, I like me, and that looks to be so for a while ahead. So I’ve got no one and I’ve got me, and I expect that shall suffice for getting done what needs doing. Aristotle and I are now quite past the time when we should be having our teanic. I fear, given that you’ve tried to pull my hair and smash my face, I cannot invite you along, Helen. So we shall be headed back up to the house without you. Good day.”

Helen, whose mouth had not stopped gawping, backed up, slowly at first, without taking her eyes from Izzy, and then more rapidly, until she looked (and felt) entirely ridiculous, running backward as well as she might, but still quite certain that it would be unwise to take her eyes off Izzy. 

Izzy watched her go, frowning. “What do you suppose is wrong with her?”

Ari shook his head. He stuck his tongue to the roof of his mouth for a minute before speaking. “You’re not like other people, Izandria Dauntless.”

“Oh don’t you get started now, too.”

“I didn’t say no one likes you. I said you’re not like them.”

Izzy looked him straight in the eye and said, “One might as well be the other, mightn’t it?”

As often happened when he was with Iz, Ari found himself suddenly unsure what they were talking about. It didn’t seem the same thing to him. Not at all. But as usual with Izzy, she seemed to know what she meant. 

“Might be so,” he said. “I wouldn’t know. Except… Iz… what just happened?”

“Helen’s gone away.”

“You sent her away.”

“Well, yes, if you want to be specific about it, that’s true. Does it make a difference?”

“I’m not sure. It seems to. Should we have… been nicer to her?”

“What for? She attacked me.”

“Well, before that. Maybe we could have missed that part of the whole thing if we’d been nicer to her first.”

“I don’t think I’m good at that kind of nice.”

“What kind of nice is that?”

“When you don’t mean it. When you think you’re supposed to. When you do it backward—because you don’t like someone instead of because you do. Which doesn’t seem nice at all. I’d much rather someone truth-tell, and say they don’t like me, and then I know not to bother with them, and they know not to bother with me. Why would that not be nice?”

Two tight fists hung at Izzy’s side, and at first she seemed inclined to use them, as though she were not quite done defending herself, but quickly they loosened, and instead she said, “What on planet earth are we doing? Forget this silliness! It’s time to have a teanic! Should we do it on the roof?”

“I think after all that trouble it would be nice to have a teanic in the backyard on a blanket. We don’t need any more precarious situations today, do we?”

“Hmm… what if you set up the teanic in the backyard and I climb the roof for one tiny minute? It will help me recover.”

And so, since climbing the roof was Izandria Dauntless’s solution for most things, that was exactly what she did, while her less reckless friend Ari set up the tea set and rose cakes a blanket on on the backyard lawn. When Izzy came back down, they had tea and cakes and talked about what they might do next and not about Helen, and it seemed quite probable that what Izzy had said would happen did, which is that she went on liking herself and not bothering about the rest of it.




Being the Story Where Izzy and Ari Sail Like Pirates

“What shall we do today?” Izzy said.

They had taken up lazing in a cozy hidden space between bushes in Izzy’s backyard. The bushes’ spindly branches diffused the sun’s beams, leaving them with a warm dappled light that dripped over their secret space. It was Aristotle’s favorite spot anywhere, even more than his own bedroom.

But he knew better than to answer Izzy. She might sound like she didn’t know what she wanted to do or seem to be asking for ideas, but it was best not to come to conclusions based on appearances where Izzy was concerned. They had known each other for a few weeks now, and he had learned that it was better to listen a lot and wait for what came next. Because there was always something coming next. 

“We could go to the park. But I’ve been to the park. A lot.”

Aristotle did not believe this—or at least, he didn’t believe that Izzy had been to the park in a normal, boring way like everyone else had been to the park. She had been to the park like pretending to be a talking tree kind of being to the park. It didn’t seem the same. 

“Let’s go somewhere we’ve never been. Let’s do it in a way we’ve never done. Let’s have an adventure!”

Every time Ari came over, Izzy greeted him from the roof. But apparently that was not enough adventure for her. She seemed to feel that it wasn’t quite life without several near-death experiences in a 24-hour period. At least, this is how Ari felt when she said “Let’s have an adventure,” and he knew that it would mean a scolding when he got home (again) from a mother who wasn’t too fond of him getting his spotless and perfectly creased trousers full of grass stains and mud. But perhaps he could set that aside (again) for Izzy. She was so very determined about these things.

“We could go to a carnival,” she said.

“That would be fun. What would we see?”

“Clowns. And we’d ride the ferris wheel. And eat cotton candy.”

Ari wasn’t sure he much liked the sound of that. Especially the clowns. “Where is the carnival? How would we get there?”

“There isn’t one. We could ride bikes. But I’ve ridden bikes before. We could… sail a boat. We’d be like pirates. We could board the other boats and steal the loot. Come home with a treasure chest full of booty.”

The logistics of this undertaking seemed worse than the carnival. “What water would we be sailing on? And how would we get there? And who says there are other boats there? And what would we—”

“Or we could fly a plane!” Izzy continued: “Hmm, but then there’s the problem of having the plane.”

Ari gave her the side-eye. “Is that more of a problem than having the boat?”

Izzy pursed her lips and raised her eyebrows at him. “Well, yes. The boat’s in the shed.”

“The boat’s—you have a boat?”

“Of course I have a boat. If I didn’t have a boat, why would I be talking about sailing like pirates?”

Sometimes Izzy made impeccable sense. Now that he knew there was a boat, Aristotle found logistics much less intimidating. 

With a boat, he could become a pirate.

“Can I see it?”

“I warn you, it’s only a rickety old thing living upside down in a shed,” Izzy said. “I wouldn’t be half surprised if it sprang a leak the minute we pushed off. I might be more surprised if it didn’t.”

She scrambled out of the cove and Ari followed right behind. He didn’t mind rickety. It was a boat.

Iz opened a rusted-out old padlock on the giant swinging shed door and threw it on the ground. She opened the two parts of metal that held the door closed. As Izzy opened the door, Aristotle fell in love.

There inside the shed, right at the front, tilted on its side, lay the oldest, ricketiest, least varnished, most chipped-up badly used boat he’d ever seen. Well. It was the only boat he’d ever seen, but that was why none of it mattered, and he fell in love anyhow. 

Clearly Izzy didn’t feel the same. She kicked the boat, and a chunk of the hull fell off. “Not much use, is she?”

“She’s beautiful,” Ari breathed. “What’s her name?”

Izzy’s face was the picture of disbelief. “Hoo boy,” she said. “I guess we will be sailing like pirates today after all.”




As far as Izzy knew, the boat didn’t have a name. Or it hadn’t had one that she ever knew of. “I guess it’s down to you to name it,” she told him. “But maybe we should find out if it floats first.”

“Oh, it’ll float,” Ari said, determined that it should be so. He had no idea how, but he felt certain that he would make that beautiful thing float if he had to. However he had to. Right now he felt like he might chop down a tree if that was what it took to make it float. Or a whole forest of trees.

“C’mon, let’s get it out of here.”

The boat itself proved to share more of Izzy’s mindset than Aristotle’s. They pushed and they shoved and they huffed and they puffed and they sweated and shouted and groaned and grunted and finally, when Izzy had long ago given up and said they should go inside and drink cherry limeade, that rickety old boat slid right out the wide-open door of the shed and onto the back lawn of Castle Beauregard Mandelgreen.

Aristotle twirled his sun hat above his head and threw it right into the air. (His mother had insisted he wear the stupid sun hat.) “Woo!” he shouted, but he didn’t have much breath left, so it came out more like, “Woah.” 

After a moment’s recovery, he said, “Do you think we’ll be able to carry it?”

“We, eh?” Izzy returned. “You expect a lot, Mister… er Captain… well, goshdarnit, we’ll need pirate names.”

Even Ari agreed that Aristotle and Izandria were no kind of names for a couple of dirty rotten smelly pirates. As a matter of fact, he wasn’t sure that in general girls could be pirates. He figured Iz would do whatever she wanted, and maybe kill a boy for saying she couldn’t, but heck if he knew what a good girl-pirate name was.

“I’ll be Red-Handed Spike,” he said.

“I like it. Red-Handed because you’re guilty! I’ll be… Dauntless Jack.”

Most of Ari’s soul did not want him to ask it, but his desperate need to know overruled even his boot-shaking fear of asking. “But don’t you need a girl name?” 

Izzy snorted. “Whoever heard of a girl pirate? Besides, if I have to carry this piece-of-landfill falling-apart boat, I am at least going to be a boy while I do it. Girls don’t boat-carry, either, you know. So it’s lucky for you that I’m a boy today, and you best shut your pie-hole about it.”

As he’d figured.

“Anyway, it’s an easy carry. See those little dips there, one in front, one in back? That’s for putting round your neck so’s the boat’s on your shoulders. That’s what we’ll do, but names aren’t all we need for being proper pirates, ol’ Spikey.”

“What is the point of having a dirty smelly name like Red-Handed Spike if you’re going to call me ol’ Spikey?”

“I beg your pardon, Captain ol’ Spikey.”

Aristotle figured he ought to take what he could get. “Point taken, Jack. We’ll need hats. And eye patches. A peg leg? A parrot.”

“Well, I have a duck,” Izzy said dubiously.

“That duck is nothing like a parrot. He definitely can’t speak.”

“Your imagination has a battery life of next to nothing. We’re going to have to work on that. Being Red-Handed Spike is going to take an awful lot of imaginational battery.”

“Further point taken, Jack. Curiously, it appears that we suddenly have exactly everything we need to be pirates. A nice peg leg you have there, First Mate. Now will you excuse me while I figure out how to put this boat on my shoulders?”

It couldn’t have been said to be an entirely smooth process, but Aristotle—or rather, Red-Handed Spike—did, with Dauntless Jack’s invaluable assistance, manage to get the boat tipped up, walk under it, and then lower it onto his shoulders, which proved a bit smaller than he could have wished for, but a good pirate makes do.

He wasted no time, once the boat was on his shoulders, for it hung on his thin frame like a ten-ton lead weight. He had to keep his head straight and use all of his arm strength to keep the boat balanced, or it would yawn forward or back violently, sending his heart shooting into his mouth in fear he would drop the thing and wreck it further than it already was.

“What is this thing made of? Since when did wood get so heavy!”

“I’m trying to help, you goose, but it’s made for one person. Do you want to swap off?”

Of course Red-Handed Spike did not want to swap off. What a ridiculous thing to say! He marched ahead, stomping, but rapidly discovered that it is quite impossible to stomp with a boat on one’s head, if one wishes to keep the boat there and not have it tip right off onto its bow or stern. (He congratulated himself on remembering some essential pirate lingo from a book about ships he’d read ages ago.) However, even once he stopped stomping, the boat tilted dangerously forward, and he had to stop to balance.

“Let me carry it a while.”

“No.”

Spike tried to take another step forward, but the boat tilted again and he was forced to set the back end of it down.

“What on earth are you being so stubborn for? Let me in there!”

“You’re a girl.”

“Red-Handed Spike, how dare you? I’m Dauntless Jack, feared by serving wenches and little dogs alike. I plunder on the high seas and pillage ashore.” Izzy obviously had no idea what she was talking about, but once she was in high dudgeon, there was no stopping her. “There’s nothing girl-like about me t’all. I shall run you through for the implication of it. Now give me that boat!”

Dauntless Jack carried the boat the rest of the way, and Red-Handed Spike, ashamed though it left him, had to admit that she (he?) was better at it. It seemed to remain balanced on her shoulders with ease; he never once saw it swing wildly the way it had on his. He’d used all his might and had not been able to get it to remain still. Was she stronger than he was? Or was it something else?

“That boat seems to like you,” he said grudgingly, when they were about to enter the park.

“I sprinkled it with pixie dust years ago,” Izzy said, and as usual, Ari couldn’t tell if she was serious or not. “Now it only does what I want and no one else.”

Ari popped his head under the side of the boat to give her the side-eye.

“Oh c’mon.” Izzy laughed when she caught his look. “You believe that? Nah. Boats are a tricky thing, s’all. Sorta like people. You gotta see who they are, and you gotta love ‘em just right according to that. If you try to love ‘em according to what love you got, without regard for their own personality, you’ll sink like a stone.”

Possibly an unfortunate omen, in this case, but Iz couldn’t have known. 

They had crossed the park and arrived at the pond, so there was no more time for philosophizing. It was pirate time. 

They scrambled with the boat together, putting their combined muscle into letting it ease to the ground rather than crash. They gave it one last push, and it lay half in the reeds, half in the water, poised for sailing. Except for its general lack of sails, but what did that matter to two pirates and their long battery-lifed imaginations?

Dauntless Jack climbed in front.

“Well? What are you waiting for?” he called to Spike.

“Um, Jack? Are there oars for this boat?”

“Scallywags. I knew we were forgetting something,” Iz muttered, glancing around as though the oars might appear on the bank.

“It’s all right,” Spike said. He had spied a sturdy tree branch, almost as tall as he was, lying beneath the tree where he’d first met Izzy. “Here. We’ll have a pole.”

“Brilliant,” Jack said.

“Permission to come aboard?”

“You’re the captain!” Jack shrieked. “You don’t need permissions! Get in here and let’s set sail, ya bilge rat!”

Spike pushed off the bank as hard as he could and started to pole them out toward the middle of the pond, but he knew right off that something was amiss. The boat didn’t feel like she should. Instead of light, airy, bobbing on top of the water, she left him with a heavy sinking sensation, as though she were being pulled toward the bottom, and they along with her.

“Jack? How long’s it been since anyone tested this here vessel’s seaworthiness?”

But he didn’t need Izzy’s answer because he saw for himself: Pond water was seeping into the bottom of the boat in three places. His feet were already soggy. 

“This vessel’s been in my piratical family for generations,” Izzy said dreamily, not turning around. “Of course she’s seaworthy.”

Spike made no reply; he was too busy shoveling water out of the boat with cupped hands. It wasn’t getting him much of anywhere, but he had to do something. He couldn’t sit there and let his ship go down. The pole wasn’t long enough to reach the bottom of the pond out here, so they were stuck until they could get back toward shore. At this point, they didn’t have long before their ship became a sunken treasure.

Splash splash splash. The water rose fast; it was up to his ankles now. He scooped and he dumped, he scooped and he dumped, but down they went. 

“Say, Jack? Do you know how to swim?”

Dauntless Jack, who had been too busy staring off across the pond and enjoying the sail to even notice the state of their vessel, finally turned around. “Now, why would you—oh dear. How will we carry the booty home now?”

“Booty? I’m a little more worried about how we’re going to get across the pond without drowning!”

Izzy rolled her eyes. “Oh, don’t be silly, this pond’s hardly deeper than you are tall. Two more feet thataway and you’ll be able to stand straight up and walk clear out. Although I can’t speak for what sorts of algae will be growing on you when you get there. Perhaps that’s what we should have tried for today instead of pirates. Swamp Things.”

The water covered Spike’s ankles now. It wouldn’t be long before it rose to his knees. He felt mostly sorrow, for the old boat, and for their day out pirating. He thought he might sit here and sink with the boat for a while, in honor of the loss of that beautiful dream.

Then he saw someone on shore, waving frantic arms and shouting. He couldn’t make out the shouting, but the uniform looked like police. A refreshing flash of fear gripped Spike’s throat. Perhaps he would get a chance to be a pirate after all. 

“Hey,” he said to Jack. “Looks like the scoundrels are after us.”

“It’s the British!” Izzy shouted. “They’ll never take us alive!” She stood up and wobbled. Her arms pinwheeled as she tried desperately to keep herself in the boat, but there came a moment when it was too late, and Ari saw the resignation on her face, and Izzy fell, splashing flat into the water.

Sighing, Ari pushed his shoulders back and sat up straight and regal in the boat, even as the water crept to his knees. He was nearly sitting in the pond now. His mother wouldn’t be happy. 

But it would make no difference to the state of his clothing whether he left his ship now or in a few more moments when he would have no other choice. He could at least maintain a shred of dignity to the very last of his days as Captain ol’ Spikey. As the water rose around him, the strangest feeling climbed into Matthew’s throat. He wanted to choke. He wanted to wrap his arms around the boat or the pond water or himself; he couldn’t tell which. More than anything, he didn’t want to let that boat go down, but it was too late. He had to let it go.

He sucked a giant deep breath down as far as it could go, filling his stomach. Now what he needed from himself was not smarts or problem-solving or control of the situation; that had been lost already. It was time in this moment for one thing, and that was drawing up his courageous heart for letting go and moving on.

The boat was lost. If he didn’t start swimming, he would be lost along with it. 

Gritting his teeth, Matthew began to tread water. He didn’t want to swim; he didn’t want to move; he didn’t want to go. He couldn’t shake the ache from his chest, and it was interfering.

His hope had sunk with the boat. 

In his sorrow, he had stopped paying attention to Izzy. She had swum away from the boat and toward the shore. Now, he noticed that she was thrashing—and saw instantly that she hadn’t gotten more than ten feet from the boat. 

She leant back in the water to keep her head out of it, but curled the rest of her body inward as though she were trying to access her ankle?—he thought, but couldn’t tell. Whatever she was trying to do, it wasn’t working, and her growing panic wasn’t helping; she kept scissoring up, curling forward, and then being forced to lean back again as her face started to plummet toward the water.

He had never seen her look like that. Something in him recognized, in a flash, that she was terrified, that something had gone wrong, and the heartbreak of the shipwreck dropped away in the next heartbeat; at the same time, Matthew pushed at the water and swam in earnest. He stretched his arm out in as long a front crawl as he could muster and scissor-kicked with all the power in his body.

Get to Izzy, his heartbeat said, again and again, and the boat lay forgotten. The water tried to stop him; it reared; it tussled well. But he had to get over there. He fought back against the water, slicing through it, and crossed the distance to Izzy faster than he thought possible. 

She had stopped thrashing; she was sinking, and now if she were to reach for her ankles, it would mean diving face first into the water. A peaceful look flickered across her face, and Matthew’s heart skipped a beat.

“What’s happening?” he asked. 

But he didn’t wait for an answer, and he wasn’t sure Iz would’ve answered him. She was leaning her head back to keep breathing the last few sips of precious air before being swallowed by the pond.

Matthew dove, thrusting down, down, down along her side, reaching out for her hip, then her leg. He slid his hands down both sides of her leg, searching. He hated to open his eyes underwater, but he couldn’t feel anything, so he forced himself. 

Fat lot of good it did. The pond water was so murky he could barely see Iz’s leg. It was like looking through thick nighttime fog into a stand of trees. His lungs burning, he held her waist and swung himself around to the other leg. Down his hands went, searching. He knew there must be something, but where—

There. Wrapped around her left ankle, a rope. Or string. Or something, whatever it was, that strapped her to the sinking boat. Matthew desperately needed to breathe, but he didn’t think Izzy could anymore, so he ignored the pain in his lungs and yanked at the thing around her ankle, scrabbling with his fingers, pushing, pulling, whatever would get the thing to move. It didn’t want to go, but Matthew dragged up every last bit of whatever thing he had in him that made him live, every ounce of heart and strength and muscle and courage, every shred of him that had loved that boat and everything it represented, and he made that piece of string come free of his friend Izzy’s ankle.

Then he shot up to the surface of the pond and dragged her with him by the shoulder. He gasped mouthful after mouthful, lungful after lungful, of sweet, clean, life-giving air, nearly laughing with it as it rushed back into his body. He started to swim back to shore, feeling large and full, dragging Izzy behind him. 

For a minute, she let him.

Then she struggled and fought and smacked and would have clawed him if he hadn’t let her go as soon as she started to wiggle.

“I can swim fine!” she shouted.

“OK!” he shouted back, letting go and verifying that it was true. As he headed on to shore, Izzy kept her word and followed.

Matthew reached the bank and pulled himself up, then turned to lie on his stomach and reach out a hand to Iz. It was a large-ish pond bank, and she was tired, and try as she might, she could not pull herself up, and so in the end she put her hand in his and let him pull her up, giving him a ferociously judgmental look.

Izzy spat water out and hit him in the eye.

“That’s the thanks I get?” He laughed. “Save your life and get spat in the eye?”

“I would not have drowned. I was fine.”

“You were not fine, Iz. You couldn’t get that rope off your ankle. You could have died.”

Izzy didn’t respond. For once, she took a moment to breathe.

The boy figured they both needed it.

And so, sitting on the banks of the Great Pond of the Sinking, two pirates gazed out over the placid body of water that hid all trace of their momentous and unfortunate ship.

Eventually, the boy said, “That was a great boat.” 

“Yeah? What made it so?”

“She gave me something. I don’t know what, exactly, but it was important and it felt right. It’s a tragedy she’s gone. There’ll never be another boat like her.”

“It made you Captain ol’ Spikey.” Izzy said, as though she knew exactly what he was talking about, but Matthew wasn’t sure she did. She called the boat “it,” for one thing. However, with the boat gone, so went Dauntless Jack and Captain Red-Handed Spike, into the abyss of pond water, and the flicker of himself that Matthew had felt turn up with the appearance of the boat disappeared once more, and Aristotle returned in his place, sopping wet, uncomfortable, exhausted, and quite ready for pirating to be finished so he could go home and change into dry clothes.

But when he turned to suggest that very thing, Izzy was not beside him. 




Being the Story in Which Izzy and Ari Get Thrown Out of a Zen Garden for Dancing (Well, Izzy Was Dancing)

Aristotle leapt up and spun round. There she was—across the street. The absolute bonkers girl! She had almost died. Where was she going? Sighing, Ari trudged after Izzy.

“Look,” she said, pointing, her eyes glowing, once he had found a brief gap in the traffic and scurried across the street. “What is it? Have you been inside?”

The sign read “Zander Bealebright Zen Garden.”

“Let’s go in,” Izzy breathed, already following the arrow on the sign that pointed to the right, along the fence around the park, toward an entrance halfway up the block.

Aristotle trotted to catch up with her. “Iz, it’s a zen garden. Zen is a… well, I think you’re meant to be quiet.”

“Oh, good,” Izzy said. “That will be just the thing after a whole afternoon sailing like pirates and wearing ourselves out, won’t it?”

Aristotle couldn’t deny the truth of that. But it didn’t erase his doubts on the subject of whether Izandria Dauntless could be quiet for much time. Also, he thought he had heard something about this zen garden charging a fee. Perhaps that would save them. He certainly didn’t have any money, and he doubted Iz did.

But when she marched up to the entrance and asked, “How much for two?” of the lady inside the small ticket house, her head barely coming above the shelf, the lady mumbled something back that Ari couldn’t hear, and Izzy dug in her soaking wet pockets, from which she produced five soaking wet dollars, which she proceeded to hand over to the lady in the window. Aristotle could imagine the lady’s reaction, so he stayed out of sight behind Izzy. 

Apparently the woman hadn’t any more idea what to do with Izzy than Aristotle did, as she accepted the soaking wet money. Or at least he assumed she did, because Izzy turned and waved at him to follow her through the turnstile into the zen garden. He trotted past the lady in the box, giving her a little wave of his own, and followed Iz inside.

The gravel garden path wound through two sets of soaring pine trees on either side. The air around the boy and girl seemed to hush in partnership with the trees, forcing a certain silence on the path, on them, on every living thing thereabouts. It was marvelous.

“It feels like it’s taking us to its secrets,” Iz whispered, and Ari wondered if he had been wrong to doubt her ability to be quiet.

Shortly thereafter, the pines opened to the view—an open space full of small, highly manicured trees; low-growing hedges; and stone fountains. The path meandered around a pond and then over the pond on an arched bridge and round stones that seemed to Aristotle to be meant for jumping. A pagoda gazebo presided over the whole thing at the other end of the garden.

Aristotle watched Izzy’s eyes light up, and his heart sank. 

“Ari, it’s delightful! Let’s go!” Izzy danced down the path and over to the bridge. “Look!” she shouted, pointing. “Fish!”

Aristotle hurried to catch up with her, looking around. “Iz—”

“Can we feed them? Look how orange they are. I want to feed them.”

“I don’t think we can feed them. What do they even eat, do you know?”

“They’re fish. I suppose they eat smaller fish. Given how wet we are, I wouldn’t be surprised if we managed to find a small fish or two in a pocket. Do give yours a look, Ari, in case you have a small fish on you.”

While Izzy and Aristotle amused themselves with the koi, someone stood behind them on the path, back near the turn, a bit out of sight, watching them. In fact, this someone, a she, had been watching them for some time, almost since they entered the garden. She had small, flat, pale eyes that poked out from beneath hooded eyelids. She followed the bouncing (and still soaking wet) progress of Izzy and Ari down the manicured path, mildly agitated, and plodded after them, refusing to hurry but certain that trouble was afoot and she must stop it. It was her duty. She was the park docent, and she wore a uniform, and she took being a park docent 100% seriously. Her name was Dolores.

Dolores wasn’t even certain that children were allowed in the zen garden without a parent. If they were, it didn’t seem proper. If they were, she would speak to her supervisor about changing the rules so that they weren’t. She was certain that these two were going to cause a ruckus before long.

Down the path, Izzy and Ari had moved on from the koi pond and discovered a thing they had not been able to see from the entrance—the sand box. Neither of them had ever seen such a thing—a garden made of sand?—and were quite tickled by the idea of it. Concentric circles had been raked into the light beige sand, and a small rock lay at the center of each set of circles. 

Neither of the two children noticed the sign at the edge of the sand that read “KEEP OFF.” 

They were too busy exclaiming (well, really it was Izzy doing the exclaiming while Ari looked on in rapt fascination) over what a wonderful place it was—specifically, for dancing.

“It is the most fantastical place I can think of for having a dancing party,” Iz said, with her hands on her hips, as though that settled it.

Dolores, from a few hundred feet behind them, listened carefully. That girl was trouble, there was no doubt about it. She was the kind of girl who didn’t follow rules, even when they were right there in front of her face. Or her feet.

Dolores approached as soon as she heard the word “dancing.” 

“A dancing party!” she exclaimed. “That will not be possible.”

“Why not?” Iz didn’t see Dolores’s uniform; she didn’t realize she was speaking to a docent. Otherwise surely she would have changed her tone; otherwise surely she wouldn’t have argued back and forth in her usual way. “Look at the spaces. Look at the shapes of the trees. Look at the brilliant orange fishes. It’s like a fairy tale. Fairy tales always have dancing in them. And look at that sand! Think of all the footprint patterns a person could make in it.”

“Footprint patterns! Absolutely not!”

“But why not? It’s perfect!”

“This is not the place for it.”

“But you haven’t answered why not. What makes it not the perfect place?”

“Well.” Dolores found herself flustered. She hadn’t had to defend her garden against someone like Iz before. But then, there weren’t too many someones like Iz, so one could hardly blame her.

“The sign!” she crowed, getting a spark of an idea. “The sign says, Keep off, quite clearly. So you must. No dancing.”

Iz gave Dolores a pitying look. “I say foo to signs. Signs can be made up to say anything in the world by anyone in the world. There’s absolutely no reasonable reason to think that a sign knows more than I do in any given situation. In fact, they almost always know less.”

Izzy bent down and tapped the sign from the back. It fell over, face down, in the sand.

“There,” Iz said. “Now there’s no sign at all. It’s the perfect place for dancing.”

“No, it isn’t,” Dolores said, a deep ugliness rising in her chest. She wasn’t sure she could defend her garden against this sloppy little pig-tailed monster without the help of the sign, but she was going to give it her best try. “It’s not the perfect place because… dancing parties need music. This is a zen garden. It is not for music, young lady.” Of course she added the “young lady” to strengthen her position and show that she was an authority, as is important to do in an argument, if you want to win.

However, it wasn’t the sort of thing that worked on Izzy.

“I’m not all that young, you know. I mean, I suppose compared to you, but not compared to a cat. Compared to a cat, I’m middle-aged.”

Dolores, feeling the ugliness turn her a bit red now, said, “I’m quite certain you are nothing like a cat. For one thing, cats are quiet.”

Izzy gave Dolores the side-eye. “That’s the silliest thing I’ve ever heard. Haven’t you ever heard a cat talking when it wants something? They are the loudest creature on earth, and the most demanding.”

“You’re right; I take that back. You are exactly like a cat.”

Somehow it seemed Dolores did not mean that as a compliment, but Iz, for her part, could not see what was wrong with being demanding. It was a form of elegance, wasn’t it? It meant you had high standards for things, and who could argue with high standards? For that matter, who could argue with cats?

“Anyhow, you’re wrong about something else—dancing parties do not need music. It’s nice if they have it, but we can most certainly dance without it.”

Dolores’s mouth turned down, and she backed up a step or two, contemplating exiting the conversation, but in general, docents are not that good at telling children where to stuff it, so she kept on with trying to explain, although she had all but concluded at this point that it wouldn’t do her a bit of good.

“Dancing, even without music, is not appropriate here. A zen garden is a place for contemplating the great mysteries of the universe. For connecting to the universal consciousness. For praying. Not for dancing, even quiet dancing.”

“More silliness, and the most silliness! The great mysteries of the universe? You mean like what Ari had for breakfast? I bet I could guess for you. And why would I care about connecting to some universal consneezenousness when my own brain is more mysterious than any?”

Dolores twisted the fingers of one hand around the fingers of the other. “Think of it this way, then, dear—it is a place for being silent and reflecting on your thoughts.”

“How do I be silent and reflect on my thoughts at the same time? If I’m to reflect on my thoughts, then I’ll need to say them out loud to Aristotle.”

Ari flinched at being included in Izzy’s trouble. 

“Sweetie,” Dolores bent down to speak more closely to Izzy. “What if you simply thought your thoughts? Instead of saying them?”

“But then how would they come out?”

“They wouldn’t. They’d stay in.”

“But then how would I reflect on them? I can’t reflect on something that hasn’t come out!”

The gray-haired lady sighed a giant puff of air, and Ari wanted to tell her that she shouldn’t bother, but he had a feeling that the fat lady was as attached, in her own way, to her arguments as Iz was to hers. This was about to look like a long, wet, and not very zen day.

“And the other thing,” Izzy said, “is that dancing can help my thoughts along. Like… if I’m not sure what I’m thinking, or I’ve got a little idea and I’m trying to turn it into a big one, then wiggling my arms and stepping around with my feet, like this”—Izzy demonstrated a tiny jig—“can help me see where it’s going! So it seems to me that a zen garden is the perfect place for a dancing party! A thinking dancing party! Let’s have one.”

Ari and the fat lady sighed at the same time.

“I’m sorry,” Dolores said, resigned. “You can’t dance here. I haven’t any more ‘why’ to give you, beyond what I’ve tried to explain. It’s only—those are the rules. And you’ll obey them, or I must escort you from the premises. I am the docent, and I enforce the rules.” 

“Rules! Foo! Rules are the worst. Rules are only for adults who are bored silly with themselves and haven’t got a clue how to have fun, so they need to be told what to do. I’ll grant you there may be some ill-behaved little ones who could benefit from a learning or two, but they won’t be helped by rules, only teaching. And experimenting. You should let some dancing in, Miz”—Iz looked at her name tag—“Miz Dolores. You might find that more people came to your zen garden.”

“Then it wouldn’t be a zen garden.”

“All right,” Iz said. She had this way of giving up that wasn’t like giving up at all, but like she had seen the reasonableness of whatever the adult had told her, even when as soon as Dolores turned her back, if she ever did, Iz would dance a wild footprint trail all over that finely raked sand. “So we shan’t dance. What shall we do instead?”

Ari grinned. 

“Well,” Dolores the docent said, putting a finger to her mouth. “The garden is a wonderful place to meditate. Have you tried it?”

“No. What is it?”

“It’s part of being zen. It takes you away from the stress of life and helps to calm and relax you. Some people say it’s healing. It’s a way to relax and reset.”

Izzy frowned. “Why would you have gotten so broken that you need to reset? It seems to me you shouldn’t have done that in the first place.”

“Wait until you get older,” the fat lady said. “You’ll understand then.”

If there was any phrase Izzy hated, it was “wait til you get older.”

“I’m old enough now,” she said. “Show me.”

Dolores blinked.

Ari wondered if she knew how.

“Well, I think you… pay attention to your breathing,” Dolores said. “You may close your eyes, but you must stop everything you’re doing and listen to your breath. Breathe in deeply through your nose, and breathe out long through your mouth. In and out, and you notice only that, nothing else.” Dolores nodded to herself.

Aristotle concluded that she had never meditated.

Izzy, meanwhile, had gone brain-deep. She sucked everything in, feet and eyes and stomach, and tried big.

“Like this? Am I doing it right?”

“You can’t keep talking. You have to be quiet.”

Iz’s shoulders rose and fell. “Ari, are you doing this with me?”

“No.”

“Why not? Don’t you want to learn to medicate?”

“Meditate,” Dolores corrected.

“I thought you said it was supposed to heal me?”

“Well—”

“Then it’s medication, don’t you think?” Iz gave the fat lady the sweetest smile Ari had ever seen on her. He couldn’t tell if it was real. Iz could make you believe whatever she wanted you to believe, and you had to know you, or you might turn into something else because she said so. He couldn’t decide if this was a terrifying form of villainy or the most awesome superpower. 

“I fear I shall never be very good at this medication,” Izzy said.

Dolores rolled her eyes. 

“I think I am much better at dancing.”

“DANCING IS AGAINST THE RULES.”

“Oh, dear, Dolores, it seems like shouting is against the rules, too, isn’t it? Everybody’s breaking the rules around here today! If we’re going to do that, we might as well have an adventure of it. Dance with me, Dolores.”

There were few things Izandria Dauntless loved more than to dance. She loved it so much, she did it every day. Mostly alone, although sometimes one or more of the animals would join in. Every now and then she could talk Mr. Riot, who ran the market near Castle Beauregard Mandelgreen, to do some odd steps he made up. But in general she didn’t much care if anyone danced with her; it was enough by itself.

Anyone watching her wouldn’t know what to think. They might not even call what she was doing dancing. Iz had never learned any formal dance steps, so everything she did was made-up. And she was of the strong belief that if you are going to dedicate a certain amount of time specifically to moving your body, then you should make sure to make use of as much of your body as possible and to move it in as many ways as it can go. And so Izzy’s form of dancing included giant arm circles and swings and swooshes and swoops and tiny toe-tapping steps and large long lunges and cuddling hugs of herself and two cartwheels and one headstand (well, when she could do it without falling over) and a lot of ups and downs and hips and shoulders and every other thing in the world she darn well felt like putting in there.

What it looked like didn’t matter, because when Izandria Dauntless danced, the rest of the world disappeared. She could not be bothered to think of it. This meant she bumped into things (and people) without apology; knocked things over; tripped and fell; and remained absorbed solely in moving her body, no matter what. 

And so, it turned out that, in fact, a zen garden was the perfect place for a dancing party, at least for Iz.

For Ari, who had never experienced anything remotely like Izzy dancing, it was an awesome sight. It was as though she became the only thing that existed. Everything else faded into the distance, made blurred by the sharpness of her focus and her joy in that focus. She had no other thing to do in that moment except to move and to love moving, and it showed. This, he thought, is what happiness looks like. This is how people are supposed to look. This is how Dolores would look, if she could bring herself to give up on the rules for a day and follow Izzy’s lead.

Aristotle had never been more proud to know his friend. How incredible that he had met her! In a tree! 

But of course, Dolores couldn’t give up the rules for a day, and she couldn’t follow Izzy’s lead, and this was a zen garden, and she had already said that it wasn’t for dancing. And so she clambered onto the sand garden, lumbered over to where Iz had stopped to dance, and grabbed her by the shoulder. 

“You’re coming with me!”

Izzy opened her eyes and smiled up at Dolores. “It’s all right,” she said. “I’m sure you can’t help it. Now I shall be able to tell all my friends the story of the time I medicated and danced in a zen garden and how it healed me. And you’ve been part of it, too, Dolores—part of a great story. You were the obstacle that almost stood in the way of the wonderful experience of dancing in a zen garden. So I thank you, because I’ve overcome you, and forever after I will have a better story to tell. Because who’d listen to a story about dancing in a zen garden if it were according to the rules? It’s a much better story if I get thrown out, isn’t it?”

“She does like to be a storyteller,” Ari said. 

Dolores’s hand wilted on Iz’s shoulder.

“Just go,” she said. “And don’t come back.”

This time, the two children obliged her, but not before Izzy had surprised her with a fierce squeezy hug.




Being the Story in Which Izzy and Ari Decide Not to Have a Sleepover

Sometime after the two children nearly drowned and danced in the zen garden, on a fine afternoon one spring-like summer day, Ari and Izzy had laid out a teanic on the back lawn of Castle Beauregard Mandelgreen.

Teanics had become a regular sort of thing for them, a sort of ritual, if you will. They sipped their tea, Izzy’s straight black (“like my soul,” she said) and Ari’s with lots of sugar and milk, though Ari wondered whether Izzy drank much tea—she did more holding of the cup and sloshing it about as though she were a grand dame of Britain than drinking it, but then he wondered if by acting like a grand dame she became like one, and so he sloshed his tea, too, to try it out, but he couldn’t be as carefree about it as she was, which ruined the illusion, so he stopped and sipped and tried to enjoy his tea, although if he were honest, he found the taste dreadful, even with lots of milk and sugar.

Once they were comfortable, Ari took a deep breath and a bite of rose cake. There was something he had to ask Izzy, and he needed the cake for courage. That was a thing about cake he wished his mother would understand. The thing he had to ask Iz wasn’t even his idea; it was his mother’s.

“Why don’t you have her over for once? You always go to Izzy’s. In fact, we could make it a sleepover! Wouldn’t that be fun? Why don’t you ask her for the weekend?” his mother had said. Then she started talking of baking cookies and playing board games and all sorts of things Ari was fairly sure weren’t Izzy sorts of things, but he nodded and said he would ask.

Now that it was the actual time to ask, Ari felt uncertain. But some of that was just being with Izzy. She had so much certainty that you started to wonder what you had done with yours.

He decided to get it over with, like ripping a band-aid, wincing and fast.

“Do you want to come over for a sleepover?”

“Sleepover? What’s that?” Iz licked the frosting off half a cake. She dunked the other half in her tea, tasted it, and made a face. She added sugar to the frosting-less cake, making a small white sugar mountain on top.

“You’ve never had a sleepover?”

“I don’t see how I could know the answer to whether I’ve had a sleepover if I don’t know what one is.”

“A sleepover is when you go to someone else’s house and spend the night. Like if you come to mine.”

Izzy frowned. “Why would I want to spend the night at your house? I have a perfectly good house of my own.”

“It would be—well, it’s supposed to be fun.” Ari realized, in the middle of saying it, that he didn’t know if it would be fun, having never had a sleepover himself.

This seemed to satisfy Izzy, perhaps even more than his first answer would have. “Aha, so this is a thing we’re supposed to do for fun? There are a lot of those, aren’t there? Why do people keep making those up? Why don’t they do the things that are actually fun?”

“Well, maybe it is fun.”

Iz gave him the infamous side-eye. “We have fun every day. For example, right now we are having a teanic, and that is fun. We know teanics are fun. Why don’t we have another? Why would we try out this sleepover thingie without knowing if it’s fun?”

Aristotle gaped at her. “Who are you and what did you do with my friend Izzy? She’s the queen of trying new things without knowing a thing about them. She sailed like a pirate across the deadly croc-infested waters of Sinking Pond. She—”

“OK, point taken. But I knew what I would do while sailing like a pirate, so I could imagine that it would be fun. What would we do at a sleepover?”

“Well… we could make chocolate chip cookies.”

“We can do that any time we want at my house. We can go do that now if you want. Shall we?” Izzy looked longingly toward the back door of Castle Beauregard Mandelgreen. 

“We could tell ghost stories!”

“We can do that any time, too. And it would be way better in my attic than anywhere, especially since there is a real ghost up there.”

“There’s no such thing as ghosts.”

“Don’t tell that to the one in my attic. Her name is Belle.”

Aristotle rolled his eyes. “Right, then, when do I get to meet her?”

“She won’t come out for just anyone, you know. If you’re going to be rude, I’m sure she’ll stay hidden. Anyhow, don’t change the subject. What else could we do if we decide we want to try this sleepover thingie?”

“We could eat pizza and stay up all night. We could play card games or silly party games or board games. We could draw things on each other’s backs. We could go outside and look at the stars at midnight. We could play nighttime games in the backyard.”

“Ooh, we should definitely play nighttime games. But that doesn’t need a sleepover! Let’s do it next week. I’ll put it on my schedule, nighttime games.”

“My mother won’t let me go.”

“Sneak out. That’s what we’d do at a sleepover, right?”

“Well, yes, but you’d be at my house and then—oh, forget it.”

“What else?”

Aristotle shrugged. 

“C’mon, you give up so easy. What else?”

“I give up so easy because you never want to try something unless it’s your idea. If it’s your idea, then it’s the most logical-wonderful thing in the world, and it couldn’t be any other way. But if it’s my idea, you have every reason and another million to say it’s not going to be fun.”

“All right! If we did this sleepover thingie, where would we sleep?”

“I have no idea.”

“Stop! You’re being a little lump of mashed potatoes.”

“What’s the point? You already made up your mind that you don’t want to do it.”

“I haven’t. I’m considering it from every angle. That’s how I make up my mind. Where would we sleep, if we were sleeping over at your house?”

“On the floor, in the living room, in sleeping bags.”

“My bed is soft and fluffy. Is it more fun to sleep on the floor?”

“It’s different! It’s an adventure! We don’t have to do it!”

“Hmm… I suppose… I mean, we have the teanic outside on a blanket instead of inside at the breakfast table and it becomes more fun because we have the wind in our hair and the sun on our faces.”

“Yes, that’s it,” Ari said. “But… doing things differently doesn’t automatically make it more fun. Sun and wind make things more fun. A bed on the hard floor… well, we’d be together.”

“We’re together now!”

“It’s not nighttime.”

“We could stay together til nighttime and then it would be.”

“Yes. And then we could each sleep in our own fluffy soft beds.”

“That does seem more fun, doesn’t it?”

Ari never quite knew how it happened, but Iz had a way of making her way of thinking look like the only way, even without seeming like she was trying. He didn’t know how to stop it.

“So. It seems we’ve come to an uglymate. Everything we think we might do at a sleepover seems less fun than doing it as we could the rest of the time. There also don’t seem to be any parts of it that we couldn’t do at a different time and in a different place. Does that seem right?”

“Well… yes. But no.”

“Why no?”

“I… I don’t know.”

“Whose idea was this? It wasn’t yours.”

“Why would you say that?”

Izzy shrugged. “Since when did you become the sort of person who does whatever anyone else does because you’re supposed to? I thought we were friends based on our both’s important wish to have the best lives, and that we would fight to our end to learn how best to do that.” 

Ari had no idea what they were talking about anymore. There seemed to be something getting in the way of the words, as if the ones he said did not mean the same thing to her as they did to him and vice versa. Something big and round and unpleasant rose in his chest like a balloon, and as it did, the words that came out stopped making sense even to him.

“You want to do everything and have everything your way and—and— you’re like a grown-up!”

This was the worst insult he could think of. He felt terrible as soon as he said it.

“Oh no, I’m the least grown-up grown-up,” Izzy said, and that was her usual way, breezy and fast. But then she also said, “I want to play nighttime games and sleepover, I do, Ari. It’s… let’s do them at my house?” and something happened to her face. The only way Ari could think to describe it was: collapse. When Izzy said that one please, it was like all her toughness and brightness crumpled. Her shoulders curled inward, and she shrank. She looked like a different person; he barely recognized her. 

Suddenly he didn’t think it was such a good idea to make Izzy sleep over, and it didn’t seem like any of the things they’d been arguing about mattered one whit, and he wanted to forget the whole thing, to do anything to get that look off his friend.

“Okay,” he said, without knowing why it was the right thing to say. “You’re right. Sleepover was a stupid idea. No fun. Anything we could do there, we could do at your house, any time we want. Who’d want to sleep on the floor anyhow? Especially when they could already sleep in a bed! What a ridiculous idea! Leave it to my mother.”

Izzy and Ari dropped the whole sleepover idea right then and there, as far as words went, but she made him another cup of tea, with plenty of milk and sugar, just the way he liked it, and she gave him the last rose cake.




Later that night, when Matthew told his mother that Izzy wasn’t going to come for a sleepover, and she asked him why, he had no idea what to tell her. “We didn’t think it would be fun,”—that was what he thought he was going to say; wasn’t that what he and Izzy had concluded?—but now with his mother, the thing that had made so much sense with Izzy a few hours before, seemed to not make any sense. It was like Iz didn’t make sense in the world, or the world didn’t make sense without her. Somehow, somewhere, something didn’t line up. Or everything did, but only when Iz was around. 

“There’s no such thing as magic,” Matthew mumbled. 

His mother frowned in confusion as her son went straight up to bed.

In his room, in his bed, in the dark, Matthew thought that perhaps Izzy’s house was part of what made her strong. Perhaps there was some sense there, to why she didn’t want to have a sleepover, and to whatever happened to her face when she said she asked if they could do it at her house, but… he didn’t have time to figure out what it was, because as soon as he’d thought it, he fell fast asleep and didn’t wake til morning, by which time, in the light and excitement of a new day, he had quite forgotten.




Being the Story in Which Izzy and Aristotle Have a Fight

Izzy’s eyelids drooped. She half-sat, half-lay on the white wicker loveseat on the back porch of Castle Beauregard Mandelgreen. “Wouldn’t it be wonderful,” she murmured, possibly half-asleep, though she’d never admit it, “if books came to life? If things that were in them came out into our world? Or if we could go in them? What if we could go into books, Ari? Which one would you want to go into?” She yawned.

Ari had been reading to her from Peter and Wendy, and it had made her sleepy, not because she was bored of the story (she wasn’t; it was a wonderful story! her papa used to read it to her…)—but because it was so quiet and relaxing and warm and cozy on the back porch. But suddenly, Izzy sat up and answered her own question.

“Wait! I know! We won’t go into someone else’s book. We’ll write our own.”

Ari blinked. He should have known. Even with made-up questions, Iz couldn’t follow the rules. He wondered how in the world she was going to be when she grew up. She wouldn’t make much of a Wendy, that was certain. She was more like Peter. And boys—well! They could get away with not growing up, couldn’t they? But girls… well, he had the impression that it would hurt her more. It wasn’t a well-developed thought, more of a feeling. He wished he could protect her. Make it so she didn’t have to grow up, so she could live in Never Never Land, like Peter. But then, Iz wouldn’t want that either. She wouldn’t want anyone to think she needed protecting.

Ari sighed. Sometimes it was rather difficult being Iz’s friend.

“Our story will happen in Alwaysland,” Izzy continued.

“Is that the opposite of Peter’s Never Never Land?”

“Yes.” Izzy’s eyes shone. “I always thought it was a dumb name—like nothing happens there. In Alwaysland, the thing you didn’t think could happen, always does.”

“So… if you thought it, and thought it could never happen, then it would happen?”

Iz thought this over with narrowed eyes. “Yes,” she said. “Like that. Every minute interesting.”

“But then wouldn’t you figure that out and think that it could never happen that a million dollars would fall out of the sky and then you’d be rich? And you’d think all the other good things could never happen and then they would and you wouldn’t have to do anything and then there’s no story at all?”

“You’d have to actually believe it couldn’t happen. You wouldn’t be able to fake it.”

“How would anyone know?”

“The universe would know. And stop you before it happened.”

“That would never happen.”

“See? You’re already doing it right. Now that you thought that, it will happen. You’re perfect for Alwaysland, Mr. Doubtful Skeptic. Let’s call you D.S. for short.”

“What a stupid idea! It’s impossible to live in a world where something crazy could happen any second. You could be walking down the street and a giant octopus could fall on your head. Or your feet could turn into skateboards. Or a building could come alive.”

“Yeah! Now you’ve got it!” 

“But that’s not fun,” he protested. He hated this habit of hers of acting like he’d said something right when he was disagreeing with her. “You couldn’t do anything. There have to be some sort of rules. Things have to be what they are.”

“Hmm,” Izzy gave him the old side-eye. “I can see how that might get tricky. So… what if it were only grand, romantic things? Like… if you thought love at first sight didn’t exist, then it would happen to you? Bam, like lightning. Although… maybe that’s the world we already live in. Nobody believes in grand, romantic things, but they’re happening.”

But Matthew knew that Izzy’s words were the top layer of something else. It was unlike her, but he felt some kind of black thing he couldn’t see, something dark emanating from his friend that he didn’t understand. And then she said two more words that seemed to point more clearly.

“Like magic.”

“The grand, romantic things are like magic?” Ari said delicately.

“They are magic. Or a product of magic.” Izzy struggled. “Or they represent magic. Look,” she said, “don’t you think there are things that…you have to take a step back, when you’re in front of them, and stop and stare? And maybe your mouth falls open, because that thing in front of you, it has so much life-ness in it? Doesn’t that ever happen to you?”

“Life-ness?”

“Oh, don’t be a doodiehead. Some things are bigger. Some things are greater. Some things tower over you and take up all the space and make you feel a great blooming inside of you. I believe you know what I’m talking about, Aristotle.”

Izandria Dauntless sat up and swiveled to put her feet on the floor and close her legs. When next she spoke it was more quietly. “I believe you may have seen some of those kinds of things this summer.”

A tight pang gripped Ari’s stomach. She hadn’t finished what she meant to say yet, and he already felt backed into a corner. Like it had to be her way or there was no other way. Like she took the magic out of things by demanding that he notice it.

The thing about Izzy was that, when she wanted them, she knew where your softest spots were and how to get at them. There wasn’t a shred of mercy in her.

Today, Izzy looked like a greenish black storm cloud rolling in. Her eyes had changed. She looked up at him with a kind of intense curiosity that made him believe she would not like what she saw, if he let her get to the thing she was looking for. If he had believed in witches, he would have thought she was one. 

“Of course I know what you mean. But it’s not magic. Magic isn’t real.”

“So you meant it.”

“Meant what?”

“That stuff you said the first time we met. The first thing you ever said to me. Peanut butter and jelly sandwiches! I didn’t think you were serious. Or, at least, I thought a few months of Izandria Dauntless would set you right. I didn’t think you could do all the things we did and still believe it. If only I had listened!”

Ari could agree that listening was not Izzy’s strong suit. But remembering was most certainly not his, and he couldn’t recall what he’d said to her the first time they’d met. 

“What was the first thing I ever said to you?” he asked, not sure he wanted to know.

“You came up and saw my sign on the tree, which said: Magic Here, 5 Cents Per Request, Inquire Within. And you said, ‘There’s no such thing as magic.’”

That did seem vaguely familiar.

“And what I’m seeing now,” she continued, “is that perhaps it is true, for you. There is no magic in your world. But that’s only because you kill it. I thought I could change things by bringing the magic, and you would see, and that would be that. But you don’t see. You won’t see. That’s what you said, and that’s what you’re doing. You’re destroying the magic, not because there isn’t any, but because you don’t want there to be any.”

“Oh, yes,” Aristotle said. “I hate magic; that’s why I hang around you, queen of making magic out of nothing.”

Iz shot daggers at him out of narrowed eyes. “All right,” she said dangerously. “Prove it.”

“Prove what?”

“That you don’t hate magic.”

“How am I to do that?”

“Let’s sort out Alwaysland. Then we’ll go there. Together.”

And now he thought he saw where she’d been trying to get him to go all along.

“All right,” Aristotle said reluctantly. “How will we get there?”

“Well, it certainly won’t be by flying. That’s the most ridiculous thing I ever heard. I expect we shall go by motorcar, like rich folks.”

That seemed reasonable. And not like magic. But Aristotle decided it wasn’t exactly the right time to say that. 

“Who will drive?” he asked cautiously.

“I will, of course. You’re too fragile.”

He spluttered and could not stop it—“I am not!”

“Yes, you are. You’re a boy. Boys are terribly fragile. It’s all right. I’m strong enough for both of us. I can drive us to the moon and back, if I have to.”

Aristotle sighed. Better not to challenge that, either. It was Alwaysland, after all. And Iz probably could drive them to the moon and back. 

“What will I do?”

“You’ll look pretty, like Wendy does for Peter.”

Ari frowned. “No, that won’t do at all. I’ll have to fix the motorcar when it stops running. And bring you cherries from the tree for your supper. And… sing to you when you get bored of driving.”

Izzy pulled at her lip. “Hmm. You might be of some use, then. OK, maybe I’ll let you come along.”

Ari gave her the side-eye. “You already said I could come along.”

“Did I? Well, I changed my mind for a minute and then I changed it back.” 

“We’ll need characters,” Ari said. “Let’s have a girl who cares only for science. She studies what exists and what it does, and she never gets dirty. She’s quiet and proper and she follows the rules so she can win the Nobel Prize one day.”

Izzy wrinkled her nose. “I wouldn’t like that character much. Why would I want to follow her?”

“She’s a scientist! She might invent the next most important theorem, like Einstein with relativity.”

“Now you’re talking out of your hat. You don’t even know what that means. The science part is all right, but how does a person do science without getting dirty? I don’t think that’s right. She’d have to be a bit smudged up.”

“No, she wears a white lab coat. And she really wants that prize. She wouldn’t do anything to risk not getting it.”

Izzy rolled her eyes. “God, she sounds like a perfect bore. We’ll have to make the boy her total opposite to have any fun.” Her eyes lit up. “That’s it! The boy must be a grand, true, heroic adventurer, who leads a whole pack of boys, who isn’t scared of anything, who’s loud and restless and a bit like an animal. Full of fuss and flair. But then… whyever would he hang around that girl?”

What a nice picture she painted, Ari thought hazily. Here he had made her character into everything he knew she wouldn’t want to be, and she… did she think he wouldn’t want to be that kind of boy? Or simply that he wasn’t and would never be?

That was worse. 

Aristotle’s chin sagged. “This is a stupid game.”

“Why, we’ve only just gotten the characters figured out. We’ve no idea of the shape of the land—perhaps there should be islands? And neighborhoods with nicknames on the islands? Who lives there? What kind of animals are there? What are the natives like? There are so many questions to answer! You can’t quit now, Aristotle.”

He could be a hero. He absolutely could. But she wouldn’t let him. She always had to be the hero. How was he going to be the hero if she got there first? 

He stood up abruptly. “I’m going home.”

Izzy’s face snarled with displeasure. “What? Where did that come from? We’re in the middle of making up a story. Not to mention reading Peter and Wendy.” She waved a hand at the book. “You can’t go now.”

“I can do whatever I want. And I shall. Including declaring, once again, that there’s no such thing as magic.” He felt only a small pang, this time. It was true, after all.

“You’re right,” she said. “You should go.” Izzy glared, trying to burn his face with her eyeballs. “You know why? Because I am the kind of person who one hundred percent and then more believes in magic. Not any hoodoo voodoo woowoo, but real, right here in front of you magic. The world, the way it is, is magic. Science is magic. The roof of my house is magic. Waking up is magic. And, I’ll tell you what, if on any day I wake up and I don’t see magic right here in front of me, I either go and I find some, or I make it my own self. And if you don’t know that about me by now and one hundred percent love it, then you don’t belong here.”

“Izandria—“ He tried to start, to explain, to find words—

She covered her eyes with one hand and pointed toward the yard with her other. “I don’t want to see you. Go.”

This tone of her voice was one that Aristotle had always obeyed. So he went.




Being the Story in Which Matthew Wanders the World in Search of Answers

The boy called Aristotle neither saw nor spoke to his friend Izandria Dauntless for four whole days. When he first walked away from Castle Beauregard Mandelgreen, he had no idea how hard that would be. It had seemed like it would be easy. He didn’t feel like talking to her. But by the morning of the fifth day, his heart hurt so much that his head began to hurt, too. His whole body began to hurt, down to his toe joints. He wondered whether Izzy missed him as much as he missed her. He wondered what she was doing without him. He wondered whether she might show up at his house with a teanic. He sort of hoped she might, although he had a sinking feeling that he knew, quite definitely, in his bones, that she wouldn’t.

Still, he kept feeling, on every day, like today might be the day she turned up again. It seemed both natural, like the only thing that could happen, because it had to happen, and yet impossible at the same time, because it wasn’t happening. 

Every day was an empty hollow pit. Every summer afternoon was a missed opportunity—what should have been a teanic or a grand adventure… wasn’t. There should have been made-up stories and new character names and trouble, lots of trouble. There should have been discussions and wonderings and fearing for their lives, his and hers. Instead there was only a vast nothingness—a cavern of lack. 

To ease the discomfort, Matthew wandered.

He thought of himself as aimless, but the truth of it was that the destinations he found himself in were reflections of memories. First it was the tree he met her in, with that stupid sign on it, the cause of everything. The desire to blame the sign flared hot, but Matthew knew that wasn’t quite it. Whatever was happening now had nothing to do with that. It would have come up with or without the sign.

He went to the zen garden. He supposed Dolores would kick him out, but she wasn’t there, which only added to his general disappointment. He wandered around the place, kicking pebbles into the stream, until he had to acknowledge that it was not helping the emptiness. He apologized to Dolores under his breath for returning and for the pebble kicking, and he left.

He wandered farther and found himself at the pond where they sank the boat and Iz nearly drowned. He stood in front of the ugly little pond with the murky water and missed that boat. But Iz had survived. He would have traded the boat for Iz again and again. Every time.

He made a circuit of these places each day, and then on his way home, he walked past Castle Beauregard Mandelgreen. Well, it wasn’t really on his way home, but he walked past it and then home. He walked to it, and then past it, and then turned around and walked past it again, but he didn’t stop. He didn’t know why he thought it, but he thought Izzy would have been proud if she’d known.

Where was she? How could she disappear from his life, so thoroughly, so easily, without another word? He couldn’t stand it.

He wanted to do something.

But he felt stuck. Some days he felt like Izzy had been the only motion there had ever been. Something had been lost, and he didn’t know how to recover it. Or if it could be at all. 

Then, one lovely summer day, early in the morning, Matthew sat on the curb, not wanting to walk or move or feel or be. He wished he could disappear. Why did things have to happen like this? He had not felt like this before Izzy. She had wrecked him in two. For a moment he wished he had never met her. He had been happy, hadn’t he? Without her. Before her. He wouldn’t’ve known.

But that felt all wrong, too. Not knowing Iz? It was like in The Wizard of Oz, when everything’s black and white at first, and then turns to color. She had turned his world to color. How could he wish that away?

He kicked at a stone in the street. He picked up a sparkly bit of gravel and examined it. He squished an ant with his thumb.

This was dumb. The whole thing was dumb. Everything was dumb. Dumb dumb dumb.

He was done with it. He shot up from the curb like a rocket and ran. He careened alongside the woods, running down the street with abandon, because it seemed the only thing that made sense. The pumping of his legs and burning of his lungs felt like life. It felt like fighting the loss. 

As he ran, he fell into a rhythm, and in an instant, with an urge he could not explain, he had to look to his left. And there beside him, close enough to reach out and touch, was a tall, lean red fox.

The animal kept pace, running alongside him, looking straight ahead as though Matthew weren’t there, but sharing in a moment of inexplicable connection, animal to animal.

They ran together for half a block, and then just like that, the fox was gone again, disappeared into the woods, leaving Matthew with a strange feeling of having stepped into another world. When he looked up and around and started trying to see where he was, he realized he was lost. 

He plodded up the street a bit farther, and what he saw then made him wonder if that fox had taken him through a portal. In front of him, at the end of the street, a tall, red brick tower stretched to the heavens. It looked more like a castle than Castle Beauregard Mandelgreen. It had a clock on its face and lots of skinny castle windows, and rounded archways everywhere, over its door, and over its road, and over its first floor windows. Yes, it had its own road, which went right through the arch beneath the tower and continued on alongside the rest of the building that attached to the tower. Somehow, Matthew had definitely come through a portal. If only Iz were here.

He continued down the road and under the archway. A mailbox startled him, only because he didn’t feel like it ought to be there, but it turned out, once he got up close to the tower, that across from the tower, on the other side of the road, there was a doorway into a courtyard, with a little pool surrounded by stone tiles, and beyond that a regular, human-sized door into the base of the large building adjacent to the tower. Matthew would have turned around right there and then, but the door was open.

Whatever would Izzy say if he walked away from the most interesting open door he had ever seen?

So he approached, and he poked his head around the door, and it led into the biggest, weirdest-shaped, most interesting place full of strange things he had ever seen, and so he kept wandering, right on in, hardly thinking of anything anymore except seeing what in the world this room was and what in the world all these things were.

The room had grand, lofty ceilings, a bit like a barn, and it was absolutely, positively stuffed to overflowing—posilutely FLOWED, Izzy would say—with THINGS. It was hard to tell, at first, what the things were, exactly, because there were so many, and they were so un-everyday. A big piano, that was obvious, but when Matthew walked farther in, it soon became clear that every square inch of space was covered with things that were not so obvious. There were keyboards, yes, and drums, and microphones, and then there was a computer, hooked up to more keyboards and a strange looking pegboard box with wires of all colors coming out of it every which way. There were several other boxes with funny-looking knobs. 

Matthew spun in a circle, examining the room—there was so much to see. In the corner near the stairwell he spied a collection of funny-looking pianos that begged to be played. Matthew wandered to the nearest one and pressed a key, then another, and another. 

The sounds the machine made were not like a normal piano—they made Matthew think of lying in a bright green clearing with Izzy, cloud-gazing and dreaming up new adventures. They sounded like playing in the creek until the sun went down, splashing and digging for toads. They sounded like star-gazing and drinking cherry limeade. They made him feel… at peace. Like everything was as it should be. 

They sounded like magic.

“Enjoying the Mellotrons?” a voice said from behind him. 

Matthew spun around, putting his hands behind his back.

The man had white, frazzly hair that grew everywhere, including on top of his head and his chin and his nose. He wore rectangular spectacles and had a round, red face with excitable eyes that looked like a young boy’s, though the man was obviously an adult (his hair being white and all). He looked exactly as Matthew would have expected for a man who lived in a tower full of un-everyday things.

“Excuse me,” he said. “The house is a little messy, and that’s mainly because I live here.”

“It’s no bother,” Matthew said, a bit squeaky. 

“The Mellotrons are neat, aren’t they?”

Matthew had no idea what a Mellotron was. “Is that what these are called?” 

The man nodded and gestured for Matthew to play more. Matthew played a few notes, wondering when he was going to get in trouble.

Instead, the man said, “You can call me Tom. And this is my music studio.”

Matthew wanted to protest. Tom? How could such a one be called Tom? It seemed much too ordinary. And yet…

It was the magic, wasn’t it? That someone called Tom could be here, in a magic world, making magic things. Up the street from home, and it was real. Like the fox.

Matthew shook his head. This was the weirdest day ever.

“Want to make some other sounds?” Tom asked. 

Above the Mellotrons hung a large stone bell, and next to the bell a whole rack of gongs. 

“Percussions instruments are really special to me,” Tom said. “But they’re tricky things to figure out what to do with.”

“Don’t you just bang them?” 

“See, but if you do it one way, you might get one sound.” Tom picked up a mallet with a furry end and clocked the stone bell with it. “Do it another, and you’ll get a whole other sound.” Tom hit the bell again, this time in a different spot with a different strength. “And then you have to figure out how to fit that sound, or the other sound, in with the rest of the song, so it makes sense, sort of like a puzzle.”

It was increasingly seeming like Matthew wasn’t going to get in trouble for walking into Tom’s house and playing his instruments. In fact it looked more like he might be making a friend.




Later, after many sounds had been played, Matthew walked home, rattled.

When he tried to tell his mother that night at dinner that he’d run with a fox, she didn’t believe him. 

“Don’t make up stories,” she said. “That’s not like you.”

Matthew ate his broccoli.




Being the Story in Which There Is a Magisterium

In the afternoon of the following day, Izandria Dauntless awoke to a strange and unexpected sight. The windows of her home had been plastered with paper. 

She crawled out of bed and peered at one of the papers. 

DON’T LOOK OUT THE BACK, it said. 

CHECK THE MAILBOX, said another.

BUT DON’T LOOK OUT THE BACK, said a third. 

YOU’LL SPOIL A THING, said the fourth.

DON’T SPOIL THE THING!! - you get the idea. 

So did Izzy. 

She jimmied up her own sign real quick, writing in big fat letters that could not be mistaken,

OK I WONT.

Because even when she was mad, Iz hated to spoil a thing.

In the mailbox, which Izzy did not even bother to pretend to wait to check, figuring it had better be important since someone had gone to all that trouble with the signs, there was an envelope. In the envelope there was an invitation.

The invitation read as follows:




Dearest Izandria Dauntless,

You are cordially invited to a Saturday teanic in your own backyard, on condition that you don’t look out the back all day until you come out at oh-dark-thirty, at which time the teanic will begin. If you look, I will know, and the teanic will not go on. So you must not look. 

Promise not to look? 

OK, good. 

See you then.




Izandria frowned. The invitation was not signed, but she had an inkling who it might be from, being as there was only one person in the world she had ever had such a thing as a teanic with. She could not for a second imagine why he’d ever want to have a teanic in the dark, but she supposed you couldn’t much tell what to do with people who didn’t believe in magic.

She waited throughout the day for the coming of oh-dark-thirty. Distractions included lemon-pancake-making, conversing with Sir Vincent, dancing on the bathroom sink, singing lullabies like operas, hanging upside down until the blood made her face bright red, and other extremely important tasks.

When oh-dark-thirty finally landed, Izzy went into her backyard.

Only it wasn’t her backyard anymore. 

It had been transformed into The Unknown. Small paper bags lined either side of a winding grassy path, glowing with magic fire like fairy lights. In case one found themselves lost in The Unknown, a metal arrow with the words THIS WAY inked on it in thick blocky letters was there to help.

Izzy followed the helpful arrow. 

The path wound its way through an unusual kind of forest, not very densely populated (because of course it wasn’t a forest but a backyard, but nobody cared about that just now). Izzy skipped along the meandering path, following the fairy lights.

After a short while, which she wished was longer, Izzy came to a set of tall bushes. Lilac bushes, though they were all scraggles at this time of year. Here she found that the path led into a cove, where a set of smaller bushes joined with the lilacs in a semi-circle. The bushes made an elegant entranceway, perfect for a girl Izzy’s size, and it had been draped with white and purple paper flowers.

Izzy stepped through.

On the other side was a cozy space sheltered by the height of the lilac bushes, with a soft floor covered in leaves and pine needles. Over that floor had been laid a grand teanic of staggering proportions. 

A colorful blanket with a wheel of teal, fuchsia, purple, and blue-green lay on the ground. Pillows had been tossed atop it, and a feast of tea, cucumber and cream cheese sandwiches, rose cakes, petit fours, chocolates, shortbread biscuits, strawberries, and fizzy lemonade had been carefully arranged in the center. 

Twinkle lights lit the bushes, here, there, everywhere. 

And there, in the center of it, stood a boy who had once told a voice in a tree that there was no such thing as magic.

“Welcome to the Magisterium,” he said. “Please, have a seat.” He gestured at the other side of the blanket, across from him. Two places had been set with teacups, saucers, and snack plates.

Izzy sank down to her knees, eyeing the chocolates. They looked fancy, and while fancy chocolates were not always fun to eat, weren’t they the most fun to try, in case they were good? You really never did know. 

Matthew settled himself at the other spot, hefted the little blue and white teapot, and poured her a cup of tea.

“My dear Izandria Dauntless,” he said. “I must tell you something. Some things, to be quite exact. There’s a good chance you won’t believe them. If you had told them to me before yesterday, I wouldn’t have believed them. But they’re real, and they’re true, and they’re important, so be quiet now and listen like you never listened before. Please.”

“I always listened before. It’s you who has the trouble with that.”

Matthew waited.

“Oh all right,” Izzy huffed. “Do go on. I’m listening to your unbelievable story.”

Matthew waited more. To be sure.

It didn’t take long for Izzy to shout: “Go on, then!! Tell it!”

Matthew scanned the environment, checking and double checking that they were safe and alone and cozied up in The Magisterium, where nothing could disturb them, before he leaned over the tea feast and whispered, in a solemn voice, “I ran with a fox.”

Izzy’s expression didn’t budge for a long moment. Then, finally, reluctantly, she raised her hand. 

Matthew nodded at her, giving permission for her to speak.

“I know I’m supposed to be listening, but I need to ask something. Does it count as listening if I ask a question? I have questions.”

Matthew thought it over. “You may ask questions,” he said. “Provided they remain on topic.”

“How will we know if they’re not on topic?”

“I will tell you.”

Izzy considered and decided this was fair. “What color was the fox? And what color were his eyes?”

“He was reddish brown on top, with white underneath, and dark brown paws, and he had very dark brown or black eyes. He ran alongside me for some time, and then he looked right at me before he turned and ran off.”

“Where and when did this take place? Had you just woken up? Did you have breakfast before? What sort of breakfast? In case it could have been something off in the food, you see.”

“It wasn’t something off in the food, Iz. It was before breakfast. Now let me tell the story. Then you can ask questions, and I’ll answer them.”

And so they continued in that way, for most of the rest of that evening, or really the whole thing, with Matthew telling the story of his most unusual day, thinking he had included all the relevant bits, and Izandria asking approximately 1 million questions, which demonstrated most thoroughly that indeed he had not. And Matthew cheerfully answered each of the questions, and as they went along this way, they both ate and drank every last bite of the tea feast.

When Matthew had finished telling all the bits of the story of the day, and Izandria had asked every last question she had, and the plates with the sandwiches and the cakes and the chocolates and the petit fours and the shortbread had all become empty, Izandria looked into Matthew’s eyes for a long time, as though taking his measure, and said finally, for a second time, as she had when he’d told that part of the story, “So you met a wizard.”

“Indeed.”

Izzy poked her tongue out of the corner of her mouth, considering.

“Do you want to meet him? I think I could find the way back. I could introduce you.” Matthew was not actually altogether certain that he could find the way back, but he was certain that he would do his very best and try any number of times necessary to satisfy Izzy, if that was what needed to be done.

But Izzy said no, and then she fell silent. 

She was silent so long that Matthew said finally, “Well?”

“You told me to listen. I’m listening.”

Matthew huffed. “I’m finished, so stop listening and say a thing.”

“Very well. Are you sure you weren’t dreaming? It sounds like a lovely dream.”

“It wasn’t a dream, Iz. It was all real. Like you said. Like you told me. And I—well. I guess what I’m trying to say is that you were right. About the magic.”

“Huh,” Izzy said. “Curious.”

And, as she was wont to do when it came to friends who meant what they said, Izandria Dauntless forgave her friend Matthew right there and then, and immediately, without a further thought for the whole thing, began thinking of plans for what adventures they might do next. 

Because holy rose cakes, it had been too long since they’d had one.




Being the Story in Which Izzy Acquires a New Family Member

It was a rare day of clean heat. August never liked clean heat, and it was a warning sign. It meant the days of filthy heavy heat were nearly done. For Matthew, it was all right, as this meant the busy feeling of focus that signaled getting ready for going back to school.

But for Izzy, it was the end of the world, akin to dying. Izzy was a summer girl, no more, no less. 

They were lazing about on Izzy’s lawn, cloud-gazing, which was wonderful, always, but somehow, somewhere in the days running into the nights running into the next days, cloud-gazing had gotten dull. And they needed to make the most of these last days of summer—it was an unspoken rule—and yet they could not quite seem to come up with the thing to do that would be the most. 

“Let’s have ice cream,” she said. 

But they’d already had ice cream a million times, and also it wasn’t as fun when it didn’t melt in big fat drops even before you could get it in your mouth. 

“We could hang upside down from the monkey bars at the park,” Matthew said. 

But Izzy climbed up on her roof every day, and in trees on lots of other days, and that was enough for her. “Monkey bars, foo,” she said. 

This was not like Izzy, of course, but who can be like themselves while also dying? Dying changes everything.

“My mother might have ideas,” Matthew said, before he could think better of it.

Izzy looked at him like she was about to plonk him over the head so hard he’d never come back up.

He shut it.

They continued lazing about on the lawn, half cloud-gazing, half not, soaking up the feel of their gold-warmed skin beneath the sun, breathing in the fresh scent of grass, not deciding what to do, not coming up with anything good to do. Then, somehow, out of nowhere, Matthew sat up on his elbow, driven by a sudden need to look, and spied a bit of magic.

There where the green lawn of Castle Beauregard Mandelgreen met the gravel of the town street, on the concrete curb, sat a black cat with large, smart yellow eyes, gazing at them with the incisive, endlessly disapproving gaze of the king of animals. Waiting. 

The cat had long fluffy fur, with tufts between its toes and in front of its tall pointy ears. It sat with paws aligned in front of it, neatly, and Matthew couldn’t help thinking of being in class with his rather prim second grade teacher, who looked them over with a gaze as suspicious as that cat’s, as far as he was concerned.

“Izzy,” Matthew whispered.

“What? You got something?” She didn’t open her eyes.

“Magic,” he said. “Right here on the lawn today.”

Izzy cracked one eye open. The cat looked at her. Izzy looked at the cat. Matthew thought there were two options for what would happen next: either the world would end, explosively, from the two of these highfalutin creatures staring at each other like that, or else Izzy and the cat would be friends forever. He mostly hoped for the second thing, but he could see where the first might be more exciting, and where it might be what the two staring at each other would also both prefer.

“Hey, cat,” Izzy said. 

The cat began to saunter down the road. It took approximately seventeen steps before it stopped and turned its head back to glare at them. Its tail swished murderously back and forth. 

“I guess we’re supposed to go with it,” Matthew said. Since when had he become so good at talking to animals? What a weird world it was, this end of summer. 

“Her,” Izzy said. “But I think you’re right.”

“How do you know it’s a her?”

“Same way I know anything. By looking. And listening. And seeing. You can know everything by doing that. You just gotta know how.”

“Right,” Matthew said. “Are we following this cat or what?”

Izzy half-shrugged. “What else’ve we got to do?”

They grabbed bikes, in case the cat wanted to go far, or they did, and pedaled away after it. They followed the cat to the woods, where the air smelt of leaves and the soil made the air feel cool, and they got off their bikes and walked into the warrens of paths winding between the trees. They dumped their bikes just past the trees and followed that cat into the center, and there it was, a pile of wood nailed together hither and thither in a semi-organized way, enough to form a small square space within that could, more than justifiably, be called a fort. Izzy and Matthew lost track of the cat while they made mud pies and leaf art inside the fort and hunted each other outside the fort. 

Every time Izzy caught him, which was something like at least seven, Matthew died dramatically. 

When they were done with the woods, or more likely when the woods were done with them, they hunted that darn cat, looking for her to take them back, or to come back with them. Izzy felt it was only right, being as how the cat had led them to the fort. But though they examined every bush, peered at every tree, stared down every plant, they found no trace of the cat. Up and vanished, she had, as felines are wont to do.

And so the two summer kids blazed back to Izzy’s, planning to cap off their last summer day with a cool drink and no sad good-byes. No happy good-byes, neither. That was Izzy’s rule. 

Secretly Matthew hoped they might at least say something to mark the moment, but you never could tell with her, and if he was going to get smacked or side-eyed for it, he wouldn’t. Or maybe he would, this time. If it felt right.

Back at Castle Beauregard Mandelgreen, they marched up the lawn, thirsty as all get out, ready to start on that drink. But about halfway there, Izzy put a hand on Matthew’s arm. “Izzat?” She pointed.

The very middle of the top step to the porch had been claimed by a cloud of black. Narrowing his eyes, trying to get a better look, Matthew walked, moving closer, and there she was, opening one yellow eye to peep at him, wondering why he was waking her from her Very Important Nap, and promptly closing the eye again, taking no further notice.

“It’s the cat,” he said, feeling dumb. 

“It is,” Izzy said softly. “Like she owns the place already. What a stinker.” She raised her voice enough for the cat to hear. “I guess we have a cat joining us now, Sir Vincent, Bentson. What do we say to that?”

The cat yawned, opening its pink mouth wide, stretched the toes of one paw, and settled back in, its nose hidden beneath its fluffy tail.

“Yes,” Izzy said, staring at the animal and sighing. “I suppose that’s all there is to it, then.”

She headed up and around the veranda to the right. 

“What are you going that way for? Wouldn’t it be—”

A low ornery rumble, with a shrill saw-like overtone, distinctly unpleasant, emanated from deep within a diaphragm somewhere, so deep that it could hardly be attributed to the small furry creature in front of Matthew, and yet it did seem to be the case. 

“—faster—to go—”

“Well, you can’t very well walk on top of that, now can you? C’mon. Leave her. She’s not sure she likes you yet. She’ll figure out she does later. Let’s make a pitcher of cherry limeade.”

Night fell faster than it ever had, because it was the last day of summer. They barely had to wait, and the sun was gone, down below the horizon, letting the stars rise up. The two summer kids yawned and took their third cherry limeades to sit down in the grass and crane their necks and stargaze some, because only the best days, only the last days of summer, could have both cloud-gazing and star-gazing in the one and the same day. 

“Cherry limeade is darn good,” Matthew said.

“Yuss,” said Izzy, who was busy drinking.

“Maybe… like a kind of magic.” 

Izzy didn’t look at him. Instead she gazed up at the expanse of sky above her, drinking it in with her giant eyes in her way of eating up every little thing, not speaking for long enough that Matthew thought she might not, that perhaps she hadn’t quite fully forgiven him, and then, when he was sure of it, and also that he couldn’t live without her and so he would figure out how to make her forgive him, so he could keep seeing that way of looking of hers, she said, finally, only, “Possibly.”




On Tom Doncourt

Sometimes you meet people who seem to only do what they want, in the best way possible. Everything they do is a sort of magic, because they’re doing it solely because it lights them up. It’s like every step of the way in their lives, they said, hey, this would be cool. Let’s try it. 

Without a worry. Without a care. Just, let’s try it.

This is the kind of energy that Tom Doncourt had. Tom Doncourt was an artist who worked for 24 years at the American Museum of Natural History in New York City. I had the brief but delightful pleasure of getting to know him when I organized walking tours of the dioramas at the Museum of Natural History for Atlas Obscura, a website that covers curious and wondrous travel destinations. Tom’s tours sold out faster than any other events I organized, every time.

I later also attended the class Tom taught at the museum on creating your own diorama, mostly because I enjoyed the museum, the dioramas, and Tom’s personality so much. After that, every now and then I would think of him. But when the museum notified me, as one of his former students, that he had passed away, I explored his Facebook page and his YouTube channel and wished I had known him better. He is the inspiration for wizard Tom, who Matthew meets while wandering the world looking for answers. He really did live in a strange tower (a former mews), collect Mellotrons (and a whole host of other strange and interesting instruments), and write incredible, weird, interesting prog rock.

He made a life of collecting all his different artistic interests and just doing what he loved. Every new thing I learned made me say, hey, that’s so weird and interesting and cool. I want to be like this. I want to just pursue all the strange and weird and interesting things I love and not get caught in worrying if anyone will like it or if it will make any money. Tom did these things and seemed not to notice, seemed not to worry. (I don’t know if he did; I imagine he must have, sometimes, but man did he not carry that energy at all.)

I am eternally grateful that I had the opportunity to know him and to experience his energy of pursuing all that stuff simply because he wanted to, because it lit him up. I can imagine him saying, Hey, this would be cool. Let’s try it. 

And so, here you have something of mine that I did just because I thought it would be cool and fun—with no worries about whether anyone else would like it or if it would sell. If you’ve made it this far, hopefully you enjoyed hanging out with Izzy and Matthew as much as I enjoyed creating them, but if you didn’t, oh well. I had a great time with them anyway. 




xx Rachael
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