




Wishes, wishes…

Gryffin looked at me. “What would you have asked the Dream-Maker for? That’s what I want to know.”
I sighed and snuggled deeper into the sofa. My head tilted sideways till it was leaning on Gryffin’s shoulder. “So many things,” I whispered. “I want my father to do something to prove he cared for me. I want my mother to be happy. I want someone in my family to love me for who I am,” I said. “I want you to be well, or at least out of pain. I want Sarah to marry Bo and have a splendid life. I want Mr. Shelby to find every book he’s ever wanted to read. I want…I want…I want everyone I ever met to have at least one wish come true, even if they don’t deserve it. That’s what I want.”
Gryffin was laughing now, silently. I could feel his shoulders shaking. He picked up my hand and held it in front of him, turning it this way and that, as if it was a rare and beautiful stone he had just rescued from a riverbed. “Those are some very generous wishes,” he said.
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FOR ANDREW
When you’re old enough to read this

May every single one of your dreams come true
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Part One



Chapter One

THIS IS THE STORY MY MOTHER TOLD ME: She was traveling late in her pregnancy when she was overcome by labor pains. Fortunately, she was near a small town and had enough time to send a message to my father before she was gripped with spasms so great she could barely speak. A midwife arrived in time to help deliver the baby, a squalling, dark-haired boy. My mother, who had lost a great deal of blood, saw him for only a moment before she slipped into a sleep from which they thought she would not recover. When she woke, my father was there with a wet nurse; they would not let her near the baby till she had regained her own strength. By that time, they were back home, having chanced the two-day journey in the hopes that she would recover better in her own surroundings.
The baby was nearly two weeks old before my mother was strong enough to care for him herself. But the first time she unwrapped his soiled diapers, she began to scream. The baby was not a boy after all, but a girl. My mother could not be calmed from her hysteria. She could not be convinced that, in the birthing bed, she was in no condition to know whether she had delivered herself of a son or a daughter. Nothing my father or the wet nurse said could convince her that she had not borne a boy who had mysteriously metamorphosed into a girl.
I was that baby. I was that strangely altered child.
From that day on, my mother watched me with a famished attention, greedy for clues. I had changed once; might I change again? Into what else might I transform, what other character might I assume? As for myself, I cultivated a demeanor of sturdy stoicism. I was hard to ruffle, hard to incite to anger—at least that anyone could tell from watching me. It was as if I hoped my unvarying mildness would reassure my mother, convince her to trust me. It was as if she was some animal lured from wild lands and I was the seasoned trainer who habitually made no sudden moves.
She never did learn to trust me, though, or to accept me for who I was. It was my first lesson in failure, and it stayed with me the rest of my life.

Every important event of my life seemed to be set in motion during the summer. The year I turned nine, our small town of Thrush Hollow was visited by a Truth-Teller, a thin and haggard woman. Neither her soul nor her body accommodated the padding that sometimes makes life more comfortable. I can’t remember who called her to Thrush Hollow or why, though it is always a dangerous gamble to ask Truth-Tellers for their services. They cannot speak lies and they do not indulge in pleasant deceptions. You may find that what they have to say to you is just as unpalatable as what you would have them say to your neighbor.
At any rate, this Truth-Teller had arrived and was staying at the local inn, and a few people had gone to lay their grievances at her feet. One night I overheard an argument between my mother and father, when they thought I was already sleeping, and the next day the three of us headed to the inn. My father, a dark and perpetually harassed man, looked dour and unwilling. My mother, who was short and fair and very determined, seemed nearly as grim. She had wrapped her fingers around my wrist with a grip so tight I kept twisting to get free, but she would not release me. I did not protest aloud, of course. I never said anything that might mark me as temperamental.
When we arrived at the inn, we were directed to a small parlor in the back. It was a warm day, so the windows were open, but the room was still stuffy and hot. The Truth-Teller sat in a straight-backed chair, her eyes closed, her head resting against the worn cushion. She opened her eyes when the three of us walked in, and she did not look happy to see us.
“What is it?” she snapped. “I’m tired. There are enough liars in Thrush Hollow to make even the strongest Truth-Teller weak, and I’m old and frail.”
“I won’t take much of your time,” my mother said breathlessly.
“Introduce yourselves,” the old lady demanded.
“I’m Amelia Carmichael. That’s my husband, Stephen. That’s Kellen.” My mother had christened me after an uncle of hers, but it was a name some women bore as well. It was not a name that gave away secrets.
“And what do you want me to tell you, Amelia, except that your agitation is making me nervous?”
“I would just like to ask you a few questions about my son,” my mother said, pushing me forward. I was dressed that day, as I was dressed every day, in shapeless clothing that would suit a boy and yet not be wholly out of place on a girl—loose black trousers, loose white shirt, leather shoes. My unstyled black hair hung to my shoulders, its only positive attribute that it was clean. I could have been any anonymous child called in from afternoon play.
The Truth-Teller sat up and stared at me, her dark eyes bright with irritation. I stared back at her, my expression impassive. “Son!” the old woman exclaimed. “This child isn’t a boy. It’s a girl. Why do you call her ‘son’?”
“See, yes, she’s a girl now, but she wasn’t always,” my mother said eagerly. “That’s what I want you to tell me—that’s what I want you to tell my husband. When she was born, she was a boy. I saw him. You tell them the truth.”
The Truth-Teller gave a crack of laughter. She was still staring at me, and I could read neither compassion nor interest in her eyes. “No, this one was a girl from the moment she was born,” the old woman said flatly. “She was a girl inside the womb. She has never been anything else.”
My mother fell back with a little cry, her hands going to her cheeks. I saw my father move to stand behind her, as if to lend her support. “But she—but I saw him—she has been changed—”
The Truth-Teller closed her eyes again and leaned back against the chair. “Don’t waste my time,” she said.
My mother babbled a few more incoherent protests, but the Truth-Teller did not look at any of us again. My father turned my mother toward the door and practically hauled her out the inn and down the street to our house. I followed behind them, saying nothing.
I was neither surprised nor unsurprised by the Truth-Teller’s words. My life had been so strange up to this point that I would not have found it particularly unnerving to have had my mother’s madness proved true. You understand, I had not been treated as a girl at any point in my life—I had not been dressed in frilly gowns or showered with gifts of lace and ribbon. And yet, I had not really been treated as a boy, either, expected to go fishing or frog-hunting with my neighbors. In fact, no one really knew what to make of me. My father tended to avoid me. He was a peddler of metal goods and so he traveled a great deal. When he returned, he was awkward around me, not sure what to say. The people of Thrush Hollow all knew I was a girl, but—since I dressed in such indeterminate clothes, and since my mother spoke of me as if I was a boy—sometimes they forgot. So one day I might be greeted as “lad” and another day as “missy,” and I found it just as easy to respond to either. I did not really think of myself as a boy or a girl. I considered myself just Kellen. Just me.
Just nobody.
But the Truth-Teller was convinced I was a girl. Had always been a girl. She had not said I always would be a girl, and I considered life uncertain enough to reserve as a possibility the idea that someday, even yet, I might assume a shape that better pleased my mother. But for now, one question had been resoundingly answered.
It did not make my life any easier.

That night, as the night before, as many nights in the past, my parents stayed up late, arguing. There was a more urgent quality to the quarrel this night than there usually was; the raised voices were louder, more accusatory. I snuck from my bedroom to crouch in the hallway, listening to them as they paced the parlor and shouted.
“I cannot do this any longer, Amelia,” my father said, his voice despairing. “I cannot live such a strange and sad life. It is killing me—it is killing all of us.”
“Maybe in Wodenderry—there are plenty of Truth-Tellers in the royal city. I will go there with Kellen, and I will ask every one of them—”
“Amelia, you have been told the truth already! Kellen is a girl! She was always a girl! Give up this madness and try to resume some normalcy in your life! When I think what we have put her through—our own daughter—and when I think there is no end to it, I swear to you, I cannot breathe. Make your peace with your destiny and take up the shape of your true life.”
“I can’t,” my mother whispered. “I know I’m right.”
There was a long silence. I crept close enough to peek around the corner of the door. I saw my father standing with his head against the wall and his hands flat against the paneling. It looked as if he was holding up the walls of the house, but I knew it was really the other way around.
“Go to sleep,” he said finally. “I have to leave again in the morning. We’ll talk about this more when I get back.”
“And that will be when?”
He shook his head, rubbing his forehead against the paneling. “I don’t know. I’ll send word.”
“I’m not crazy,” my mother said.
Still resting against the wall, he turned his head a little to look at her. “You’re obsessed,” he said. “And you’re ruining Kellen’s life. And you’re ruining your own. And you’re ruining mine. Even if you’re not crazy, what you’re doing is.”
“I want Kellen to be what he is supposed to be.”
“She will be,” my father said. “Whatever that is.”

In the morning, he was gone, his cart and his metal goods with him. He usually traveled for seven or ten days at a time and returned exhausted but cheerful, coins jingling in his pocket. He often brought us treats from nearby towns, Tambleham or Merendon or wherever he had gone on his route this time. Once he went all the way to Wodenderry and brought me back a doll shaped like Queen Lirabel. I was always pleased to know he thought of me on the road, since he seemed to think of me so little when we were in the same house.
This time, when he left, he did not return.
Two weeks after his departure, my mother received a note that sent her crying bitterly to her room. It was not unprecedented for my mother to have an emotional breakdown, and I knew what to do. I fixed dinner for myself, finished up the chores, kept quiet, and allowed her to weep in silence. When I was sure she had sobbed herself to sleep, I crept into her room to wash her face and loosen her dress so that she could pass the night comfortably. It was summer, but the air was cool, so I shut the window and covered her with a sheet.
Then I picked up the note that she had flung to the floor and took it to the parlor to read it by candlelight. It was from my father.
Amelia:
I can’t stand our life like this. I have left for the last time, and I’m not coming back. Don’t worry about money—I’ll send what I can every few weeks. Tell Kellen I love her, even if it has often seemed like I don’t. Take care of yourself as best you can.
Stephen

For a moment, I wanted to cry, too, except that I knew it would do no good. Tears would not bring my father back, and tears would not change my mother. Tears would not turn me into someone she could love. I folded the note and went back into her room, carefully dropping the letter on the floor where she had left it. Then I tiptoed to my room, stretched out on my bed, and lay awake till morning.


Chapter Two

Once my father left, there was more for me to do around the house, and I began to take on the chores a son might handle. By the time I was eleven, I was very strong. I could chop wood, haul water, handle awkward and heavy loads, and wring the neck of a chicken if my mother brought a live bird back from market. I also learned the tasks that women taught their daughters—how to cook, how to clean, how to sew. Truthfully, I thought all skills were equally important, and I wondered why they had been, at least among the children of Thrush Hollow, mostly assigned by gender.
I had also come to appreciate the privileges that fell more to boys than to girls, and to take advantage of them when I had the opportunity. For instance, a boy’s pair of pants was much less restrictive than a girl’s dress, so I continued to wear loose trousers and shirts most of the time. There was no part of town that was off-limits to boys, although girls were discouraged from entering the tavern alone or wandering down certain alleys where gaming was pursued. Boys were expected to earn coins running a variety of errands—fetching a package for the innkeeper, for instance, or holding the reins of a traveler’s horse. Girls were never given such opportunities.
As money was scarce in our household, despite the envelopes that came erratically from my father, I was always happy to earn a few extra coppers. Usually I shared them with my mother and they went toward some desperately needed household purchase. Sometimes I kept them for myself and bought an item long coveted. Sweets, usually; toys, sometimes. Once I brought home a gift for my mother, a length of discounted lace from the dressmaker’s shop. She cried so hard and thanked me so often that I decided never to make that particular mistake again. Thereafter, I spent all windfalls on myself.
The summer I was eleven, I caught the attention of the new teacher who’d arrived a few weeks early to get the schoolhouse in order. I had helped him carry his bags into the inn, because he was thin and stooped and looked to be asthmatic besides. Not only that, he had to be old enough to be my mother’s father. But his round face was pleasant, and he did not look at all stupid.
“Now, what’s your name, young fellow?” he asked after he had introduced himself as Ian Shelby and dropped two coins in my hand.
“Kellen Carmichael.”
“What grade will you be in this fall?” I looked at him blankly. He elaborated. “How far are you in your schooling?”
“I don’t go to school,” I said, for I never had. And now, with my father gone, there was too much to do around the house. It had not seemed to occur to my mother that I might need a formal education, and it had never occurred to me, either.
Ian Shelby looked disapproving. “You have to go to school,” he said. “How else will you learn your letters? Your numbers? Your history?”
“I can read,” I assured him. My mother had taught me, right along with the sewing and the cooking. “And count. I don’t care about history.”
“It’s always a mistake not to care about history,” he said. “How old are you, young—” He hesitated for a moment. “Young woman?” he asked.
I was impressed by his perceptiveness, so I answered. “Eleven. Twelve at the end of summer.”
“Eleven-year-old girls should be in school,” he said firmly. “If you like, I’ll talk to your parents and explain why an education is important.”
I laughed. “My mother won’t care what you say.”
He pulled a pair of spectacles from his pocket and surveyed me with some seriousness. It made me fidgety; I could not tell what his inspection would yield him. “Your mother might be brought to care,” was all he said. “I will see you enrolled in school this fall, Kellen Carmichael. See if I don’t.”

If I had known Ian Shelby better at that moment, I would have resigned myself instantly to the notion that, come autumn, I would be attending the Thrush Hollow Schoolhouse. His visit to my mother yielded predictable results, for she swore she could not spare her son for the five hours a day school was in session. I was lurking outside the parlor while this conversation took place, and I heard the gap in the conversation that followed while Ian Shelby assimilated this information. But the pause was brief; he smoothly plunged forward.
“What you need from your son today is nothing compared to what he will need from an education tomorrow,” the schoolteacher said. “Don’t set yourself up as the reason your child might fail in the future.”
“He won’t fail. He’s a smart boy,” my mother said. “I need him.”
The discussion, which lasted another twenty minutes, ended on the same note. I was standing outside, looking casual and disinterested, when Ian Shelby finally left. He appraised me a moment, and then said, “I was right, wasn’t I? You’re her daughter, not her son?”
I nodded. “Told you she wouldn’t care.”
“Oh, don’t give up yet,” he said. “I haven’t. It seems more imperative than ever that you be allowed formal schooling.”
I wasn’t sure what “imperative” meant, though I came to think it meant inevitable. Ian Shelby talked to the town mayor, he talked to the parents of other children my age, and the result was that enough pressure was brought to bear on my mother that she had no choice but to allow me to attend school that fall.
You understand, I was not sure this was a victory.

I hated school for the first few weeks. I was not used to being confined in any one place, and I missed the freedom of doing whatever I wanted once the household chores were done. Sitting still was hard; learning was even harder, for Ian Shelby had high standards and was not inclined to accommodate laziness in his students. At times I could actually feel my head expand from all the new knowledge he was attempting to cram inside of it.
Then there were my fellow students.
I knew all of them by sight, of course, but I wouldn’t have counted any one of them as a friend. Well, I was a strange girl; I was not easy to take to. This had been true in random encounters on the streets of Thrush Hollow, and it was still true inside the schoolhouse.
We had been divided loosely by grade and ability into three levels. I sat with the lowest group, with children my age and much younger, practicing my letters and learning more complicated words than had come my way so far. The children in this particular cluster were mostly too young to have developed the art of teasing with any real skill. The oldest students were busy flirting with or ostracizing one another, and they paid no attention to anyone outside their own small circle. But those in the middle group had enough attention and enough malice for everybody.
“Hey. Who’s the new boy?” was the question that came up as soon as we were sent outside for our mid-morning break on the very first day.
“Kellen Carmichael,” someone answered.
“You. Kellen. Can you run?”
“Run well enough,” I said in a wary voice.
“Going to do relay races. You want to play?”
I shrugged. “All right.”
“I don’t want girls on our team,” said a weasely dark-haired boy.
Everyone stared. “That’s a girl?” several boys asked.
“Yes,” I said defiantly. “I can still run.”
“We’ve had girls on our team before,” said a tall boy.
“I don’t want girls! You can have them on your team.”
“Are you sure she’s a girl? Looks like a boy.”
“I can run faster than you can,” I said to the weasely boy. I had no idea if this was true. But I was fast enough to be respectable and willing to prove it.
“I don’t race girls,” he said.
I shrugged. “I’ll race someone else, then.”
That was good enough for the others, and they picked their champion, a burly fair-haired boy with a stupid grin. The weasely one called out our marks and shouted “Go!” and we were off. I was smaller and had better wind; he had more powerful legs, but the course was short. I won. A few of the onlookers cheered and a few booed.
“She can run on my team,” the tall boy said. “Let’s pick sides.”
I handled my part of the relay with speed and competence, and the first recess went well enough. So did the second one. So did the playground breaks for the entire first week. But there were still questions about me. The weasely boy, whose name was Carlon, never stopped needling me and was always ready with a laugh or a sneer if I fell. He and his friends would whisper together, and throw me dark looks, and altogether give me the sense that they were plotting against me. Of course, they did the same to everyone who was smaller and weaker than they were. They were born bullies and no doubt had long careers of cruelty ahead of them.
I would have abandoned the boys’ games except that the girls’ circles were closed to me. A few times that first week I attempted to play or eat lunch with the girls my age, and each time I was rebuffed. The prettiest of them actually squealed and leapt to her feet when I sat on the ground next to her one afternoon.
“Oooh—she’s so strange—don’t let her touch me!” she cried. Some of her friends giggled, and some of them cast me considering looks, and none of them talked to me. “Make her go away!”
“Go play with the boys, Kellen,” one of her friends said, emphasizing my name as if it was an ugly word. “We don’t want you here.”
I stood up, turned away, turned back, and shoved the pretty girl onto the ground. She squealed again, a most satisfying sound, as her pale pink frock went skidding into the mud.
Naturally, Ian Shelby was informed of the infraction. After class, he gave me a grave lecture on civility.
“I’ll be nice to them when they’re nice to me,” was my response. “Which will be never. So I guess I’ll just have to quit school.”
“Not yet,” he said.
The next week was better, for I was good at the games the boys played. I could throw a ball and hit with a stick as well as any of them, and I had already proved I was a runner. But I was woefully inept at boxing, a sport introduced the third week of school, and I ended up down in the mud myself, gasping for breath and feeling bruises form on every edge of my body.
“Told you she was a girl,” Carlon said, because there had been renewed debate on this topic when I had won a footrace that very morning.
“Prove it,” one of his cronies suggested.
I tried to scramble to my feet, but too late. Too many hands. Arms holding my shoulders down, fingers in my waistband, my pants pulled down to my knees. No doubt about it now.
“I hate girls,” one of Carlon’s friends grumbled as everybody released me and turned away, no longer interested. “Hey, where’s the ball? Let’s see how far we can kick it.”
I sat up, pulled my pants back on, and willed myself not to cry. A boy wouldn’t have cried. Most girls wouldn’t have been racing to begin with. How was I supposed to behave? Where was I supposed to find my friends? I waited for Mr. Shelby to ring the bell signaling end of recess, and I fiercely regretted any necessity for acquiring an education.
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