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C H A P T E R 1 

Lights in the Garden 
 

t the farthest edge of the garden, streaks of sparkling light darted furtively on invisible 

wings in the deepening twilight, tiny shooting stars brilliant against the dark shadows of 

the forest beyond them. 

Sitting in her bay window, Sloane Riley pressed her nose against the glass and smiled, 

imagining the twinkling show was just for her. She knew, of course, that the lights were fireflies. 

It was still fun to imagine a hint of magic in the way they illuminated the last of the silver evening 

light, leaving streaks behind them like smudgy, opalescent lightning strikes. The fireflies were what 

made this her second-favorite house out of the nine in which she had lived. Sloane had learned early 

in life to be a cautious, practical teenager with few illusions. Lesson one—there was no such thing 

as magic. 

A sound from the dark downstairs made Sloane spin toward her bedroom door. Listening 

intently, she could make out her mom’s laughter as she came in with the latest boyfriend, and the 

sound must have woken her little brother because she could see his small form standing in her 

doorway in his pajamas. 

“Sone?” he called out, his sleepy, four-year-old pronunciation slurring her name. 

“Hey, Seth,” she answered softly. “Wanna’ see the pretty lights?” 

“Is it the fairies?” he asked in an enamored whisper. 

Sloane laughed. “Silly. It’s fireflies. Come see.” 

Seth padded across the carpet and climbed up into his sister’s lap. Sloane watched Seth’s face 

in the pale, silvery light of the full moon as he placed both hands on the glass and leaned eagerly 

forward. He was such a beautiful child, rosy-cheeked with golden hair and almost sky blue eyes, 

he had inherited from his father, a Swede who had passed as fleetingly through their lives as the 

rest of their mother’s many boyfriends. 

A 
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Her brother’s thick black lashes and full mouth were all he shared with Sloane, whose dark, 

wavy hair and pale skin often caused her to be mistaken for Seth’s babysitter. Peering intently at 

the dancing lights, Seth proclaimed with gleeful, wide-eyed delight, “Fairies!” 

Swallowing a correction, Sloane asked gently, “How do you know they are fairies?” 

“’Cause I rec'nize them,” he stated firmly. 

“Oh, I see,” Sloane said and kissed the top of his head. “What do they look like?” she prompted. 

“Some are like scary flowers,” he told her. His eyes followed the whirling flashes which were 

rising higher and beginning to weave into the low branches, retreating into the edge of the wild. 

“And some of them are dark, so peoples can’t see them.” 

“Except for you,” Sloane laughed. 

Seth turned his eyes to her, as translucent as ocean glass in the moonlight. “No. I can’t see those 

ones either, but I can hear them sometimes.” 

The originality of this fantasy surprised Sloane. She had grown used to Seth’s way of sharing 

his imagination as though it were fact. She knew all four year olds did this, but he was so inventive. 

She felt a small rupture of jealousy that Seth’s ideas were so unbridled, which triggered a rush of 

guilt. Just because her childhood had been interrupted didn’t mean Seth’s should be. Sloane had 

had only her flighty mother; Seth had Sloane to protect him. She breathed in the scent of his hair, 

still slightly damp from his bath, then she asked, “And what do they say?” 

“The dark ones are mat.” His little brow furrowed and Sloane pursed her lips to keep from 

laughing. 

“What are they mad about?” 

“That people cut down the trees and stuff.” 

“Oh, I see.” Seth had been very upset recently when a neighbor cut down a beautiful oak tree 

to make room for a storage shed. The tree had been such a beautiful canopy from her window, but 

she had told herself it was just a tree. Still, she had had to look away when the noble trunk, crippled 

and denuded of its branches, had crashed to the ground. Seth had cried for hours. 

Seth added, “That’s where they live, the dark ones. Inside the trees.” 

“Oh, I see. Well,” she sighed and tried to sound light. “We certainly know what it’s like to have 

to find a new home, so I can guess how they feel.” 

“They feel bat,” Seth said with a child’s exaggerated sigh. 

From downstairs, the boyfriend’s voice barked out sharply, and Seth started and then asked 

with a tremor in his voice, “Is Marcus a mean man? Are we gonna’ move again?” 

“I hope not, honey,” Sloane told him, giving him a squeeze and rocking her knees back and 

forth to comfort him. “Maybe this one will be nice. Maybe Mom will be happy this time.” 
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But even a four-year-old's creativity didn’t seem to stretch that far, and Seth pressed the side 

of his face hard against his sister’s chest as she rocked him. To distract him from his worry, Sloane 

said, “Do you want me to tell you a secret?” 

His arms went up around her neck, and he leaned back to look into her face. “Yes,” he 

whispered. 

“Okay,” Sloane braced herself. It had been a long time since she had told anyone this, and the 

last time hadn’t worked out so well. “I used to have a friend. A special friend that nobody but me 

could see.” 

“Was it a girl friend or a boy friend?” Seth asked. 

“It was a boy. I mean, I think it was.” 

Seth giggled. “Don’t you know?” 

“I’m pretty sure. I was only eight and he was, kind of…different.” 

“What was his name?” 

“He said he didn’t have a name anymore.” 

“What did you call him?” 

“I called him Nodel, because…well, because that was what he told me to call him.” 

Seth’s eyes shone as brightly in the moonlight as the smile that lay bare his young heart. 

“Noodle? He was called noodle? That’s funny.” 

“No, you silly. Not ‘noodle,’ No-del. And you’re right. It is funny. Anyway, this was before 

you were born, and Mom and I lived on a farm for almost a whole year.” That had been Sloane’s 

very favorite place she’d lived, a sprawling farm in the hills of West Virginia with a creek that ran 

through it. She and her mother had lived there when Sloane was eight, and she still dreamed of it. 

“There was a creek, and a pond with ducks.” 

“Ducks?” Seth sat up straight. He loved animals of all kinds. 

“Yes, many ducks, and chickens too. It was out in the country. And it was so beautiful when it 

snowed.” Sloane paused for a second, relishing the memory of the crystal white snow turned pink 

by the rosy dawn on the fields. “Because it was far away from other houses, I didn’t have any 

friends there, so I, well…I made one up.” 

Seth tilted his head and squinted at his sister, as if he found her story highly unlikely. Sloane 

went on. “Anyway, he was blonde like you, but his hair was longer and curly, I remember that, and 

he was probably my age, eight. When we played, everything was different. We imagined that the 

garden shed would transform into a palace when we went there, with candles and soft pillows, and 

when we played tea party, I could really taste it, tea sweet as honeysuckle, and the smell was roses. 

He told the most wonderful stories, and I believed they were true. Stories about an enchanted forest 

with a beautiful queen who had stars in her dark hair, and there was a prince.” Sloane smiled. 

Though most of the childhood memories had faded, she still sometimes dreamt of that prince, a 
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silver-haired youth with eyes as green as spring leaves. “Nodel and I spent whole days just playing 

and making up adventures.” 

“And then what happened?” Seth asked, slightly breathless with wonder. 

“He…he went away.” 

“Where did he go?” Seth sounded pained. 

“I guess he had to go home,” Sloane tried to sound cheerful. “Maybe his mommy was calling 

him.” 

But of course, that wasn’t true. 

The truth was that she had made the mistake of telling Grown Ups about Nodel. 

She had found herself in a special ‘doctor’s’ office, listening to whispers when they thought 

she couldn’t hear that she’d be better off without her mentally volatile mother. Afraid to be taken 

away, Sloane had pretended she had made up the story. She pretended he wasn’t there anymore, 

not answering when he called up to her window, seldom even venturing outside. She could see 

Nodel, but no one else could. 

So for the first time, Sloane had looked at her beautiful friend through shuttered, Grown-Up 

eyes. Eyes that couldn’t see him, or the way the skittering rainbows played together in the splashing 

of the tiny waterfalls in the creek. Once Sloane had begun doubting herself, Nodel had grown 

dimmer and come to her window less often until one day he didn’t come at all. Lonely and sad, 

Sloane had crept down and searched the garden for him. 

She had opened the rickety door of the garden shed and hesitantly called his name once, feeling 

foolish, then stood listening. For the first time, she did not see another, more magical world, only 

the dirty windows of the shed, broken flowerpots, a rusty rake and cobwebs sagging with dust. For 

the first time, she noticed the stink of peat that made her nostrils curl. She called out softly for 

Nodel, but the sound fell, unheard, into the dirt. 

Feeling utterly deserted, an emotion that shifted quickly to anger at herself that she had been 

stupid enough to ever believe in such nonsense, Sloane had turned and walked stiffly back to the 

house, determined to leave her childhood fantasies behind her. 

It was a perfectly natural and even necessary thing to do when one had no father at all and a 

mother who behaved like a child. 

As she picked up the now snoozing Seth and turned her back to the window to carry him to his 

bed, the lights at the edge of the forest flickered then drew together into a circle, a ring of light that 

shone brightly until, all at once, it popped in a shower of stars that twinkled and faded into the 

night. 

  


