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A Beginning

“Are you Martha Boyle?”

Martha nodded.

“You don’t know me,” said the woman at the door. “Olive Barstow was my daughter. I was her mother.”

Martha heard herself gasp. A small, barely audible gasp.

“I don’t know how well you knew Olive,” said the woman. “She was so shy.” The woman reached into the pocket of the odd smock she was wearing and retrieved a folded piece of paper. “But I found this in her journal, and I think she’d want you to have it.”

The rusted screen that separated them gave the woman a gauzy appearance. Martha cracked open the door to receive the pink rectangle.

“That’s all,” the woman said, already stepping off the stoop. “And thank you. Thank you, Martha Boyle.”

The woman mounted a very old bicycle and pedaled away, her long, sleek braid hanging behind her like a tail.

Breathing deeply to quiet her heart, Martha remained by the door thinking about Olive Barstow, unable for the moment to unfold the paper and read it.
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An End

Olive Barstow was dead. She’d been hit by a car on Monroe Street while riding her bicycle. Weeks ago. That was about all Martha knew.

A sad image of Olive rose in Martha’s mind: a quiet, unremarkable girl, a loner with averted eyes, clinging to the lockers when walking down the hallways at school.

The image that flashed next was imagined and worse: Olive flying through the air, after impact, like a bird, then scraping along the pavement and lying in a heap at the curbside, never to move again.
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Hopes

Slowly, Martha unfolded the piece of paper. Olive’s handwriting was perfectly formed—small, dense, controlled—like rows and rows of pearls. Martha read, hearing the words in Olive’s thin, hesitant voice.


June 7: My Hopes

I hope that I can write a book someday. Not like the kind we did in writing lab. A real one, like in a library or bookstore. And not a mystery or adventure one, but an emotional one. Maybe I can make kids change their opinions on emotion books like some authors did to me. Most kids at school call the kind of book I want to do a chapter book, but I call them novels. Maybe I could be the youngest person ever to write a novel. Maybe I can develop a unique style of writing that no other authors have. I already know the first sentence of my novel: “The orphan’s secret wish was that her bones were hollow like a bird’s and that she could just take off and fly away.”

I also hope that one day I can go to a real ocean such as the Atlantic or Pacific. I like Madison with all the lakes (especially Lake Wingra), but I think it is not the same. When I’m eighteen I want to live in a cottage on a cliff that looks over the sea.

What else do I hope?

I hope that I get to know Martha Boyle next year (or this summer). I hope that we can be friends. That is my biggest hope. She is the nicest person in my whole entire class.



An eerie feeling invaded Martha’s body. She was holding a piece of paper that had come from the journal of someone her own age, someone now dead. But there was more. Martha would be leaving with her family the next morning to visit her grandmother at her grandmother’s house on the Atlantic Ocean (Martha’s favorite place in the world). Also, she had recently decided that she was going to be a writer—and this was still such a private thought that she hadn’t even told her best friend, or her brother, or her parents. And, what, she wondered, had she ever done or said to Olive Barstow that would compel her to write that Martha was “the nicest person in my whole entire class”? Most eerie—she would never know the answer.

Minutes earlier, she had been packing her bags for vacation, feeling completely happy, and now she felt different—altered. The longer Martha mulled over the coincidences, the more startling they became.
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Martha’s Father

“Who was at the door?” asked Dennis Boyle, Martha’s father. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“Oh, no one,” Martha replied, shrugging. “Just someone for me. Nothing, really.” She folded the paper and hid it in her palm. “Really. Nothing. No one.”

“Well, that surely clears things up,” said her father. He tipped his head and half smiled. His expression was hard for Martha to interpret; she read it as: I love you, but I don’t understand you.

“Listen,” her father continued, “I need your help. Lucy’s still napping, and I have to go to the store to get a few new things—toys, books, whatever—to keep her occupied on the airplane tomorrow. I need you to watch her when she wakes up.”

“Sure,” said Martha.

“Your mother should be home soon. And Vince is at Robbie’s house. If anyone asks about dinner, tell them I said it’s a carryout night. Too much to do before we leave for Godbee’s.” He was holding a laundry basket heaped high with all sorts of things: clothes, newspapers, a rubber ball, dirty dishes, CDs, bottles of sunscreen, Lucy’s plastic sandals. “This basket represents my life,” he said in a slightly numbed tone, placing the basket solidly on the coffee table. “I’ll be back.”

And he was gone.

The summer seemed to be taking its toll on Martha’s father. Whenever possible, he found an excuse to escape from the house by himself. He admitted that he was looking forward to the end of summer and the beginning of school; Martha and her older brother, Vince, would be away most of the day, of course, and Lucy would be going to nursery school three mornings a week.

It was the middle of August. After Martha and her family returned from their vacation, there would be just one week for her father to get through before he’d have more time alone.

Dennis Boyle had quit his job as a lawyer when Lucy was born and had been taking care of her full-time for the past two and a half years. He also had been trying to write a novel during this time, although no one in the family had read a word. Periodically, and with growing frequency, his face was darkened by thought. “The novel,” he’d say. “I’m thinking about my novel.”

Martha hadn’t told anyone about her decision to be a writer yet, mostly because she didn’t want her father to think she was copying him. But she had given herself a deadline—she would tell him before they came back home from Godbee’s.





5

Lucy

In her bedroom, leaning into the wall, Martha started punching the buttons on the telephone automatically. She was calling her best friend, Holly, to tell her about Olive Barstow’s mother and the journal page, but stopped before the last digit and switched the phone off. She wasn’t ready.

After slipping the folded journal page into one of the side zippered compartments of her backpack, Martha walked to Lucy’s room. She tried to be as quiet as possible. Lucy was such a light sleeper that stepping on a creaky floorboard or speaking in a normal voice near her could easily rouse her. “I breathe too loudly and she wakes up,” their father had often complained. “Other people’s kids sleep through train wrecks.”

From the door frame, Martha peeked at her sister. Lucy slept on a queen-size mattress on the floor that took up most of the room. The window shade was pulled, the room shadowy.

It was almost like a game or puzzle to find Lucy—she was curled up against a pillow and nearly hidden by five other pillows, her quilt, a sheet, and dozens of stuffed animals and dolls. One doll in particular was Lucy’s match in size and hair color. More than once, in a similar situation—in bed, in the dark—Martha had, for an instant, confused the two.

Martha couldn’t shake Olive Barstow from her thoughts. She felt a stab of loneliness, the source of which she couldn’t name. She cleared her throat, first softly, and then noisily. She coughed.

Lucy rustled, twisting herself into the sheet. Her eyes flew open. Blinked. Like a fish surfacing, she seemed to be quickly making her way through layers, from sleep to wakefulness.

“Lucy-poo,” Martha sang. “Oh, Lucy-poo.” Martha lay down beside her baby sister and nibbled at her soft pink ear.

Lucy’s head popped up. “I wake up,” she chirped.

“You did and I’m glad,” said Martha, twirling and twirling a strand of her sister’s curly red hair. “You are the most beautiful baby in the world.”

“I two,” Lucy said emphatically. With a bounce, she rose to her feet, holding both hands, ten fingers splayed. “Two.”

“Almost three,” said Martha. “And how old am I?”

“Two.”

“No, I’m twelve. Say twelve.”

“Telve,” Lucy replied, cocking her head and beaming.

“I need to change your diaper,” Martha said, scooping up her sister and squeezing her, “and then I’ll take you for a ride in your stroller.”

“Two,” said Lucy.
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The Corner of Knickerbocker and Monroe

Because she had a purpose, Martha walked briskly, pushing Lucy’s stroller through the neighborhood. The sun was hidden by clouds, then in full view, then blocked by trees or a house, then in full view again, so that it felt to Martha as if she were passing through a series of rooms, each room lit differently. It was very hot, and the humidity was high. One house they passed on Fox Avenue had beach towels draped over the front bushes to dry, reminding Martha that she hadn’t packed her beach towel yet, or her bathing suit. What else had she forgotten? She felt scattered. There was a break in the sidewalk that Martha hadn’t noticed; the stroller lurched.

“Sorry,” said Martha.

“Eeeee,” Lucy squealed, thrilled by the bump and the speed. She giggled.

They kept going—turning corners, following curving streets.

Martha stopped. This was the spot. The corner of Knickerbocker and Monroe. Lake Wingra glistened in the distance.

There was nothing to indicate that this was the site of a tragedy. There were no bouquets or teddy bears piled along the curbside. No ribbons laced through the nearby fence.

And now that Martha had arrived at her destination, she wondered what to do next. Why had she decided to come here? What had she expected would happen? She licked her upper lip thoughtfully.

“Go, go,” Lucy demanded, waving her arms and kicking.

“Just a minute,” said Martha. She pushed the stroller ahead a few inches, then pulled it back. She repeated the movement—lifting the front wheels off the ground every second or third time—with the hope that the motion, the rhythm, would keep Lucy content.

Martha watched the cars coming from both directions on Monroe Street, her eyes flicking back and forth. She tried to imagine what it would feel like to be hit by a car. Keeping one hand on the stroller at all times, Martha turned it away from the traffic and placed her left foot in the street. A mail truck sounded its horn as it thundered past, and Martha could feel its power. The force blew her hair away from her face. She winced; even her toes tightened.

Lucy started to fuss, crowning her little diatribe with a piercing noise—her injured bird cry, as their father referred to it.

“Okay,” said Martha. “We’ll go.” And then a thought occurred to her. Attached to the back of the stroller was a canvas pouch that held small toys and snacks for Lucy. At the bottom of the pouch, among the trinkets, crayons, and cracker crumbs, Martha searched for a piece of sidewalk chalk. Found one. Blue. Quickly she stepped back and wrote the word OLIVE on the top of the curb in broad capital letters. Then, instinctively, she unhooked the bracelet from her wrist and coiled it inside the letter O. Martha had made the bracelet herself. The colors of the beads changed from yellow to orange to red to purple to blue to green and back to yellow, like a rainbow.

“Go!” Lucy yelled. “Go!”

“All right,” said Martha. “Calm down.”

“Where we go?” asked Lucy as they headed back up Knickerbocker Street.

“We go home,” said Martha, unaware that she sounded just like her two-year-old sister. And unaware that, even as she steered the stroller, she was still clutching the chalk and it was turning her hand blue.
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A Phone Conversation in Mid-July

“Hello?”

“Holly, it’s me.”

“Just a minute. I’m getting some M&M’s. Okay.”

“Did you hear about Olive Barstow?”

“Yeah. Oh, my God. Can you believe it?”

“It’s so awful. My mom told me. She passed the accident on her way to work this morning. She called from her office to ask if I knew her.”

“Josh Sweeney told me. He said she wasn’t wearing a helmet and that her head came off and that her blood wasn’t red, but black.”

“That’s not true. Josh Sweeney is the biggest idiot-scuzzbag-jerk-of-the-world. I don’t know how you can live next door to him.” Pause. “He was so mean to her. So was Dana Lewis.”

“I know.” Pause. “I hate crossing Monroe Street.”

“I know.” Pause. “I feel so bad. I mean, we should have been nicer to her.”

“Martha, we were nice.” Pause. Crunch, crunch. “We weren’t not nice.”

“I know, but we should have asked her to sit at our table at lunch, or at least talked to her more, or something.”

“She was kind of . . . I mean . . . weird.”

“Don’t say that about a dead person.”

“Well, she was. Sort of.”

“She was nice. She was quiet.”

“I guess.”

“I don’t think she had any friends.” Pause. “It would be awful not to have friends.”

Silence.

Crunch, crunch.

Silence.

“Martha Boyle, you think too much. And my dad says when you think too much, that’s when the trouble starts.” Pause. “He mostly says it to my mom.”

Silence.

“Hey, Martha, do you want to go shopping on State Street? I’ll see if my mom will take us. Maybe we can have lunch, too. At the food carts.”

“I don’t know.”

“Sticky rice with mangoes?”

“Maybe.”

“See if you can, and call me back.”

“Okay.”

“Bye.”

“Bye.”
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Ms. Hubbard

“Did you listen to my show today?”

Olive Barstow had joined Martha’s class very late in the school year. Right before Valentine’s Day. School had ended during the first week of June.

“The woman I interviewed was wonderful. An eighty-eight-year-old scuba diver.”

The accident that killed Olive had happened in the middle of July.

“Do you want to hear about her?”

Olive’s mother delivered the page from the journal in the middle of August—just hours earlier.

“I’ll take that as a yes.”

Martha’s mother, Alice Hubbard, sat down on the edge of Martha’s bed. Martha was sitting on the bed already. A small suitcase, half packed, lay open between them.

“She’s exactly what I want to be like when I’m eighty-eight,” said Martha’s mother. She plucked a T-shirt from the suitcase, refolded it, gently replaced it, then smoothed it with both hands. She raised her eyebrows and widened her eyes—cocked her head, too—inviting her daughter to speak.

Martha scrunched up her face. “I feel a little spacey. Sorry.” She had been trying to piece together the facts about Olive Barstow, the outline of Olive’s life for the short time it had intersected with her own. Martha realized how little she knew. For the most part Olive was a mystery.

Martha knew nothing about Olive’s home life, nothing about her family, except that her mother rode a bike and wore her hair in a braid. Olive’s school life, from Martha’s perspective, didn’t offer many answers either. Olive had seemed nearly invisible, passing through the halls and days unnoticed, except when she was being teased by Josh Sweeney or Dana Lewis.

“I can tell I’m boring you,” said Martha’s mother. She’d risen from the bed and was walking away. A muscle in her cheek moved. “I’ll leave you alone.”

“Whatever,” said Martha. “I mean, you don’t have to,” she added, trying to soften the sharpness of her response.

“I’ll call you when dinner gets here.” Her mother’s voice came from the hallway.

“Is Vince home yet?”

This time it was Martha’s question left unanswered. Either her mother hadn’t heard it, or she was ignoring Martha to get back at her just a little.

Lately they’d been annoying each other, rubbing each other the wrong way.

Alice Hubbard worked for Wisconsin Public Radio. She produced and hosted a radio talk show that aired every weekday morning. It was rebroadcast at night and syndicated nationally. What used to provide a sense of pride for Martha (“You’re really on the radio, Mama!” “People in New York and California and Florida hear you every day!”) had, as she’d gotten older, become a source of embarrassment (“I can’t believe you said the word crotch for the whole world to hear. I’ll never be able to show my face at school again.” “Your laugh is so . . . gross
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