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Dedication

For those who feel like they don’t have a true home. 

I hope you find your portal.





Epigraph

New brooms sweep clean, but old ones get the corners.

—Gullah Geechee proverb

The South is a portal.

—Sara Makeba Daise
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Del Baker was lost.

Not lost in the way you might think; she knew where she was—next to her gramma in the passenger seat of their truck as they left Interstate 95 and merged onto Route 1. They were moving. Again. This time from Hanscom Air Force Base in Massachusetts to Dover Air Force Base in Delaware. Leaving behind everything Del had known for the past year.

No, Del was lost in another way. She felt disconnected from everything around her, like she was drifting in an ocean without any land in sight. Each year when her dad changed duty stations and she and Gramma had to pack up their lives and move, Del couldn’t help but think about the one piece of their family that wasn’t moving with them. The piece that had never come with them.

Her mom.

Dad and Gramma never talked about Mom. When Del used to ask about her, Dad would have some assessment to complete or a work meeting he’d forgotten about and he would stride away. Her gramma would redirect, usually reminding Del she had chores or homework or that she needed to check the garage for anything they might have overlooked when packing.

Del was a kid, but she wasn’t stupid. She knew what they were doing. She just couldn’t figure out how to make her dad and gramma tell her anything about her mom. Del’s mom had died while giving birth to her and she knew it was probably hard for them to talk about her. But it was even harder for Del, not knowing anything about her.

What was her favorite movie? What kind of ice cream did she like? Did she read a lot, like Del? If so, what was the book she read over and over until she knew the words by heart? Anything so she could feel connected to her mother. Their whole family was so small—just her, Gramma, and Dad—so she wanted to include memories of her mom as a part of it. But she didn’t have any and neither her gramma nor her dad wanted to share theirs. And so, even if Del didn’t stop thinking about Mom, she stopped asking. She set her questions aside, just like she’d set aside her memories of each town they’d lived in, each year they moved. Del would shed them, like a snake does its old skin.

She didn’t want to remember. Remembering hurt. Besides, what was the point? She wasn’t going to return to any of the places. They never did. It was best that she leave those memories in the past and focus on starting over. Again.

Del tucked one of her long braids behind her ear and looked out the window at the gray asphalt of the highway, rocking slightly as the cars in the fast lane whizzed by. There was no use feeling bad for herself. Moving, thinking about Mom . . . these things were hard on Dad and Gramma as well. And it was all of their jobs to take care of one another. That thought, at least, made Del smile.

“Get ready to throw the money,” Del’s grandmother said, breaking Del out of her thoughts. Gramma pulled their truck in behind the line of cars on the Delaware Turnpike.

“Already on it,” Del said, pulling two handfuls of coins from the front zippered pocket of her backpack. She was the one who’d told Gramma they needed real money for the tollbooth, not credit or debit cards. She’d looked it all up online and read the information given in her dad’s transfer packet.

The weight of the coins was heavy and she shifted them all to one hand while she wiped the other palm on her jeans. She despised moving. Moving meant a new town, a new school, learning where the grocery stores and pharmacies were, and what kind of shows came on regular TV. At least this move was at the beginning of the summer, which was definitely better than the one that happened two cities ago, the week before school started. That year had been awful.

“Nervous?” Gramma asked, inching the car up in the line.

Del shrugged and jangled the coins. “Eh, you know.”

“No, I don’t know. That’s why I asked,” Gramma said. “It’s a lot, moving again.”

“Nope, I’m okay,” Del said, flicking through her phone.

What was the point of saying she didn’t want to move again? They were already on the road. In fact, they were almost there. Right now, the only thing she was nervous about was their stuff arriving at their new house on time and undamaged. Once, the movers had broken their TV and it had taken forever for it to get replaced.

The car radio crackled, losing the station. Del pushed the button until a new station came in clear, without fuzzy static. When music started drifting through the speakers, she sat back. It was a station that played music from the sixties, seventies, and eighties. Del and Gramma both loved oldies.

Even though moves were easier when Dad was with them and not out on deployment, Del looked forward to the road trips with just her and Gramma. They danced in their seats when their favorite songs came on, pointed out landmarks and the weird things people did in their cars on the highway. Once Del had seen a man driving with his foot hanging out the window. She wondered what he would do if his shoe fell off in the middle of the interstate. The idea of him pulling his car over to look for it made her laugh. Gramma laughed too when Del told her.

Still, this move had been more rushed than usual. When Dad was transferred, they’d had to work overtime to get everything in order. Several nights, Gramma had let her stay up late to make sure they were all packed up. While Del hated moving, Gramma was stressed. She’d also been moving a little slower, but when Del asked her about it, she smiled and said it was because she was tired from packing and from answering questions from nosy granddaughters. Once they were in the new house, they could both relax.

Gramma took a few different medicines for her blood pressure, and Del made sure the pill bottles were packed in a bag that went in the car with them and not accidentally dumped into the boxes to be loaded on the big moving truck. Del kept up with her grandmother’s medicines by setting reminders on her phone, and Gramma always said she was grateful for the help. She also promised to get some rest when they got settled. And once Dad was home, they could all be a family together again. They were planning to surprise him when he was back from maneuvers or whatever, by having their new home already decorated and looking good.

“I worry about you, you know.” Gramma looked in the rearview mirror, then down at Del beside her. “You’re only eleven. That’s young to have this much responsibility.”

Del shook her head. “It’s okay. I don’t mind. And I can definitely handle it.”

“I know. I suppose I’m hoping we’ll have two or three years in one place this time. Give you the chance to make some friends, do whatever it is kids do nowadays.”

“I don’t need friends,” Del said. “I have you.”

Gramma made a sound in the back of her throat. “I’m talking about kids your own age.”

Del didn’t want to argue. She pocketed her phone and looked out the passenger-side window at the rest of the cars lining up to get through the toll plaza. That’s when the radio crackled again for a moment, then the DJ’s voice came through clear as melting ice.

“Here’s a classic for you old heads, a throwback to the days of bell-bottom jeans and disco queens. This quiet storm love ballad is ‘Not Another Day’ by one-hit wonder Violet Vesey.” 

Del smiled as she listened to the opening of her gramma’s biggest hit from her days as a singer: the soft ta-ta-tap of drum brooms, the dancing flute, the mellow piano intro she’d heard so many times but still loved. She swayed side to side in her seat, eyes closed while the song washed over her like waves as she sang along:

There’s an empty space

That used to be his place

Here within my heart

Heartache should have brought us close

Now when I need you the most

You have disappeared

There’s a wall between us

Even in the hall I can’t see us

Ever getting to okay

Gramma shifted uncomfortably in embarrassment. But Del smiled and nudged her, and just sang along even louder.

I stand under my oak tree

And wonder why you can’t see

That I’m barely holding on

And so I’m leaving

On that bus this evening

Why can’t you ask me to stay?

But as the song was about to get to the chorus, her grandmother reached over and turned the radio off.

Del’s eyes sprang open. “Gramma! That’s your song! The one you’re famous for!”

“And you’ve heard it many times before. We’re talking about you finding yourself a life.”

“I love that song. Just because it’s about your ex-boyfriend or whatever doesn’t mean I’m too young to get it.” Del pouted, pulling her phone back out from her jeans pocket. “I can understand things, even if I haven’t experienced them myself.”

“Is that right?” Gramma asked, her eyebrow arched.

“Yep. And I don’t need friends my age.”

Gramma sighed and turned the radio back on, but kept the volume low so it didn’t interrupt their conversation. “You are an amazing kid, baby. I know it’s hard not having deep roots, lots of family ties. You should at least try to make some friends.”

They were at the tollbooth window now. Del unbuckled her seat belt and leaned over her grandmother. The scent of Gramma’s cocoa butter lotion was warm and sweet on her skin, and Del inhaled it before throwing the handful of coins into the big mesh net attached to the booth. She sat down and buckled herself back in while the coins clattered and spun, wiggling and shifting the net as they finally clunked down. The screen flashed from red to green. The tollbooth attendant gave them a thumbs-up and the barrier arm preventing them from moving forward lifted. They waved as Gramma stepped on the gas.

They motored down the road for a while, the only sound in the car Gramma’s voice drifting through the speakers, singing a song from long before Del was born. Del sang along with the chorus under her breath.

Ask me back to stay

’Cause I can’t take

Not another day living this way

Without you

It had been a long time since Gramma joined in. These days, when Del put one of her songs on, she most often sat there until it was over. Even now, Gramma was concentrating on driving, her expression blank. Maybe the song hurt to hear and Gramma didn’t want to discuss it. At least she’d turned the radio back on, maybe that was some kind of progress.

Once the song was over, Del spoke. “I used to try and make friends,” she admitted. “But I don’t bother anymore. I’m always the new kid until the year is almost over. Then it’s time to leave for the next place where I’ll be the new one again. Kids always promise to keep in touch, but they never do.”

“Oh, honey . . .”

Del didn’t like the sound in her grandmother’s voice. She didn’t want anyone feeling bad for her. She was fine. Sure, sometimes Del wondered what it would be like to have a big family, like some of the other kids she’d met. And she wondered what it was like to live in one place your whole entire life. But it wasn’t her job to wish things were different. It was her job to help hold things together when Dad wasn’t around.

“It’s okay.” Del smoothed her long braids out of her face and secured them at the back of her neck with a satin scrunchie. “We’ll do what we always do: finish the move and be there for each other until Dad tells us it’s time to move again.”

“Hmm,” was all Gramma said. She looked in her mirrors, changed lanes. “I think the exit is coming up here soon.”

Del pulled up the directions on her phone. “It’s in four more miles on the right.”

“Thank you, baby.”

A beep sounded on Del’s phone. “The movers are already at our new house. How’d they get there before us?”

Gramma glanced sideways at Del. “Maybe because they didn’t feel like the world would stop turning if they didn’t get a turkey burger and a cream soda at Frosty’s Diner.”

Del poked her bottom lip out. “But it was Frosty’s! You know they’re my favorite. I didn’t even know there was a Frosty’s on the way here. We had to stop.” She did a little wiggle dance in her seat. “And the sweet potato fries were so good!”

“They were good—hot and crispy. Just the way I like them.” Gramma smiled.

“Me too!” 

Gramma took the exit Del indicated toward their new home.

When they finally arrived and Gramma announced “here we are!” her voice was full of exhaustion. Driving wasn’t her favorite thing to do, and it was one of the few things Del couldn’t do to help out. Not yet. In most states, she’d have to be fifteen before she could get her learner’s permit, which would allow her to drive when Gramma or Dad was in the car with her. Four more years.

Gramma pulled the car in close to the garage door of their new house. They always lived off base and would typically find someplace cheap so they could keep any extra money from Dad’s housing allowance in a college fund for Del. The Make-UR-Move truck was parked by the curb in front of the house and three men were waiting by it. Del climbed out, pulling on her backpack and keeping her phone at the ready. Gramma got out with a groan and jangled the keys as they walked to the front door. She dropped them once before she could get them in the lock.

“We can have them bring the couch in first. Then you can sit down. I got this.” Del took her sunglasses off her face and sat them on top of her head, wiggling the arms of the frames to get them between her braids.

“I’m fine.” Gramma shifted her handbag higher on her shoulder and leaned into a stretch with her palms pressed to her lower back.

It was Del’s turn to regard her grandmother sternly. “You’re tired.”

“What about the movers? Who’s gonna tell them where to put things?”

“You know I can show them where everything goes.”

Gramma pushed the door open and they headed inside. “Okay, young lady.”

After Del instructed the movers where the sofas, beds, chairs, and tables should be placed, they didn’t need much more help. All the boxes were labeled with the name of the room they belonged in, so Del joined Gramma in the kitchen to watch. Within an hour and a half, it was finished. The movers had Gramma sign a form and they gave her one copy of it. Del gave each of the movers a cool bottle of water and wished them well as they drove away.

“Home sweet home,” Gramma said, looking around the new house with her hands on her hips.

“I guess,” Del replied, taking off her sunglasses and placing them on the kitchen counter. “We’d better get started on making it that way.”
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Del inspected all the boxes until she found the one she’d marked with a red F in felt-tip pen. This was the box they always opened first, because it had everything they needed immediately upon arriving at the new house. Some silverware, a few cups and plates, napkins, salt and pepper, a few other spices and herbs. Bathroom tissue, two pump bottles of hand soap. A little wireless speaker, her grandmother’s homemade cleaner that smelled like lemongrass mixed with pine, some cleaning rags, and a dustpan. She placed the items on their bare kitchen table.

“Something’s missing . . . ,” Gramma said, tapping her bottom lip with her finger.

“Oh!” Del grabbed the keys from the counter and went to the car. From the back seat she grabbed the broom, mop, and bucket and brought them inside.

“I knew you wouldn’t forget.” Gramma was waiting for Del to return. She’d already combined salt with dried rose petals and sprinkled the mixture in every corner of the house.

“Of course not,” Del said. “We’ve got to clean out any bad stuff from this new place so we can have a fresh start.” She turned on the speaker, connected her phone to it, and found a stream of the radio station that had played Gramma’s song earlier.

“Start at the back of the house and sweep toward the front. Then we’ll dump all that dust and dirty water out.” Gramma placed the mop head on the floor and held the handle like a microphone. “Ready?”

Del did the same with the broom handle. “Ready.”

Singing along to every oldie that came on, dancing and swaying to the beat, they cleaned the entire house. Del swept up the salt and rose petals, and Gramma finished by mopping with the scented cleaning wash. They swept and scrubbed the whole place until it smelled fresh and clean and every surface sparkled. Lemony pine scent floated on the air, making the house that had sat empty for months feel renewed.

When they were finished, Gramma wrung out the mop and stored it. Then she carefully cleaned all the dust and dirt from the bristles of the broom and stood it in a corner next to the refrigerator. Del dropped the dustpan next to it.

“Whew!” Gramma said, falling into a chair at the kitchen table. “I am worn out.”

“We haven’t even unpacked anything yet,” Del said, checking the list on her phone. “We usually put towels and stuff in the bathroom and get sheets on the beds before we stop for a break.”

Gramma fanned herself with her hands. “I know, baby, but I’m gonna have to take a rest earlier than that today. My head is swinging. Better take my pills.”

Del glanced at the clock on her phone. They’d been so busy working, she’d almost forgotten it was time for Gramma’s medicine. She grabbed one of the glasses she’d unpacked and filled it with water from the tap. She brought it over, along with Gramma’s handbag.

With trembling hands, Gramma fished a plastic pillbox from her bag and popped open the lid on the section marked S for Saturday. She dumped a white and a blue tablet into her palm and swallowed them with water.

“You’re going to have to eat something in about thirty minutes,” Del said. “We only have some crackers and honey-roasted peanuts left in the bag from the car.”

Gramma closed her eyes and nodded.

“I can go to the grocery store,” Del said. “Maybe get what we need to make some spaghetti and a salad.” She opened the maps app on her phone to find the nearest store. Surely, there was one close enough to walk to.

Her gramma chuckled. “No, no. Just . . . use that device of yours to order us something. We never make extra work on our first night, right? Is there a pizza place around here?”

“Oooh, pizza! I’ll check.” Del tapped on her phone.

“I’ll rest my eyes while you do.” She leaned her head against the wall of the kitchen and closed her eyes.

There were three pizzerias that delivered to their new address; Del picked the closest one. She liked the look of the mascot: a giant pizza wearing high-top sneakers. She ordered a small chicken sausage pizza for herself and a pasta dish with peas and asparagus that she knew Gramma would like. While she waited for the food, Del found the towels and put them in the bathroom, along with the tissues and one of the soap dispensers. She also found sheets for the beds, but it was harder to make the bed on her own; she could get one side of the fitted sheet on, but when she went around to tug the other side, the elastic from the first side popped off. It was almost like someone invisible was messing with her.

“Ugh!” Del groaned.

She grabbed one of her boxes of books and sat it on the corner of the sheet she’d just put on, weighing it down. Then she went over to the other side and tugged at the loose end of the sheet, pulling it tight. The heavy books held the first side on so she could get the second one in place. After that, she finished the task in record time.

“Done.” She removed the box and brushed her hands off on her jeans. Gramma would be pleased to see she had finished both beds so she could lie down if she wanted to.

Del finally took the time to give the house a real once-over. It was larger than the last place they’d lived, and it had a basement. Otherwise, it looked a lot like many of the houses they’d lived in. The towns and cities they’d spent time in were each a little different, but they all sort of blended together in her mind. No place stood out as the one she loved most or hated most. They’d probably be here for a year or so, and she could deal with almost any living situation for that long. Especially if the pizza was good.

At that moment, the doorbell rang.

Del raced downstairs to find Gramma already at the front door, holding two brown cardboard boxes stacked on top of each other, as well as a bag with two bottles of water.

“Thank you,” she said to the delivery driver with a smile. She kept that smile for Del when she held up the boxes and asked, “Ready for dinner?”

“Yes!” Del pumped her fist in the air. “I made our beds, Gramma.”

She lowered the boxes so Del could take the top one and they both headed to the kitchen. “Thank you, baby.”

Del and Gramma mostly cooked meals from scratch at home, so they could both be sure to keep healthy—something even more important for Gramma these days. But having a meal delivered on their first night in a new place was their tradition and a nice break from doing dishes and cleaning the kitchen.

Del went over to the big table in the dining room, but Gramma gestured toward the kitchen. “I’m not sure I can eat in there,” she said once they sat down. “Who puts white carpet in a dining room?”

Del shrugged. “Maybe the people who lived here before weren’t clumsy,” she said. “Can you imagine trying to clean Kool-Aid out of it? I’d be too scared to drop something in there.”

“So would I.” Then she leaned closer to Del and said in a loud whisper, “Let’s not go in there unless we have to. There’s plenty of other rooms we can be comfortable in.”

“Deal,” Del said with a grin and bit into a slice. So good. Hanging out with her gramma and not having to do dishes? Even better.

Gramma twisted her pasta around her fork. She always used the forks they’d packed in their marked box because she hated using the plastic ones that came with delivery meals. So there would be a fork and a glass to wash later. Del could do that easy.

As they ate, Del looked around at the rest of the house that she could see from her chair. There was a door to a basement room on the underground level. On the first floor where they now sat, the kitchen looked into the massive living room on the right, and the white dining room on the left. A small bathroom and an office were off the living room. Upstairs, there were three bedrooms and a full-size bathroom.

“Can we paint this time?” So often they didn’t take the time to paint the walls. They would have to paint back over it before they moved, and Dad never thought it was worth the extra trouble.

“Hm . . . we’ll see what your father says when he gets here.” Gramma sipped her water and blew out a long breath.

“You okay?” Del was instantly worried. “There’s a pharmacy two blocks away in case we need to get anything.”

“You’re a smart girl, Del. I appreciate your research and all, but I’m fine.” Gramma put down her fork. “I’ll finish this pasta tomorrow. Way more than one meal here.”

Del nodded. She’d munched through half her pizza, but it was too much to eat at one time. She closed the cardboard box, stacked her gramma’s smaller one on top, and put them in the fridge.

“You can rest there while I unpack some boxes.”

“Okay, baby. You go ahead.” Gramma let out a heavy sigh and closed her eyes. “I’ll help you in a while.”

Del got to work unpacking, starting with the plates and pots and pans. She placed these in cabinets in the kitchen, then moved on to a box labeled “Living Room.” Inside was a bunch of different vases covered in bubble wrap that Dad had sent Gramma from different countries he’d visited. Carefully, she unwrapped them and set them around the room: two on the mantelpiece of the fireplace, one on the small table in the hallway, and three grouped together on the big coffee table in the center of the room.

There was only one box out of place, a box labeled “Gramma” that should have gone upstairs to her room. She’d carry it up and Gramma could unpack it when she felt better. Del tried to lift the box, but it was heavy. One of her braids slipped out of her scrunchie and she flipped it out of her face. Again she tried to lift the box, but she couldn’t.

She glanced over to the kitchen, but Gramma still had her eyes closed and her head back against the wall, making a soft snoring sound. “That’s okay,” she whispered. “I’ll unpack the box until it’s light enough to carry myself.”

She pulled the wide strip of tape away and opened the box. Del had never unpacked for Gramma before; they always let each other take care of their own rooms, so Del had no idea what could be so heavy. Inside were the items Gramma always had in her room: a mirrored tray she kept her perfumes on, also bundled in bubble wrap, a small folding fan, and a gold-colored jewelry box with legs and feet like a lion. Del set these aside to place on the dresser in Gramma’s room later.

It was what was under these things that caught Del’s attention. Something she’d never seen before.

Nestled under one of Gramma’s homemade quilts was a small blue leather case. Del removed it from the box and sat it on her lap. It felt heavy for its size and looked a lot like the black briefcase her dad took to work, only smaller. Dad’s briefcase had his initials on it, but there was nothing on the tag attached to the handle of this case.

Without thinking, Del moved her fingers to the shiny brass buttons on either side of the handle. Each button had a lock on it, so maybe the case wouldn’t even open. But when Del pressed the left and right buttons at the same time, the case let out a soft click and the clasps holding the lid closed flipped up. She held her breath as she lifted the lid and peered inside.

Inside lay a newspaper with an old picture of Del’s grandmother on the front page, the edges turning brittle and brown. Also inside was a round silver ball on a short, curved handle and several other items she didn’t recognize. Del reached to pull them out, but her grandmother’s shadow fell over her at that moment, stopping her in her tracks.

“Are those yours?” she asked in a sharper tone than Del was used to.

Del jumped. She hadn’t heard Gramma move out of her seat. “No, ma’am. But I thought . . .” She pulled out the silver thing. “What is this?”

“You just get into everything, don’t you?” She took the item from Del’s fingers. “It’s a baby’s rattle.”

“Was it mine?”

Gramma shook her head. “It was mine when I was a baby, and then your mother’s when she was a baby.”

Del tried to get a better look at the rattle, but Gramma quickly snatched the case from Del’s lap and replaced the item inside.

Gramma would often talk about when she was a young up-and-coming singer, but Del couldn’t remember the last time Gramma had talked about when she was a kid. Just like she did when Del asked for stories about her mom, Gramma would change the subject anytime Del asked where she’d grown up and what she was like at Del’s age, saying it wasn’t anything interesting. But the things in that box did look interesting. They looked like stories, and Del was hungry for stories about her mom and gramma.

“How come I’ve never seen it before?” she asked.

“I . . . put this one away after your mother died.”

Del’s breath caught in her throat. “Why?”

Gramma closed the case and rested both her hands on top of it. “I’d rather not talk about it, honey.”

“Okay.” Like the lyrics of her gramma’s song talking about lost romance, Del didn’t need to experience something in order to understand it. She also didn’t want to upset Gramma when she wasn’t feeling well.

Del kept her questions about her mom buried deep down in her own sort of box. She supposed it was all right that Gramma did too. 

“I know you have questions about your mother,” Gramma went on. “Maybe even about my family, where you came from, but . . .” She swallowed hard, like she was using all her effort to hold herself together. Her hands shook.

Del and her gramma didn’t have anyone else to rely on when Dad was away, but they’d never needed anyone else. Del knew some kids had big families where there were lots of brothers and sisters and cousins and aunts and uncles, but she couldn’t imagine what that was even like.

It had always been the three of them. There was no one to visit for special events like weddings or graduations and no one came to their house for celebrations. They didn’t cook big meals for holidays like families on TV. Even though a part of Del wanted to have roots and connections to larger family, she’d never admit it because Gramma worked so hard to keep their tiny family together. Adding to her problems was the last thing she wanted to do.

So Del smiled, even though she didn’t really feel like it. This was their life: the moving, the new schools, the starting over each and every year. Nothing would change that.

“It’s okay. You don’t have to talk about it.” She leaned her head on Gramma’s arm and breathed in her soft, cocoa-butter scent. “It’s not that I don’t wish my mom was still alive. But you and Dad are all the family I need.”

Gramma’s arm wrapped around Del. “I did all I could raising you.”

“I know,” she said. “And look how great I turned out.”

The sound of Gramma’s laughter was all Del wanted to hear and she snuggled closer. “So you think you’re all grown-up now?” she said after they stopped laughing.

“Almost,” Del confirmed. Seeing her grandmother’s look of worry, she added, “I’m all right.”

“You sure, baby?”

Del hugged her tight, and when Gramma hugged her back, rocking her to and fro, Del knew she was in the best place in the world. 
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A strange noise woke Del in the middle of the night.

She blinked, confused for a moment as to where she was. A second later, she remembered. She was in her old bed but in a new room, in a new city.

It had been hard to fall asleep. She was used to noise at night—cars on the street, people talking as they walked by, dogs barking—and the quiet here was disturbing. How could you sleep when the night was so silent? It felt as if there was nothing beyond the walls of this house, just empty space. The thought made her anxious.

But she must have eventually fallen asleep, because she was wide awake now. Her bedside clock showed it was past midnight. She rubbed her face, careful not to disturb the satin scarf she tied her braids back with to sleep.

The sound that woke her came again. It was a scraping sound, coming from downstairs. Del was instantly alert. The house had been vacant for a while before they moved in; maybe someone thought it still was and was trying to break in. She slid out of bed and shoved her feet into her sneakers without socks. The shorts and T-shirt she slept in would allow her to run, to get Gramma, to fight if she had to. Should she get a weapon? Something to scare off a burglar . . . but what? She glanced around her room. She hadn’t finished unpacking, but even if she had, she didn’t have anything to scare intruders—no baseball bat or golf club or anything.

She did, however, have a really heavy trophy she’d won for reading the most books over a summer last year. She grabbed it. While she was happy she’d won, it didn’t help her make any friends at her new school. All the local kids thought she’d lied about the number of books she’d read. But it wasn’t her fault that she spent all her summers reading books. She loved to get lost in the crisp pages that described new worlds to her. Living inside those books made her feel less lost in her own world. The friends she made in books, she could visit anytime she wanted.

The sound came again, breaking apart Del’s thoughts. It was like someone was rummaging through a box downstairs. Had someone watched them move in and decided to rob them on their first night in this house? She knew they should have had an alarm system installed. 

She slipped out of her room and tiptoed down the hall, careful not to disturb Gramma as she snuck by her room. The door was closed. Good. She could handle this. Del transferred the trophy from one hand to the other while she wiped her palms on her shorts to get a better grip. 

Del padded down the staircase, the trophy held high. At the bottom, she paused. Waited for the sound to come again. There it was. She followed it around the corner to the living room where they’d left several boxes destined for the small bathroom or the coat closet in the hallway. She didn’t realize how many boxes hadn’t been put away. She really should have—

The rummaging sound stopped suddenly, only to be replaced by a shriek of pain unlike anything Del had ever heard before. Somewhere in that cry, she recognized the voice.

“Gramma!”

Del dropped the trophy and ran toward the sound. She found her grandmother in the hallway between the small bathroom and the office, bent over and clutching the wall for support. Several of the boxes had been cut or torn open, and sticky brown tape clung to her gramma’s hands and her robe.

Del went to help her but backed away when her gramma held up her hand.

“What’s wrong, Gramma? What’s going on?”

Her grandmother’s eyes were squinched closed, like she was trying to trap her pain behind them. But it was no use, her breath hissed out like air escaping a balloon. “My leg. Like . . . electricity . . . shooting through it.” Gramma’s breath was coming faster and faster even though she was barely moving. She gritted out her next words from behind clenched teeth. “Burning. Buzzing. My whole left side is buzzing something fierce.”

Del didn’t know what to do. She’d never seen her gramma like this. She’d never seen anyone like this
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