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To Peter and Megan, the bravest, most straight-to-the-fence souls I know.

To our Aunt Ann, who, seventy years later, still hears the music of her favorite horse cantering through fields.

And in memory of Megan’s cantankerous, lionhearted champion, Mullingar, who loved her and would take any jump for her; and graceful Connor, a wondrous handful of a different sort, who won a pony club nationals with her and her Virginia teammates.





Epigraph

“I don’t think she [Ginger] does find pleasure in biting,” said Merrylegs; “it is just a bad habit; she says no one was ever kind to her, and why should she not bite?”

—ANNA SEWELL, BLACK BEAUTY

I pledge you, I pledge myself, to a new deal for the American people. . . . In these days of difficulty, we Americans everywhere must and shall choose . . . the path of hope, and the path of love toward our fellow man.

—PRESIDENT FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT
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Chapter 1
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I woke up in a billowing pile of fresh-cut hay, wrapped in its miraculous smells—of buttercups, of those miniature fuzzy wild daisies, of grasshoppers. Not the big, prickly legged locusts that spit tobacco juice but the sweet little sliver of green grasshoppers that look like tiny blades of grass. No needles of dried-up, dead-yellow straw sticking and tickling either. Soft, like sleeping on a little mountain of emerald-colored lace.

So very different from the harsh coal-stink and hard wooden planks of the railcars Daddy had had us hopping the previous weeks.

I snuggled deeper into the green, trying to hang on to its feel of happy, drowsy sunshine, lullabied by the slow, steady breathing of horses slumbering beneath the hayloft where I was lying with my little sister and father. A sound I had grown up on and now ached for, ever since the stock market crashed and Daddy had had to sell off most every scrap of our previous life, including Mama’s mare and my Dandy Boy. How I missed that fun-loving, good-natured pony. He would have lain down right next to me, content in this sweet, fresh hay.

I rolled over and put a protective arm on Vivian, wondering if she missed Dandy, too. She squirmed against my hug. Viv’s got to be the world’s most contrary eight-year-old, I swear. It would be a task to keep her quiet when she woke. And we’d need to be. Given how Daddy had slipped us into the barn at night, guided only by moonbeams spilling through the enormous open doors of the stable’s center aisle, we clearly were supposed to be hiding.

I was growing more accustomed to our vagabond life—well, trying to be. We’d bedded down in so many barns now, just for the night, leaving before their owners got up in the morning, on our way to wherever Daddy thought he could find work. But this felt different—he’d brought us to this stable specifically. Why, I didn’t know.

The hard fact was each day and what it might hold had become a total mystery for the past two years since Daddy’s bank had closed and laid him off. Like so many Americans since the Great Depression fell on us like a plague, he’d tried to make do with odd jobs. But a man who’d spent his adult life in three-piece suits and bow ties overseeing bank accounts for Richmond’s old society didn’t easily transition to being a handyman or tobacco picker. To say Daddy didn’t know his way around a hammer or a hoe is what Mama would have called the understatement of the century.

Mama. What would Mama say to Daddy to get him out of the flask of outlawed whiskey he carried with him now? Stuff made from God knows what in some yokel’s back woodshed. It wasn’t Daddy’s fault that everyone’s money evaporated like a small puddle in the noonday sun. But some days I just wanted to scream at him to be the daddy he used to be. The least he could do is keep his head straight.

I opened my eyes. Dawn was seeping into the barn in warm ribbons of rose light. I followed its glow. Directly above me, up in the eaves, was a barn swallow’s nest, a deep balcony sculpted of mud and sticks. I hadn’t spotted that wonderment in the night’s darkness. As I marveled, its maker wriggled out of her cleverly daubed nest, warbled a good morning at me, and, in a flash of cobalt blue and cinnamon, dove and swooped through the open doors, disappearing into the bright-gold sunshine.

I actually heard air brushing along the swallow’s feathers as she skated right by me in such a friendly hello. That gorgeous bird coming so close—like she was making sure I was all right—had to be a good omen. Had to be. Mama always read all sorts of meaning into birds. Maybe we could stay put for a while. For a few days anyway. Please, Daddy.

Below, the horses shuffled and snorted, waking up as well, giving little expectant nickers, watchful for their breakfast. Someone would be coming to feed them soon. My grip on Viv tightened, anticipating having to put a hand over her mouth just as—in the clockwork that is a good barn—someone entered whistling softly. I held my breath. It’d break my heart to be discovered and chased away like a stray dog from this heavenly place.

Mercifully, Viv stayed asleep through the scoop and dump of grain into seven feed tubs and the answering chorus of methodical munching.

The scent of molasses drifted up to me. Sweet feed! Oat, corn, and barley grain mixed and moistened with thick, delicious molasses. I almost drooled remembering the taste of pancakes covered with that heavy dark brown syrup.

“Enjoy, children,” a male voice crooned to the horses. “Be back in a few to turn y’all out.” Footsteps faded away.

“Someone’s coming back soon,” I whispered in Viv’s ear. “Stay quiet.”

She kicked out at me. “Let me sleep, Bea. I’m so tired.”

“You do that.” I pulled her sweater up tighter around her and patted her shoulder before sitting up to stretch. My own stomach was growling with hunger that would have rattled me out of slumber. I was amazed hers wasn’t as well.

But the journey had been an exhausting one—clambering into a freight car just outside Norfolk. Hiding for hours in smelly darkness with an old gentleman and his frightened wife, who’d also become unlikely, Wall Street–made nomads. Clank-clank, clank-clank, the careless lurching of a delivery train not worried about discomforting passengers since there were no paid ones. Passing by Manassas and climbing out at The Plains, then walking, hitching, walking, hitching until we arrived here around midnight.

Wherever here was. Somewhere a little north of a place called Middleburg. Dropped off on the side of a dirt road by a man who gave us a lift in what he called his Hoover-cart—a car stripped down to its chassis because he couldn’t afford gas, pulled by a pair of thoroughbreds obviously unused to the task. We’d staggered up a brutally long lane past a sign that read: Galashiels Glen. Daddy had had to carry Vivian at that point.

Sleep would do her good.

Better wake Daddy, though, before the stable hand returned, since he did snort and snore in his sleep. And lately Daddy tended to groan as he woke, holding his head. Sometimes he even retched, spontaneous with opening his eyes, as if poison had been percolating in him all through the night and had just reached the boiling point. Any of which would be a dead giveaway to someone below. I looked over to where Daddy had bedded.

I didn’t see him.

He’d probably gone outside to relieve himself. Daddy did that plenty when we were on the move. Or maybe he’d burrowed down deep into the cloudbank of hay like I had. I stood to better see into his corner. “Daddy? You awake?” I whispered.

Nothing.

“Daddy, where are you?” I called quietly.

No answer.

Vivian flopped and muttered, “Shhh. Don’t wanna get up.”

Kneeling, I put my hand on her once again to silence her. Where was Daddy? I turned to look toward the ladder, hoping to see him coming back up it. A creepy-crawly anxiety was starting to swarm me.

That’s when I realized Daddy’s knapsack was missing.

Then I spotted one of his monogrammed handkerchiefs, knotted tight into a little bundle, to hold and protect something. Placed atop my small suitcase—so it would be the first thing I saw. My hands started trembling so much I couldn’t untie the knot. I finally tore at the handkerchief with my teeth to loosen it, tasting a tiny leftover hint of bleach from long ago and fighting back an anxious sob.

Inside was a short note scrawled with a dull pencil nub, making it all thick and smeared. The handwriting looked shaky. Not Daddy’s bank-officer penmanship at all.

My darling Beatrice and Vivian, the lady who owns this estate—a Mrs. Scott—is the mother of your mama’s roommate at Sweet Briar College. They were good friends once. Her roommate’s name is Marjorie. Ask for her at the house. Tell her you are Cora’s girls. I’m sure she or her mother will take you in and take good care of you, the way I cannot now. Your mama always said they had good hearts.

I read his words again, convinced I’d skimmed them wrong. And again. And again. My vision getting blurrier each time. Daddy couldn’t mean it. He couldn’t. But at the bottom, he’d scratched out Forgive me and replaced it with I do this because I love you.

Daddy had left us. Dumped us, like unwanted kittens by the side of a highway with the hope a passing stranger would take pity on them.

How could he do this?

Folded inside the scrap of paper were the only items of Mama’s he’d been able to keep: a beautifully etched gold locket and her wedding ring. And a small photograph of the four of us when Vivian was a baby, tucked into an envelope, its silver frame long sold.

I retched—dry-heaving over that beautiful bed of hay, ruining my corner of it with spittle.

Like father like daughter, I guess.





Chapter 2
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If I could have willed myself to die and join Mama at that moment, I think I might have. But Viv suddenly sat up. “Bea, I’m hungry,” she whimpered. “Really hungry.” She rubbed her eyes and glanced around. “Where’s Daddy?”

I stared at my little sister for a beat. A long one. “Gone to look for work.” The lie popped out of my mouth. No need to terrify Viv. To break her heart, too. Not if I could help it. Not yet. I stuffed the note and Mama’s precious jewelry into my pocket, with a curse under my breath about my father that I shouldn’t repeat if I ever hope to be a lady.

Viv sighed. “Do we have anything to eat?”

“A couple of biscuits left and some powdered milk.”

Her golden brown eyes got big—I mean gigantic. I swear when that child is not a whirling dervish, she’s about the most pitiful little thing there is.

“That’s all?”

I made myself smile at her. “I bet there’re some carrots in the feed room below.”

“Oh, goody.” Vivian pretended to clap her hands. “Maybe some chocolate, too? Or ice cream?”

Where she picked up sarcasm I’ll never know. Mama had forbidden it as being mean-spirited. Had Vivian’s statement not been mixed with such wistfulness, I might have feared my baby sister was already long-gone bitter, before even reaching a decade of age. Hunger and constant unknowns can do that to a child.

Making myself stick to playful to pull Viv and me in that direction, I mimicked the maître d’ at the elegant Jefferson Hotel where we used to go after church for Sunday lunch. “The chef is not in yet, mademoiselle,” I said in a deep voice. “But perhaps I can bring out an apple for your enjoyment.” I tugged gently on her ear. “Let me go look.”

I fake-smiled again, although I was quaking inside, knowing how easily I might get caught. Would the local sheriff throw a thirteen-year-old into the hoosegow for stealing from a feed bin? I couldn’t help but remember the group of teenage hobos riding the rails looking for work—one of them a girl disguised as a boy—who talked about the meanness of “bulls”—the railroad company detectives who patrolled railyards and trains armed with rifles and billy clubs. “Ever been chased in a field by a bull hell-bent on skewering you on his horns?” The girl had said, nodding meaningfully.

Worried about them, Daddy had asked why they’d left home.

“Farm went under,” answered the teenager who seemed to be their leader. “Pop couldn’t make our mortgage. Bank foreclosed.” Daddy had winced at that. “Couldn’t feed us neither. My aunt offered to take us in. All four of us. So that Pop and Ma could go to the city to find work. Ma’s a good seamstress.” The boy sighed. “But my aunt has her own kids, little ones. I’m old enough to fend for myself. I didn’t want to be the extra burden.”

At the time, given his puckered expression, I’d wondered if Daddy might cry. I assumed he was feeling guilty about what the bank had done. I knew he’d had to foreclose on houses himself before his bank folded. But maybe that’s where he got the bass-ackwards idea of leaving us—the story of that aunt taking in four hungry children.

Well. I’d just have to be like that train girl now—hide my fearful, hurt self in the clothes of practicality. Zip closed my feelings. Find a way to feed us until I figured out what to do next.

I did a quick calculation. The man who’d fed the horses was surely on his way back to let them out soon. He was probably just filling their paddock troughs with water. That meant maybe twenty minutes for my raid. Move, Beatrice. Don’t be a scaredy-cat. It wasn’t like I was trying to jump up into a moving train, like those teenagers had dared. All I was looking at was a ladder.

I swung my feet onto its first rung and scrambled down.

As soon as I touched the aisle floor the horses’ heads bobbed up, ears pricked. They started that lovely whickering horses make when they’re curious about something that’s just appeared. My heart skipped a little, remembering Dandy Boy’s greeting—his happy whinny—when he spotted me. Not many horses are that affectionate. Sleek, muscular creatures made to gallop free, fast as winds—many just tolerate us paltry humans and what we ask of them. Others can be outright aloof. So when a horse truly loves his rider, lights up when he spots her, delights in what she asks and the jumps they take together, lends his strength and speed to her so she feels like she’s flying—that kind of partnership? Well, gosh. It’s beyond magical. Dandy Boy was like that.

And my father had sold him.

I knew he had to. But I couldn’t help worrying about Dandy’s new home. I’d read Black Beauty. I knew not all horse people were kind.

“Carrots,” I whispered aloud to make myself move.

Even though my worries about the stable hand coming back made me want to dart, I walked cautiously down the bank of stalls, almost tiptoeing. Rushing would set the horses off. Wolves being one of their natural predators, quick movements make them nervous. When they’re really startled or riled, they lash out with their hooves and neigh loudly. If the stable hand’s hearing was good, and there was even the slightest commotion coming from the barn, he’d know something unusual was inside, worrying the horses.

“Hey, fellas,” I crooned low as I passed two bright-eyed, almost identical bays side by side, then a roan, an onyx and very round mare, and two dappled-grays. They all held their muzzles up to the stall bars looking for a treat, their huge nostrils quivering as they took in my smell. “Sorry, I don’t have anything for you,” I murmured as I passed.

The tack and feed rooms were down at the end of the aisle. It was a big barn, ten spacious stalls each on either side—but more than half were empty. So I was surprised when I came to the last one to see a tall, lean chestnut, separated from all the other horses. Rump toward me, he was looking out his window that opened to the pastures and hills beyond. As I passed, he turned to assess me for just a moment before returning his severe gaze back to the outside world. His disdain for me—or was it a defensive what-do-you-want?—sent a strange shiver through me.

Opening the door to the tack room, the familiar smell of well-rubbed leather and cedar paneling embraced me. Dozens of saddles and bridles hung on the walls. Fleecy saddle pads were stacked atop one another. Tack boxes I knew would be full of bootjacks, spurs, brushes, currycombs, and hoof picks lined the floor. Everything was lacquered with more than the usual amount of stable dust. Clearly, this room and its tack hadn’t been used in a while.

In the feed room, I found what I was hoping for. Inside the bin of grain were tin buckets filled with carrots and dried apples. There was enough that I could stuff my pockets with both without it being obvious someone had raided the supply. The horses might not be being ridden, but they were being fed well.

As I closed the bin’s heavy wooden lid and latched it—I knew better than to leave it open to field mice—I heard whistling.

My heart stopped—then started galloping. He was back. I looked around frantically. No place to hide. If the stable hand came into the feed room, he’d catch me—pockets full.

The whistling turned to singing a slowed-down version of a ragtime tune. Yes, sir, that’s my baby . . .

Could I manage to slip out the door and into the field before he saw me?

No, sir, don’t mean maybe . . .

That wouldn’t work. I’d spook that haughty chestnut if I opened the door and bolted.

Yes, sir, that’s my baby now . . .

Could I climb into the bin itself? No, too full.

Yes, ma’am, we’ve decided . . .

My only hope was that he wouldn’t come into the feed room. Or if he did, to cower behind the door as it opened—like some ridiculous slapstick Laurel and Hardy moving picture.

No, ma’am, we ain’t gonna hide it . . .

Oh my God. What about Vivian, I thought. Please stay quiet, Viv, for once in your life. I clapped my hands to my mouth as if silencing me would dampen her.

Yes, ma’am, you’re invited now. The singing stopped. “How you doing this fine morning, honey. Ready to go out?”

I heard the sound of a heavy stall door rolling back along its rails. The rattle of a halter being taken off its hook and slipped over a horse’s head, the click of a lead line being attached to its ring. A slow clop-clop-clop-clop as the horse stepped into the aisle.

The other horses starting pacing and snorting, impatient to be freed too.

“All right, all right, young’un. You too.” Rattle. Click. An antsy, dancing clip-clip.

“The rest of you boys behave until I come back. Ya hear?”

The stable hand was walking out the horses two at a time. Here was my chance. I could dash back up the ladder as he made the trip to the pasture and back. I listened to hooves echoing down the aisle and then turning quiet as they hit grass. Now!

I opened the tack room door and peeped around its edge. The stable hand was thin and wiry, slightly hunched with old age, with a limp that had probably come from a horse kick or fall sometime in his life. I watched him retreat and then trotted to the ladder. No need for tiptoeing. The horses were already agitated, worrying they might be left behind—even though surely the turnout was the same routine every morning. I scrambled up the rungs and disappeared from view below just as the man returned, ambling toward the wide barn door.

“Where were you?” Viv asked anxiously.

“Shhh. . . .” I put my finger to my lips.

The man paused, cocking his head, listening.

I held my breath.

After a moment, he moved on to the waiting horses. Yes, sir, that’s my baby. “Your turn, child.” The stall door slid open. And the next. Vivian and I didn’t move a hair while the stable hand made the trip in and out twice more, horses flanking him.

He left the chestnut for last.

I could hear all manner of fury coming from that horse’s stall. Pawing with his front hooves, kicking out with his back. “Okay, okay, Red,” the stable hand spoke calmly but without any of the affection he’d kissed the other horses with. “Let’s be peaceable this morning. No reason to be getting into a lather. You about busted my hand yesterday pulling on me.”

Bang! The horse let fly a real kick to the stall’s wall that made it reverberate.

“Really? That just isn’t necessary, boy.” I could hear the man pull the chestnut’s halter off its hook.

Bang!

“You know, brother, I’ve seen worse than you. You’re what my mama called stuff and nonsense. Now settle. Don’t be giving Mrs. Scott another reason to be rid of you. Whoa, boy. Whoa.”

More pawing. Bang!

“Set-tle.”

A little more pawing, half-hearted.

“That’s it. Now we’re talking.” The door slid back. “Whoa. Whoa, now. Good boy.” I could hear the chestnut calm and accept the halter. Then that wild horse half-dragged the poor stable hand, who had to trot himself to keep up—gimp and all.

But dang if that quarrelsome creature didn’t stop at the door of the barn—stock-still—after all that fuss and hurry to get out—and turn to stare back and up toward the hayloft where Vivian and I hid.

“What in the Sam Hill,” the stable hand murmured. He stroked the horse’s neck. “What you looking at, boy?” But as he spoke and soothed, the horse reared slightly, landed, snorted, stamped, and trotted forward again.

That horse was trouble. And staying hidden in the hayloft was clearly going to be a circus trick to pull off, especially with that volatile chestnut around.
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Vivian bowed her head and clasped her hands. “For this we are about to receive, the Lord make us truly thankful.” She missed singing in the children’s choir at our old church, and she always said grace before stuffing things into her mouth like a hungry chipmunk. She peeked up at me. “Say amen, Bea.”

“Amen.” These days it took everything I had to utter that word.

Vivian snapped off a piece of carrot and tucked it into her biscuit as the harsh reality of the last hour washed over me. What did Daddy expect me to do? Walk up to some strange lady’s front door, knock, and announce that my father had left her a little surprise? I didn’t know anything about this woman except she had a bunch of fine-looking horses she clearly wasn’t riding. And that she might have it out for that chestnut. What if she was some unforgiving, snooty old rich lady?

I looked down at my clothes. I wore the last dress Mama had sewn for me, big so I had room to grow as if she’d had a premonition about getting sick and leaving us—a flowered cotton in a tight pattern of rosebuds, with a sweet Peter Pan collar. The short sleeves were puffed and cuffed. Four red wooden buttons went down its front to the waist. It was a work of craft and love, but it was stained and grimy and a little frayed now at the hem. I couldn’t remember when I’d last really washed it. Two weeks ago?

Putting my hand to my hair to feel the thick ribbon holding it back off my face, I wondered how dirty was that red grosgrain? My socks drooped, my shoes were scuffed and filthy. Vivian’s outfit was the same—a neatly tailored dress of blue that was now wrinkled and dingy, a once bright ribbon pulling her honey-colored waves off her pretty but smudged, heart-shaped face.

I hadn’t felt the full humiliation of what I had come to until that moment. And it was like falling into a well.

We . . . looked pitiful . . . like . . . like Oliver Twist urchins. What if this woman opened her door and was repulsed by the sight of us? She might send us to a children’s home. Oh God. They might take Viv away from me.

Daddy. What were you thinking?

I shot to my feet.

“You all right, Bea?” Vivian looked up. “Did something sting you?”

“What? Yes. I mean no. I mean . . . Yes, I am all right. I just need to think a minute.” I started pacing. I had always been a dutiful daughter and obeyed Daddy. But I wasn’t at all certain that handing myself and Viv over to this unknown woman was so all-fired smart. I needed to know more before—if—we did that.

Coming to the other side of the hayloft, I paused at its wide-open gable. From there, I could see the beginnings of boxwood gardens and the green tin roof of a house rising over them on the other side. I should try to catch a glimpse of this Mrs. Scott. Get a sense of her circumstances. Maybe Mama’s friend, Marjorie, would be out picking blooms and singing a sweet song like Mama used to, and then I would know. It would be a sign that things would be all right. That maybe I could trust these people for help.

“Viv, be a champ and stay quiet as a mouse up here for a little and let me take a look around?”

“Why?”

Agitated as I was, I couldn’t help but snap, “Because.”

Mistake.

Viv dug in, stubborn. “Won’t. If you’re going somewhere, I’m going there, too.”

“Please, Vivian, just . . . you’re too noisy.”

“Am not!”

“Shhhhhh.” I raised my hands in a gesture of see-what-I’m-saying.

“Am not,” she hissed, pouting for a moment. “Why do we need to be so quiet anyway? Is it because we’re in hiding until Daddy comes back to get us?”

Grateful for her assumption, I picked it up and played on it—like a pair of fiddlers toss a melody back and forth, each adding little embellishments or modulating the key—the same song, but expanded, enriched. I wasn’t starting the fib. She couldn’t later accuse me of raising false hope or promises. “If we’re going to be here a few days I need to see what else I might be able to find for us to eat.”

“Well, if we’re supposed to be stealthy,” Vivian said, “you’ll be needing a lookout.”

“For what?”

“For the old man.” Vivian pointed out the hayloft’s other door.

The stable hand was heading back.

“Viv! Get back from the opening. Quick.” We receded into the loft’s shadows.

We had to stay there for a long time as the man mucked out seven stalls, singing or humming the whole time a song I’d heard on the radio.

I had nothing but shadows . . .

Schwoop. That sound was his scooping up a pitchfork full of manure out of the stall’s sawdust bedding.

Then one morning you passed . . .

Thunk. He dumped the dung into a wheelbarrow.

All my worry blew away . . .

Schwoop. Thunk.

Just . . .

He paused his song and slowly, with a loud grunt, tilted and moved the wheelbarrow to the next stall as it squeaked loudly. He wasn’t doing a full mucking and stripping the stalls, thank God. Just picking up piles from the night. Five, ten minutes a stall maybe. Still, that math meant we were probably in for a forty-minute wait or so. I motioned for Vivian to nestle into the hay—and for pity’s sake do it quietly.

Schwoop. Thunk.

Just direct your feet . . .

Schwoop. Thunk.

On the sun-ny side of the street . . .

The man might be old and beaten up and slow moving, but he obviously had a musical and hopeful soul. I knew the song—all about love compensating for bad luck and life sorrows. It was one of many written recently trying to encourage a positive attitude in us despite the Great Depression. I didn’t hear any doubt or scoffing at the lyrics as the stable hand sang them. Clearly, he was an optimist.

So, a potential fool.

I sucked in a sharp breath, shocked that I would think that way. But I was considering all manner of new thoughts, right disrespectful ones, as of this morning.

When he was finally done and gone, poor Vivian looked like she might explode from needing to go herself.

“Come on, Viv,” I pulled her to her feet. “We can pee in the stall shavings.”

There was no way of keeping her in the stable at that point, so I took Viv with me, figuring I might luck into a way of amusing her in the boxwood gardens. They seemed to be planted in a maze, maybe a century old they were so big. They rose tall and thick, throwing shadows along a lawn that was ankle deep. Been awhile since its grass had been mown. Hand in hand, Vivian and I scurried toward the first hedge wall of boxwood.

“Ooh, look at all the clover in the grass!” Viv exclaimed as we traipsed through its delicate white blossoms. “Can we pick some and make a chain?” she warbled.

“Maybe later, Viv, we need to get to the cover of the boxwood,” I urged her forward.

We reached the entrance break in the boxwood and were enveloped in a magical, dark-green coolness. Once upon a long time ago, someone had laid out meticulously symmetrical lines of bushes. Now grown tall, the dirt paths between them led to little secret enclaves, decorated with statues of nymphs, flowerbeds of peonies, lilies, and iris, falling all over one another in crowds of colors—red, orange, and blue.

The garden overflowed with weeds and calf-high dandelions too, but somehow, that only heightened my wonderment, my sense of discovering another world, like in one of my favorite books, The Secret Garden. For the first time in . . . in . . . I don’t know when, I felt total enchantment.

We turned again and again, and came to its center, a little lily pond, rimmed with fieldstones. Just like the one Mama had made at home in our garden. Lying beside it was a mason jar filled with oatmeal flakes.

Viv grabbed it up. “There must be koi fish!”

Just like at home.

“Can I? Can I?”

I nodded.

Sure enough, the instant Viv scattered a little oatmeal on the water, bright-orange fish rose to the surface, their wide mouths opening and shutting greedily.

Oatmeal. I almost drooled over something I used to hate. I could take some of those flakes, mix in some powdered milk, and boil it with water to make us what Mama would call a rib-sticking meal.

“Oh, Bea,” Vivian whispered, “look at them. There’s one that’s all spots. Ooh, and look how pretty the black-and-orange one is!”

Seeing those whiskery fish gobble their fill of oatmeal, all I could wonder on was what they would taste like fried up.

No matter what, no matter how bad it gets, we never steal, little one. I heard Mama’s voice when she took Viv and me back to the five and dime after we’d made off with two lollipops we couldn’t pay for. She’d made us give them back and apologize. The grocer had offered to let us have them anyway. But Mama had refused.

I felt my face turn the same crimson it had that day. I’d leave the lady-of-the-manor’s pet goldfish alone. “Viv, can you stay here for a few minutes and watch the fish?”

She looked up from her crouch by the pond, considering. She nodded solemnly.

“Just slide between two bushes if someone comes. They’re so full, you’ll disappear.”

She nodded again.

I went to see what person was lucky enough to live here.
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