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Dedication
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To all the Marias out there, looking for their special, safe bit of earth in this world.

May you find it, so that you are able to not just survive—but thrive. May you be nourished, and supported, and loved, for all that you are.

May you be able to bloom into all your bright and beautiful potential.
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I [image: Images] Arrivals

Maria never felt comfortable in

airports.

Never mind that she knew how to hide it,

as surely as any traveler would.

Take out any keys

have their passport open

be ready to lift their backpack onto the belt

step through the scanner please.

Maria didn’t feel comfortable anywhere.

But airports were particularly awful.

The sight of a terminal made her stomach clench,

her feet falter.

Security was a nightmare.

(Security would always be a nightmare

when you were

brown skinned

and brown eyed

and your dupatta

so threadbare and worn through

was still too thick for a heavy-handed agent

to see your hair instead of a

knife

or

grenade.)

Security.

Se-cur-i-ty.

That was a word that meant

standing upward, arms spread

and then down

and then, move on.

No rest or ease

for a girl like her.

No chance to

put down roots

and grow.

Security was not a word for Maria’s vocabulary.

As it turns out, when you were always

arriving

you were never actually

leaving.

You never got a chance to stay.
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One

There were two good reasons why Maria didn’t respond when she heard the announcement over the airport terminal intercom.

The first reason was the announcement itself: “Attention, please, this is gate B32 calling for a passenger who was on flight 6789, arriving from Islamabad with connections in Dubai and Brussels. Passenger Mary Latif, please report to the nearest information desk or meet your party at carousel eleven in the baggage claim area. Passenger Mary Latif, please report . . .”

Considering that her name wasn’t Mary, she felt pretty confident about not turning up to the nearest information desk or meeting her party.

If they weren’t careful with a name, what would they do with an unattended kid?

And the second, which was more significant, was this:

Maria did not want to be found.

This would probably be deemed unpleasant behavior by any adult. Especially given that Maria knew she was being searched for by two frantic women, one of whom was worried she might lose her job.

And those adults would be right. Even Maria would admit to it.

She was unpleasant.

There was no one more unpleasant in that airport at that moment in time than Maria.

Well, probably.

She’d walked off the plane past the McDonald’s line, after all, and there was always some child having a meltdown over the Happy Meal toy and making the adult with them regret their life choices.

That child, and the unending noise of terminal four, despite it being barely four in the morning, was part of why Maria was here, in the very corner of the baggage claim area with a heap of unclaimed luggage around her.

It wasn’t like she was grabbing people’s bags from under them. If they were here without owners, well, they were free for use.

So she was using them, to make a tower of solitude.

And ignoring the two women, not all that far away, panicked about where she was. Because she was unpleasant.

Maria had also heard the words “hostile,” “ungrateful,” and “nasty,” in the year since her parents died. Ambreen Phuppo, her father’s half-sister, liked to sum Maria’s attitude up in one quick, angry match strike of Urdu: “Maria! Badtameez.”

Which is “unpleasant,” “ungrateful” and “nasty,” bundled up with an extra pinch of guilt and a jab at your bad manners.

Maria didn’t mind. Bad manners kept her sharp. She didn’t want her aunt to think she actually liked her bossy and clingy nature—and when Phuppo washed her hands of Maria and shipped her off to America, it had only confirmed Maria’s approach to life. Badtameez girls were girls who didn’t get hurt.

Even hidden as she was beneath duffel bags, wheelies, and one or two large suitcases, Maria snapped to attention at the sound of her name.

Or at least something close to it.

“Yes, her name’s Maria,” a woman said.

The breathless voice definitely didn’t belong to Yusra, the weary cousin of a cousin several hundred times removed, who probably regretted promising to chaperone Maria to New York on her way to rejoin her husband in Milwaukee.

Yusra would say her name right: Mah-ri-a. Quick. Clever. Unpleasant, when you made it too sharp. Like her.

Not Ma-rhee-ah: dragged out like a lazy, sticky piece of gum.

So it had to be the lady from the alumni organization. Gillian the liaison, or something like that. It sounded like an unpleasant bump, the kind Maria got on her tongue from green mangos or hard candy—both things she hated more than anything else.

But it suited the lady, with her white pantsuit, long blond braid, and smile frozen as neatly as if she were a newscaster in a paused recording.

Maria couldn’t remember the name of the organization, but it had something to do with where her parents had gone to college and the circle of lawyers and fellow activist types they’d been friends with.

Maria scowled.

It was the alumni organization’s fault that she was here, in New York City, the last place on Earth she ever wanted to be.

She was their latest charity case.

“They want you to have better opportunities, beta,” her Ambreen Phuppo had explained, anxiously wringing her hands. “They didn’t know their friends’ daughter was having such a hard time finding a place to stay.”

“But I’m with you now,” Maria said.

Phuppo and her husband, Hassan Phuppa, exchanged glances. Maria could read them, even though they thought she couldn’t: Well, we don’t want you here.

She knew that she was dour faced and thin, that she scowled in every family picture, and that even her beautiful, cool older cousins had shrugged and given up after the third time she rolled over and went to sleep during a “sister bonding sleepover.”

It didn’t hurt to think it, or accept it. She was prickly, after all. And she liked it that way.

What she didn’t like, though, was not being left to her own prickly devices in Pakistan or with her mother’s family in Bangladesh, but instead being shipped off to America because her parents’ old friends thought she needed “all the opportunities her parents would have wanted her to have.”

And if there was anything Maria was most tired of—something she was always told was ungrateful to think or say out loud—it was everyone telling her what her parents would have wanted for her.

Even she didn’t know what her parents wanted for her. They had been gone so often.

And now they were gone for good.

Maria swallowed hard against the sudden knot in her throat and pushed another suitcase firmly into place. She wasn’t going to stay in here forever. How could she? But right now it was nice, and quiet.

Warm. Secure.

All the things she had rarely felt since that call in the middle of the night, and the news that her parents wouldn’t be coming back from their trip.

And the best part was that Yusra and Gillian the liaison weren’t in here with her. Yusra had been tolerable once she figured out that the best way to avoid Maria’s unpleasantness was not to interact with her.

But Gillian—there was something about the way she’d stared at Maria, eyes welling up in spite of the dry terminal air.

“You look so much like your mom,” she sniffed.

Maria knew she absolutely did not, but she muttered thank you and shifted behind Yusra as quickly as she could.

It wasn’t just grief in Gillian’s eyes. It was hunger.

Many people are like Gillian. They are not bad people. They look at the world where it has been carefully cleaned and tucked behind their computer screen and think, This is all I need to know.

These people do not ask questions about kids like Maria. Questions such as:

“Do these children want to be cuddled and cooed at like they are animals, and not actual people who understand English?”

“What brought them here, to this airport?”

“Do they want to be here?”

Of course Maria did not want to be cuddled or cooed at like some poor unfortunate soul. And New York City was the last place on Earth she had expected any of her relatives to send her.

Looking at Maria and thinking of her as a pathetic character in an infomercial wasn’t just ridiculous.

It was a mistake.

One that Gillian wouldn’t be making again. At least, once she realized she’d made it. When it came to Maria, everyone had to learn the hard way.

“Give us just a minute, and stay right here,” Gillian had said, after Yusra had escorted Maria to the meeting point in the baggage area.

Maria nodded. “Right here.”

Yusra gave her a suspicious look. Maria gazed innocently back. But it was true.

Just not entirely the way that Gillian thought.

Gillian meant, “Here, in our sight.”

Maria meant, “Here, in terminal four of JFK, and possibly in this same area if I feel like it.”

Gillian and Yusra hunched over a sheaf of papers, shuffling and whispering as they slid pages out to be signed, then back into the stack.

Then she heard one sentence escape from behind Yusra’s cupped, red-nail-bearing hand.

“She was just so unpleasant, I didn’t know what to do with her.”

It was a good thing Maria knew exactly what to do with herself.

She’d quickly found the coziest spot: two carousels down, among the stacks of unclaimed luggage.

Gillian’s voice rang out, strained and urgent.

“Can you just page her again, please?”

“Ma’am, please give me some space.” Another voice came distantly, accompanied by the snap-crackle-pop of a walkie-talkie. “Does the little girl speak any English?”

“Enough. A little. I don’t know.”

Maria bit her tongue and rolled her eyes.

If there was anything Maria had enough of in both pockets, it was words.

She’d forced her way into the front row of every class she had attended in her short life: first at the modest-sized madrasah, and then evening classes in the small masjid, when they lived in Switzerland long enough for her to be enrolled.

She clung to those memories hungrily, as much as the Kashmiri words that lined the bottom of her pocket. On top of that, she’d scattered Urdu from the conversations and complaints hissed over her head, Bengali from her mother and her family, a bit of Arabic from her father’s friends, enough Farsi to warm both hands—

And even though her parents had never brought her back more than a few unfamiliar chocolate brands from their overseas excursions, Maria Latif knew English.

“She can’t have gotten far,” Yusra said. She sounded harried. Her connecting flight was coming up. Otherwise, she probably wouldn’t have cared if her troublesome not-quite-a-cousin got lost in the Big Apple. “Don’t you have anyone who could help us search the area? She’s a child. Anything could happen.”

Maria sighed, feeling the bags sag with her.

Sooner or later, that security guard would weary enough of the fussing to take a good look, and then she would be discovered.

And it would be over.

The brief bit of freedom in between being firmly watched.

Warm air wafted over Maria’s nose, and she froze.

The air in the terminal was cold, not warm. It stung when it smacked against her face. And it was thick with strong odors. She inhaled brief glimpses of other people’s lives through the aromas that clung to the carpet and on their bags: mint toothpaste, sharply alcoholic perfume, and salted peanuts from the flight.

But this new air was soft. Mild. It smelled like sunshine through an open window, like fragrant spices from a neighbor’s house, like flowers being brushed up against and kindly exhaling their scent.

It smelled fresher than anything in a major airport should.

Maria closed her eyes and swayed slightly as a strange feeling rolled down her neck.

It tickled the hair on the back of her arms like a ray of sunlight.

It glided over her feet, sticky and stiff in shoes a distant cousin had already molded.

It itched like new grass.

Something, somewhere in this new place, coaxed her to put down her bag. Asked her to take root.

But why? What was happening to her?

Maria opened her eyes, and gasped.

Someone stared in at her, through the gaps between the luggage. Then she saw a raised hand—fingers reaching toward the suitcase above her.

Maria shifted back. That was a mistake.

Maria was born prickly, she was sure. Even her bones had sharp little spurs at the end, preparing for her to toss out her elbows and squat, unmovable and stony faced, in doorways for people to trip over and fume at.

And now, her bony elbow jutted into another suitcase. The entire tower of solitude collapsed.

Maria threw up her hands to shield her face. When the commotion settled, she slowly lowered them—to the sight of surprised expressions all around her:

A security guard nearby, round and red cheeked, raising a walkie-talkie to his mouth.

Yusra, shaking her head, already stepping forward to drag Maria to her feet.

Gillian, hand flying to her mouth, eyes wide and horrified.

And another woman, a new woman, still holding the red duffel bag that she had pulled out from the tower, staring at Maria.

It was, even for Maria, a very unpleasant sequence of events.
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A Testimony (or Two)

Phuppo, a loving aunt

(she says)

the closest relative the poor child has

(yes, close, Maria would agree)

(as close to irritated skin as a hangnail).

She sticks out like a sore thumb,

doesn’t she,

among my girls?

(Yes, Maria takes pleasure

in nursing the constant ache

of sticking out in an otherwise content

finger family: of being

different

and sullen.)

It doesn’t matter how much rice I keep aside for her.

Nothing sticks to her bones.

She always has that

angry hunger

clinging to her cheeks and in her eyes.

(What use is rice

when you need to swallow it

with an eye on the clock

and another on your bags waiting at the door?)

Maria was used to it.

A relative will say,

Of course

let her stay with me.

Chide her for looking too often at the time.

You can be here as long as you like.

And then

after one day

or perhaps two

their gaze is

right there

on the moving hands with her.

Not that it bothers Maria:

darkening a doorway,

never quite letting your feet

 learn the pathway

through it.

But it doesn’t help.

(Neither does Phuppo’s rice having the

consistency of a stirred-up riverbed:

soggy leaves, aging fish, and mud.)

A relative who could only keep Maria a few weeks

wishes her all the best

as long as it is away from her.

I worry about how fierce she looks.

How she doesn’t cast her eyes to the ground.

A child like that, those with bad intentions like to single them out . . .

taunt them, ask where their fathers are.

Of course

I don’t want them to.

(Of course

you do.

Of course Maria knew

she was a child that adults—

guiltily

maybe—

wanted to see life shake by the shoulders

hold upside down

until the blood rushed to her head

and in her ears

and her stomach flopped about.)

One relative,

or maybe them all

(in between car windows

during hushed phone calls

clustered in rows in the aftermath

of the cold, quiet janazah).

If only she had her mother’s spirit.

If only she had her father’s smile.

If only they had taken their

beautiful

gleaming

star-bright

faces into her room more often than they did,

let her absorb their glow

so when the time came she could generate her own,

perhaps she wouldn’t be this way.

What way?

Cold.

Distant.

Never happy.

She’s just so

unpleasant.

(She knows that too.

And she prefers it that way.

Better to be quiet

sullen

Maria Latif

poking at flower beds and

dragging books out of

fellow students’ hands

than to be meek

round cheeked

squirming

and

trampled underfoot

before she even had a chance

to sprout.)
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Two

“Maria! What were you thinking?”

Yusra’s cheeks were flushed as she leaned down, brushing off the knees of Maria’s shalwar pants. Maria didn’t bother to tell her that the stains were likely not from the terminal floor. Most of her outfits these days were years old, passed down from a cousin who hadn’t taken the best care with them.

“If your aunt could see you like this . . . ,” Yusra continued, but Maria tuned her out.

Her eyes were fixed on the woman who’d nearly been buried by her protective tower, now standing quietly next to Gillian with no expression, hands clasped behind her back.

She shouldn’t be so interesting to look at, considering how flat and pale and ordinary she was: long black hair pulled back in a ponytail, black knit beanie, and long brown trench coat, big boots.

There was something about her, though, hovering like perfume, beckoning Maria closer.

Maria took a step away from Yusra, but her escort reached out and grasped her shoulders. Her lips were thin.

“Oh no you don’t. Not again.” She looked at the closest security guard. “I’m so sorry about this.”

The man shook his head, his expression showing that he didn’t want to get involved but also that he very much sympathized with her.

Maria rolled her eyes.

No one had rushed forward to claim the fallen luggage yet.

This was why she couldn’t stand grown-ups. They made such a big deal of everything.

“Yusra,” Gillian chirruped. “In all this commotion, I wasn’t able to let you know Lyndsay was coming. I’m so sorry about that.”

Yusra turned to Gillian and the woman still hanging back behind her. Her brow furrowed.

“Lyndsay?”

“Clayborne,” the woman—Lyndsay—offered, extending her hand.

Yusra shook it cautiously, her eyes narrowed.

“As in Ethan Clayborne? My cousin’s husband’s roommate?”

It was amazing how Bangladeshi aunties kept such complicated associations in their heads.

“Yes,” Lyndsay said, her face animating just a bit. “My husband.”

“Husband? But . . . I thought that was Saira?”

Yusra was looking suspicious again, until Gillian leaned in, her face flush with embarrassment.

“Saira . . . passed away, remember? Lyndsay is the second Mrs. Clayborne.”

“Oh. Oh!” Now Yusra flushed. “I’m so sorry. . . .”

Lyndsay waved it off, but Maria was watching her face. Something had passed through her eyes when Gillian mentioned her being the second Mrs. Clayborne. She wasn’t sure what it was—pain? resignation? jealousy?—but she filed it away for future consideration.

“Yusra,” Gillian continued. “Lyndsay has stepped in for Asra.”

“Stepped in for . . . is Asra Apu not coming?”

“As I’m sure you know, Asra’s mother is very ill—”

“Yes, I do know, as they are related to me,” Yusra broke in irritably. “What about it?”

“Well.” Gillian fidgeted. “I’m so sorry, she tried to call you, but you were in the air, you see. Asra had to leave, very unexpectedly, for South Africa. Her mother took a turn for the worse. She won’t be back for a few weeks at least.”

Maria was suddenly more interested in the conversation. Asra was the other distant cousin who’d been charged with taking on the problem that was Maria Latif.

If Asra wasn’t coming, would Maria be sent back to Lahore?

Hope sparked in her chest. It wasn’t like she wanted to be back under Phuppo’s watchful eye, but the thought of escaping New York City . . .

“I thought . . .” Yusra seemed utterly taken aback. “We did discuss that she might have to leave, but she assured us Maria could go with her.”

Maria glanced at her sharply.

What?

No one had told her anything like that. What about Phuppo’s long lecture two nights ago, insisting that she would have so much opportunity in America, and that was why they were sending her away?

The grown-ups were still talking over her head.

“The amount of red tape to take a . . . well, unhoused orphan child with her . . . ,” Gillian was murmuring.

Yusra’s face was grim. “So what am I supposed to do with her? I can’t possibly take her when my in-laws are only expecting me. I have to call Ambreen—”

“There’s no need for that,” Gillian interrupted. “We sent an email through the alumni list service to see if anyone else was willing to be . . . well, a halfway house of sorts for the time being. We had so many kind offers, but when Asra and I saw Ethan Clayborne’s name, we knew he’d be the right person for Maria to stay with. He and Maria’s father were so close, after all, in their college days.”

“But it was so long ago,” Yusra protested. “And Mr. Clayborne . . .”

“Is away temporarily on business, but he is invested in Maria’s safety and wants to honor his friendship with Mahmood,” Lyndsay said smoothly. It sounded too rehearsed to Maria, but Yusra’s shoulders lowered a bit.

Especially when she added, “I promise that my mother-in-law and I will make sure Maria is comfortable and safe during her time here. Asra and I are close too, so we’ll be in touch. I know it’ll work out.”

But there was something about the way she delivered it all—as smooth and flat as her face and hair—that Maria didn’t like.

“I want to go back to Pakistan.” Maria broke into the conversation. “Or Bangladesh. My naanu’s family said they would take me in.”

“Maria, you know your grandmother can’t care for you anymore,” Yusra said impatiently. “Wait a moment, please.”

She looked between Lyndsay and Gillian, her brows furrowed.

“The alumni organization has already made sure we’ll take care of any expenses for Maria’s time here, so no need to work about that,” Gillian cooed, her face anxious.

“The alumni organization doesn’t have to do anything for me,” Maria insisted, stamping her foot. “I don’t want to be here. I was enrolled in school in Pakistan. I got pulled out. Let me just go and I can come back when Asra Apu is ready for me.”

But it seemed the decision was out of Maria’s hands.

Yusra turned to Lyndsay Clayborne.

“Take care of her, please,” she said.

Lyndsay nodded. But she didn’t look confident.

Maria’s stomach sank.





III [image: Images] Constellations

Maria’s parents were

celestial bodies

for as long as she could remember.

New York.

Los Angeles.

London.

Paris.

Those were the names of

their galaxies:

the spangled shimmering cities

they orbited

like small moons

wistfully gathering the glow

from a more impressive sun.

Maria remembered, one evening,

the yearning twang of the rabab

like birdsong filtering through open window shutters

the crackling radio

and

her beautiful starlit mother

cradling her head in her hand

murmuring street names, dreamily, like they were a supplication:

“Canal Street. Avenue of the Americas. Broadway.”

Maria hated them all.

Those cities had their own sacred glow

but drew in her parents too, to add to their light,

and she was left behind

to live on smaller planets

where old mattresses stamped their dark grievances into her spine

in Bangladesh

or Pakistan

(which she hated—or thought she had—

of course she did—

how could she not?)

Better not to live in a constellation where she did not belong.

Better not to be in a city where they would have felt

safe

luminous

at home . . .

and she, a lesser star, never would.
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Three

Stepping outside an airport terminal before dawn was more a vivid dream than something Maria was actually experiencing.

She blinked as the chill wind whipped across her cheeks, bringing strong and lingering smells that were both familiar and foreign to her nose: damp asphalt, traces of a passing woman’s floral perfume, and car exhaust.

A cacophony of car horns, raised voices, and clattering shoes surrounded her. Families hustled to impatient taxis, carting sleepy children in their arms and trying to force strollers into trunks that looked tinier than Maria’s own suitcase. Swarming TSA workers in bright orange jackets tapped on idling car windows and huddled in corners to murmur quietly. One turned to her, his gaze hard, and Maria quickly looked away, focusing on her breath making little cold clouds in front of her nose.

She had expected New York to be bright. But it was dingy, more cluttered, and more litter strewn than anywhere else she’d been.

Maria cast a furtive look at her new guardian. Lyndsay Clayborne was deep in conversation with Gillian. Or at least, that was what Maria thought was happening, considering how hard Gillian’s head was bobbing up and down. Lyndsay was turned away from Maria completely, not even her shoulders rising and falling to indicate what she might be saying.

If she was saying anything at all.

She hadn’t said much as they walked Yusra back to the security checkpoint. It didn’t bother Maria, not really. The blank expression that didn’t give away anything did, though.

Yusra kept frowning at Lyndsay, taking in her long trench coat and tugged-down knit hat. Maria almost rolled her eyes. She wasn’t sure why she was making a show and dance of worrying about Maria when, up until this point, Yusra had seemed quite ready to wash her hands of her very distantly related and bothersome cargo.

Once they reached the checkpoint, she turned to Maria and said, “Be good, baba, all right? I gave you my number in Milwaukee, so call whenever, okay?”

Maria nodded. Yusra had given Maria her number early in their flight from Dubai, when she was still full of the engaged tell-me-about-yourself attitude all grown-ups had at first.

When Yusra had dozed off during the in-flight movie, Maria quietly excused herself to the bathroom and lost it in the trash can.

She didn’t think Yusra would mind.

Yusra gave Lyndsay one more look, and Gillian a tight smile.

And then she was gone.

Gillian looked down at Maria, patting her on the shoulder with that million-watt smile firmly in place.

“You doing okay there, kiddo?”

Obviously there was guidance given by the organization to make sure the fragile orphan didn’t have an embarrassing emotional meltdown in the middle of the airport. What did they think they were dealing with, a chick right out of the egg?

Maria looked back up, making sure to put on her most unimpressed there’s-not-even-an-itch-at-the-corners-of-my-eyes stare.

Phuppo called it the dadima look.

It was just as effective for Maria as for any grandmother. Gillian took her hand right off and busied herself with talking to Lyndsay from then on.

Now she stopped on the sidewalk, keys in her hands.

“Give Mr. Clayborne my regards.” Gillian directed this over her head to Lyndsay. There was, suddenly, an awkward look on her face. The same look Maria’s elder cousins got when they mentioned their own parents in front of Maria, like the orphan was going to crumble because other people still got to have those.

“We’re all glad,” Gillian suddenly rushed out. “You know, that you two . . . that you and him . . . well . . .”

She trailed off, hands darting about in the air. But something flared in Lyndsay’s face. Maria couldn’t explain it, but it looked almost like Lyndsay was, finally, feeling something.

And it wasn’t a good something.

“Thanks,” Lyndsay said, with a tight smile.

Gillian glanced down at Maria, as though finally remembering there was an audience for her little display. Maria gazed back.

“Take care, you two,” she chirruped, and darted toward a taxi with her hand raised.

“Thank god,” Lyndsay muttered.

Maria’s head jerked up, and she stared at the woman. Had she really just . . .

But then the crosswalk light changed. Lyndsay strode forward.

Maria grasped her suitcase handle and plunged after her.

She’d been on more hectic roads in a million other places, but in spite of herself, her breath came fast and she scrambled to keep up with Lyndsay’s long strides.

How had the street looked so small when they were standing at the edge, but was so wide now?

Maria tried to square her shoulders, hyper aware of her raggedy bag and squeaky wheels bouncing on each and every crack in the pavement.

She didn’t even notice when the light changed.

“Hey, what are you doing, honey?”

A firm hand on her elbow dragged her from the crosswalk to a pavement island as an angry car blared out a warning.

Maria blinked, watching as several cars zoomed past where she’d been standing. A woman stood over her, a thin frown creasing her lips.

“You gotta be careful, all right?”

Aw-right? It sounded like she was chewing her words. Maria had to play them back twice in her head, mentally running her fingers over the accent.

“Maria?” Lyndsay rushed back, car keys grasped in her hand. “What happened?”

The woman turned to her. “She almost got run over. You need to pay more attention, okay? Moms these days.”

“Oh, I . . .” Lyndsay glanced between Maria and the woman. “I’m sorry.” She reached out for Maria’s suitcase. “Come on, let’s go. The car is over there.”

Maria glanced back, hoping the stranger would say something else in that intriguing accent. But the woman just shook her head again and walked briskly in the opposite direction.

Lyndsay still hadn’t slowed down. Her eyes were on her hands, which—Maria realized—didn’t just hold her keys, but a cell phone.

Was she expecting a call? Who would be calling at this hour?

Could she already be willing Gillian to reappear and say that Asra could actually take Maria in after all? If that was the case, maybe they had more in common than Maria thought.

Hah. As if.

No. The firm rule for dealing with adults, particularly ones not related to her, was Don’t expect anything from them.

Like, at all.

Ever.

Lyndsay Clayborne was a substitute for a substitute. It was a relief, honestly, that Maria didn’t have to get to know her.

She didn’t even have to try.

“Here we are,” Lyndsay mumbled. She was standing in front of a small car. In the dim light, it was hard to tell what color it was, but Maria thought it might be a silvery blue.

Lyndsay held the rear door open.

“You’ll probably have to make room for yourself.”

It took Maria just one glance inside to realize what she meant. The entire back seat was cluttered with what appeared to be empty takeout containers, fancy wrappers, and plastic bins.

This was a far cry from the arrivals she’d had at other temporary houses since her parents had died: plenty of taxis and cramped or overfilled family cars, yes, but always clean and hospitable ones.

Apparently Lyndsay wasn’t going to try either.

Fine. Maria could deal with that.

She gritted her teeth as she crawled in, kicking away a cheery-looking plastic drink container.

“Sorry about that,” Lyndsay said, finally sounding abashed. “I work in food—food writing. I was doing reviews for a friend who was on maternity leave, and I guess I . . . haven’t really cleaned out the car.”

Lyndsay yanked out a few of the bags, crumpling them in her hands and looking around for a trash bin.

Maria dragged in her suitcase and, after a moment’s thought, balanced it over her lap.

The last thing it needed was another stain to make her look even more forgotten and left behind than she already was.

As she looked around in disgust, though, she realized something: not one of the containers was from a fast-food joint. At least, not one she recognized. They all looked ridiculously expensive.

“Okay,” Lyndsay said with a sigh, rubbing her hands on her jeans as she walked back toward the car. “Now . . .”

There was the slight chime of a phone. It didn’t even finish before Lyndsay had it to her ear. Maria stared at her face. Suddenly Lyndsay was all bright and pink cheeked.

Eager.

Excited.

Obviously this was the call she was waiting for.

“Hello?” she said breathlessly, getting into the driver’s seat. “Yeah, hi, honey. I’m sorry, I saw you called earlier and I missed it. I was wondering how your presentation—”

She broke off. Maria watched as her shoulders sagged, and her face went from lit up to pale and anxious again.

Who was it? What had they said?

“Yes,” Lyndsay mumbled. “Yes, she’s here. We’re in the car.”

She glanced at Maria in the rearview mirror. Maria deliberately flicked a container that was leaning on her leg, making eye contact.

Yes, she was here, but not in a car. More like a trash can with wheels.

Lyndsay sighed and looked away.

“Did you want to talk to her . . . oh, no. I’m sorry. Yes, I understand. Yes, yes. I’ll talk to you later, then—oh.”

Lyndsay held the phone away, staring at the screen.

Maria’s eyes widened before she could control them.

They hung up on her.

Talk about juicy. It was too interesting for even her to ignore.

“Who was that?”

Rather than answer, Lyndsay gave a tight smile.

“Okay, it’s pushing five, and we have a bit of a drive ahead of us. Can you reach the seat belt?”

“No.”

“Okay, then.” Lyndsay strapped herself in. “I’ll go slow.”

Maria wondered if she could call Gillian and get herself sent back to Pakistan by explaining that her new guardian didn’t believe in motor safety. Probably not. Adults covered for each other all the time.

As Lyndsay backed out, Maria stared at the window. There was still no sign of light in the frosty gray sky. A knot grew in her stomach, in spite of herself.

She was used to being placed in the back
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