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Chapter 1

Dirt

The earliest thing I can remember is dirt jammed beneath my fingernails.

My mom studies the brain, so I know about childhood amnesia. It means we can’t remember anything before the age of three or four. That’s a fact because when I close my eyes and play memory games—Mom gives me a word and I try to connect it to moments I remember as far back as I can go—the earliest I can ever come up with is the dirt. Everything before that, before I was three, is just a big who-knows.

The dirt jammed under my fingernails when I was three felt good, though. Like it was supposed to be there and I wasn’t my whole full self without it.

My mom says that memories stick best when we tell them into stories with feelings and smells and colors. Maybe that’s why I remember the dirt so well, because it felt so good, and because my family has been telling that story my whole life, so I know all the details even if I didn’t recall them on my own.

Here’s how it goes:

I’d wait until my mom and dad weren’t looking. Then my little fingers would get to work on the line of buttons or long zipper that started at the back of my neck, whatever dress my mom stuck me in that day. She thought a dress made out of denim or corduroy was a compromise, but a dress is a dress, and I wouldn’t be caught dead in one. I only ever wanted my brother’s hand-me-downs, knee-ripped overalls and flannel shirts.

Once I got free of the zipper or buttons or stretched the fabric off over my head, I’d make a break for it and run my three-year-old, bare-naked butt to my dad’s garden in the backyard and I’d bury it. I’d bury my dress as deep as I could, in with the downward-growing carrots and among the potatoes bigger than my little-kid fists.

Then I felt free. I felt just right with the dress deep in the earth, my baby skin open to the summer sun, and the Vermont soil packed under my nails.

It would only last a few minutes before my mom would find me in the yard and ask, “Rain, where is your dress?” I’d shrug and say that’s a big who-knows, and that maybe it ran off to be with a little girl who would love it more than I did.

Until one day when I made my naked break to the garden with a patchwork dress bunched up in my right fist, and stopped dead in my tracks. There were dresses everywhere. Every dress I had ever buried and more. Pink lace, yellow cotton, long denim with buttons, corduroy with big front pockets, white tulle, and navy striped ruffles hanging from the tomato plants and strewn across the thick-growing kale.

Then I felt my mom’s hand on my head. “Remember, Rain, when you bury things deep, they grow up twice as tall.”

I remember the screen door slam and my dad walking out to the garden. He draped his arm around my mom’s shoulders. “Look what sprouted up,” he said, and they both tried to hide little laughs behind their hands.

The screen door slammed again and Guthrie rushed out to the yard and snapped a picture that lives in one of our family albums—his naked baby sister wide-eyed and jaw-dropped among the colorful gowns budding up. He laughed too and patted my head, but the idea of a dress garden made me cry big tears, so they bit their tongues and helped me harvest all the frill and lace in the dirty wicker basket that usually carried leaves of red lettuce and sun-warmed tomatoes.

That day, with my nails still full of dirt, I swore to myself that I’d never bury anything that deep again.

But that was before I was ten years old, when my parents laughed and talked to each other in normal tones. When we were a family of four.

Before that night.





Chapter 2

That Night

“Promise you won’t tell,” he said.

“Promise.” I stuck out my hand and we locked our pinkies in a pact.





Chapter 3

Moving

“That’s it?” I ask. “It’s technically not even a truck. It’s a van.” That’s a fact, because vans have those sliding doors on the sides and so does the vehicle parked in our driveway.

“Yes, Rain.” My mom’s pulling clear tape across a box marked Towels. “That’s it, for the hundredth time.”

I’ve actually only asked three times, but each time I can’t believe it. We’re moving 288 miles to New York City, and everything we’re taking with us can fit through the sliding doors of that van.

“That’s what selling the house furnished means. We leave the furniture.”

I want to tell her that I might have agreed to moving, but I never agreed to leaving all my stuff. Especially my bed. I like my bed because it has two inches of foam on top that remembers the shape of my body no matter what position I sleep in.

And then there’s my last memory of him, kneeling down and shaking me awake, whispering.

Hey, sleepyhead.

Locking pinkies.

Maybe it won’t be so bad to leave the bed behind.

My mom presses the tape down over the edge of the box and rips it off the roll with her teeth. “This way we’ll start fresh,” she says. “We’ll just get what we need when we get there.” She tries to smooth the wrinkles out of the tape, but there’s one right down the middle that sticks up and won’t go away.

Instead of telling her that maybe I want my dresser or my desk or something from Guthrie’s room, I try to think of what Dr. Cyn says about fresh starts.

Then my mom pops up from the box. “I have to go grab the . . .” But I can’t hear what she’s going to grab because she’s already hustling up the stairs to their bedroom. She’s always hustling off somewhere. Up the stairs, out to work, over to the grocery store. All the way to New York City.

I want to yell at her. Yell that she can get a new bed, a new apartment, and a new brain research job at Columbia Presbyterian Hospital in New York City, but that I don’t want new friends, new teachers, and a new track coach when we’re so close to the end of the school year. Especially this year.

But every time I really want to yell, I remember that when she sat me down forty-five days ago and asked about moving before the year was out, I nodded and said OK. I said OK because they need someone at the hospital by June first for a team-building week before a big conference, and people who study the brain know that building a team is important. I said OK because even though I’ve never met Dr. Cyn, I’ve been following her blog on families and grief for 278 days, and she says fresh starts can help a grieving family cope.

And I said OK because I remember what I did, and how nobody knows, and how if I hadn’t done it, everything would be normal and no one would want to hustle off anywhere or stayed locked in a bedroom all day.

So instead of shouting at the back of my mom’s head as she hustles up the stairs, I crack my knuckles and count the boxes stacked by the front door. Towels. Books. Clothes—Maggie. Clothes—Henry. Clothes—Rain. Kitchen. School supplies—Rain. Garden. There are thirteen in all, which feels unlucky.

I’m surprised to see the Garden box. Dad wants to leave his gardening stuff here, and Mom thinks he’s just being difficult. I know because I heard them arguing about it when they first sold the house and were starting to pack. I was supposed to be shoveling the front walk. I’d already packed my big winter jacket, not thinking we’d get another storm because it was April. So instead of shoveling I was crouched in the back of my closet looking for an extra sweatshirt in my Donations box. Their bedroom is right on the other side of my closet wall, and I could hear every word.

Of course you’re bringing it, Henry. You’re not staying in the bedroom all day when we get there. You’re acting like your life is over.

You’re acting like yours isn’t.

Don’t.

Everything stays in this house. Isn’t that your plan? So I’ll leave it here, with all the other important stuff you’re so ready to leave behind.

Henry—

Nothing to grow in New York City anyway.

Then the door slammed and I could hear my mom’s feet hustling off somewhere. My dad didn’t even call, Maggie! like he used to. Instead, I heard him slump on the bed and click off the light, even though it was only four o’clock in the afternoon.

I wanted to go crawl in with him, pull the comforter over our heads, and close my eyes tight against the slivers of late-afternoon light sneaking in through the blinds, and just let our hearts hurt. But the front walk needed to be shoveled, so I pulled on an old sweatshirt that would belong to some other kid by next month, and opened the door to the cold outside.

When I was shoveling the walk that afternoon I counted each pile of snow I dug out and tossed over my shoulder. My brain kept telling me if I could just get to thirty, then everything would go back to normal. I breathed in with each thrust, and out with each toss. The snow was wet and heavy because it was spring and too warm for the fluffy, pretty stuff. It felt good. It burned in my back and my shoulders, and I just kept counting. Sixteen, seventeen, eighteen . . .

After thirty, I dropped the shovel, fell back into the big pile I’d made, and looked up at the darkening sky. I knew nothing had actually changed, because shoveling thirty shovels never brought anyone back from the dead. And that’s a fact.

Dad will come downstairs eventually, probably with his hair sticking up, and probably right before it’s time to carry the boxes outside and get in the van and drive away. He’ll see the box with Garden written in Mom’s handwriting and they’ll start up that stupid fight about whether it should stay or go.

Mom’s feet are hustling back down the stairs. “OK, I got them,” she says, clutching a stack of three family photo albums. We used to keep them on the coffee table in the TV room and I’d look through them when the commercials were boring.

But after that night, they disappeared up behind the closed door of my parents’ bedroom.

“I think they’ll fit in here,” she says, peeling the tape back off the Towels box and burying the albums down into the yellow terry cloth. My naked-butt-dress-garden photo is in the one on top. Then she pulls the tape back down across the box, but it doesn’t stick as well and she still can’t smooth out that wrinkle.

I wonder where she’ll put the albums when we get to our new apartment.

“I’ll start loading,” I say, and grab the Garden box. I push my feet into my Converse and head down the front walk to the moving van. The box isn’t heavy. Seedlings mostly, I bet, and from the sound of it, a couple of clinking trowels, and maybe a few pots. But there’s no way to move the whole shed, the whole garden, the whole backyard where Dad taught Guthrie and me to measure, and till, and plant, and water.

I slide open the van door and put the box inside with mom’s handwriting, Garden, hidden against the back of the driver’s seat so Dad won’t see.

Mom is walking down the path with two boxes labeled Books stacked in her arms. “Keep that door open,” she calls. “And go tell your dad we’re packing the truck.”

“Van,” I say. “It’s only a van.” And before I yell something that I don’t deserve to yell, I turn fast and crack my knuckles back up the path.

Their bedroom door is closed like it has been for the last 350 days. I knock as quietly as I can and put my ear to the door. “Dad?” I whisper.

I hear the comforter crinkle and my dad clear his throat. “Coming.”

I back up on my tiptoes even though I know he’s awake and I can’t possibly ruin anything else by walking normally, or even stomping my feet hard on our wood floors like I really want to, but walking silently seems safer, just in case.

Guthrie’s door has been closed for the last 350 days too. Or at least my mom thinks so. I’ve snuck in there exactly six times since that night just to lie on his floor in my sleeping bag, like I used to every Christmas Eve for as long as I can remember. When I was little we stayed up and made plans to catch Santa, even though now I know he hadn’t believed in Santa for a long time, and was just playing along for me.

Each of those six times since that night, I’ve woken early, rolled up my sleeping bag, scuffed up his shag rug to hide the memory of my body, and snuck out before my mom could find me there. Even though I hate that she shut up his bedroom, I don’t want to upset her any more by opening a door that she wants closed.

Now that I’m walking by his room, it feels like I should go in one last time before we leave forever. I know everything will be the same on the other side, but seven times seems lucky. So I turn his doorknob quietly and push it open.

It’s exactly the same. His quilt is pulled back, and both pillows are still on the floor, where Mom threw them that night when she found them bunched under his sheets pretending to be his sleeping body. His English 12 textbook is open to page 194, and his coffee mug is still half-full and on his desk, like he’s just in the bathroom and will be back any minute to slurp a sip and finish reading “A Sound of Thunder” by Ray Bradbury.

It’s weird that Mom hasn’t come in to make his bed and throw his textbook in the donation box, or return it to the school, or rinse his coffee mug and put it back in our fully furnished kitchen for the next teenage son who lives here to make his coffee black and walk upstairs to his room to read his English homework. She cleaned every other inch of the house, but she closed this door that night, and just hustles past it on her way to somewhere else.

“Rain! Henry! Are you coming?” Mom’s voice breaks the silence of Guthrie’s room.

“Coming!” I call. And without even thinking I reach into the guitar case that’s lying open on the floor and grab one of Guthrie’s guitar picks. I press the triangle of plastic between my fingers and imagine his fingers there. Then I stuff it in my jeans pocket.

I pull his door closed just as Dad opens their bedroom door and steps out. “Hey,” he says. His voice sounds like it hasn’t been used in days. His hair is sticking up on one side, his beard is grayer and scruffier and longer than I’ve ever seen it, and his flannel shirt is off by a button.

“Hey,” I whisper back.

Then I’m the one hustling off and down the stairs.





Chapter 4

Goodbye

The morning is crisp, and the muddy ground is still solid from a colder-than-usual night. My Converse high-tops land hard every time I stride, but this is still the shortest way to Izzy’s house, and when my mom said ten minutes, she sounded serious, like she was going to stand in the driveway by the moving van and count until I reemerged from the woods. Even though she’s never the one to count. That’s Dad’s thing, and mine, ever since he taught me how to measure the tomato plants three feet apart, and how to plant the seeds 1/8 inch below the surface and cover them lightly with soil so they have the chance to break through when they start sprouting.

My dad’s always been in charge of our family garden, and 350 days ago he used to work on a team that renovates houses too, measuring new spaces for windows and doors, and the distance between each stair leading to the basement. For those things you have to be exact. I like being exact.

My best time to Izzy’s house is three minutes, seventeen seconds. Guthrie and his friends cleared this path two summers ago so they could mountain bike through the woods, and it cut the time between our house and Izzy’s by a whole two minutes.

Even with the cool conditions, no warm-up, and my trail running shoes in the bottom of a box, I think I’m beating my best time, which is good because I like to win. My legs stretch long, and each foot strikes the ground just enough to spring me forward.

The early morning air fills my lungs easily. Roots and leaves and pinecones stick up through the traces of mud, so I keep my eyes one step ahead. Anticipate. I can hear Coach Scottie’s voice in my head, like I always do when I run—Eyes up the hill. Hut hut hut!—until I veer off the path, past the tree house my dad designed for us in second grade. He measured, and cut the wood, and hammered around the trunk of a sturdy oak tree, and we still sleep in it on hot summer nights. Seven long strides past the tree house and I’m in Izzy’s yard.

Three minutes, twelve seconds. It feels good to break something, even if it’s just my own record.

Izzy will be leaving for the bus stop in three minutes, which is about how much time I have to say goodbye, if I run my fastest time back to our house too.

I knock three times hard on her door. “Iz!”

“Rain!” The door swings open fast, and before I can even say anything we’re hugging so hard and my eyes are burning, and after such a short run why my legs are buckling and giving out is a big who-knows. And then we’re in a big heap on her front step.

“I can’t believe you’re really—”

“I don’t want to—”

“How will I get through the rest of sixth grade without you?”

“I won’t have anyone.”

And then I cry. It’s the first time I’ve cried since the memorial that spilled out of the high school auditorium where Guthrie used to play his guitar at talent shows, across the parking lot, and into the baseball fields behind the school. Here I have all those people, a whole crowd of people, who want to read poems and sing songs and tell funny stories about how my brother was the best. And maybe it feels pretty terrible to have all of his old teachers look at me with big sad eyes in the hallway and ask me if I’m OK all the time, but starting tomorrow I’ll have no one. Not any sad-eyed teachers, not Coach Scottie, not Izzy, not our backyard garden, and not Guthrie’s bedroom floor.

I hug her tighter. “I have to go. My mom said ten—”

“Screw what your mom said,” she snaps. “This is her fault. She really needs a new job right now? At the end of the school year? In a whole different state?”

“Yeah.” I sniff. “Screw her,” which are definitely words I’m not supposed to say, but I don’t really mean it, because not even Izzy knows what I know. She doesn’t know that I said OK to moving, and that none of this is my mom’s fault.

“I have to go.”

We stand up from the front step and she grabs her book bag. “I’ll miss you so much.” Tears are still wet on her cheeks.

“I’ll write,” I say. “Real letters, with paper and envelopes and stamps and everything.” My mom says that we develop empathy when we turn off our devices, have actual conversations, read books made of paper, and write long letters to people we miss, thinking of them the whole way through. Sometimes I write Izzy letters and send them in the mail even though I can run to her house in three minutes, seventeen seconds.

“I’ll keep an eye on the mailbox,” she says.

I hug her one more time, then I take off through her backyard, past the tree house, and onto the path. I breathe deep the smell of pine and wonder what would happen if I just keep running, curve with the path down toward the Morrisons’ house and on as far as my brother and his friends cleared, until the mud warms and sloshes up my Converse. I wonder what would happen if I just keep running instead of popping out in our yard, and through the sliding door of the moving van.

I can feel the corner of his guitar pick against my thigh each time I lift my leg. It feels good knowing I have something of his. It’s sticking and chafing just enough to remind me over and over that I have it. It’s there.

I slow down when I get to our yard.

Their voices reach me before I can see them.

“We don’t have to get there exactly at three.”

“Henry. We get the keys at three o’clock. They didn’t say ‘around three’ or ‘whenever you get here.’ They said three o’clock.”

“If we leave in thirty minutes and drive sixty-five miles per hour with one ten-minute stop, we’ll get there at three o’clock.”

I smile big because that’s exactly what I was thinking.

“Aren’t we just getting the keys from the superintendent anyway? Doesn’t he live in the building? I’m sure it’s fine,” he says.

“The furniture is supposed to arrive between five and six. I’d like to be settled before then.”

“We don’t have anything to settle.”

She shakes her head and points at his shirt. “Fix your buttons.”

“Seriously?”

Then Mom looks up and sees me. “Good. There she is. Let’s go!” She’s waving me over, and Dad isn’t fixing his buttons.

The back of the van is packed tight with our thirteen boxes.

And for a split second I think if there isn’t a seat for me, I’ll just live with Izzy and her family. I’ll tend our garden, go to my regular school, and run in the Vermont state championships in sixteen days while Coach Scottie and all the sad-eyed teachers cheer me on. Even though I’m only eleven, and only a sixth grader, I know I have a shot at winning. I’m faster than any of the eighth graders at my school, and Coach Scottie says I’ve been training smart.

But then I remember Dr. Cyn and how maybe this move is our best shot at a good, fresh start. And maybe it’ll make Dad open his door and make Mom stop hustling off and stay in one place, one place where she doesn’t have to walk by Guthrie’s room every day, even if I want to.

“Where do I sit?” I ask.

Mom slides into the driver’s seat and pats the spot next to her.

“In the middle?” I ask.

Mom yanks on the belt. “Three seats up front in this truck.”

“Van,” I say. Then I scooch into the middle and scrunch my knees up toward my chest. Dad slips into the passenger seat, closes the door, and settles back against the headrest.

“Ready?” Mom says as she shifts the van into gear.

Screw you! I want to yell. But instead I try to make myself smaller, pulling my shoulders in and sinking down, smushed between my parents. I give my knuckles a good crack, and look up at our house. I try not to think of the time Guthrie and I dropped bubble-wrapped and marshmallow-padded eggs out his bedroom window for his physics project. I try not to think about burying my dresses in the backyard.

I try not to think of that night.

We back out of the driveway and start off down our street, and I’m watching our house grow smaller and smaller in the rearview mirror until we turn, and it’s gone.

“Goodbye,” I whisper.





Chapter 5

That Night

“I’ve got it all planned,” he said. “I just need your help. One favor.”

My heart beat with the quickened pulse of being wanted, being needed by my big brother.

“OK,” I agreed.





Chapter 6

288 Miles

For the first forty-seven minutes, no one says anything. We just listen to the radio and look straight ahead down the interstate.

When the music starts crackling with static, I adjust the knob left and right, but the only things I can get are Christian rock and talk radio. I leave it on talk radio because then at least someone will be talking.

The host is interviewing hikers who completed the entire Appalachian Trail from Georgia all the way to Maine. They’re talking about what they carried in their packs.

My harmonica, one says. It was a huge lifesaver, especially on rainy nights, when I was stuck in my tent.

Anything you wish you’d left behind?

The hiker laughs. My book. I figured I’d be doing all this reading and finish it by the time I got out of Georgia.

Not the case? the interviewer asks.

Not a page. The hiker laughs again. I left it in the first town we crossed.

Another hiker butts in. See, that’s funny, because reading was my lifesaver. Books are heavy, but I ripped out the pages as I read, and recycled them when I crossed through towns.

I like imagining the pages of a story scattered between Georgia and Maine.

I guess you just bring what you think you’ll need out there, the first hiker says. And that’s different for everybody.

Dad humphs and glances across me at Mom.

I try to change the channel, but all I can find is static.

“What, Henry?”

I keep turning the dial, but nothing is coming through clearly.

“I can’t imagine having to go that far with so little,” Dad says.

“Sounds pretty liberating to me,” Mom retorts. “Being on the move with only what you need.”

My shoulders are trapped tight between theirs, and it feels like the space in the front of the van is getting smaller.

Dad humphs again. “Put it back on that interview, Rain.”

I turn the dial back toward the talk radio station, but I’m hoping that it’s been taken over by static, or that they’ve moved on to some boring subject that Mom and Dad can’t argue about. Though something tells me they’d find a way.

A voice breaks through the static.

“There,” Dad says.

The hiker says the trail is about 2,190 miles long. It crosses fourteen states, and about one in four people who set out to hike the whole trail actually make it. Everyone else quits.

One in four.

That’s the same odds as marriages that survive the death of a child. And that’s a fact, because I’ve been researching.

After reading pages and pages of Dr. Cyn’s blog, I basically know that most marriages don’t make it. She writes about the stages of grief, and support systems, and emotional stress, and how the death of a child goes against nature.

And even though she wrote a post seventy-four days ago that finding a fresh start could help a couple come back together, she admits that a lot of why a marriage suffers or survives through it all is still a big who-knows.

And if I want my parents to be that one out of four, I know I have a big job to do. And that’s a fact, because they argue over garden equipment and some stranger on the radio’s hiking pack.

The thing is, you don’t really know exactly what you’ll need or what works for you until you’re out there on the trail. It’s a lot of trial and error and getting what you need along the way.

Now Mom says, “Huh, this is interesting.”

Another hiker, a new voice, speaks up and adds, It’s not about the what, it’s about the who. It’s with who you choose to walk this trail.

Dad crosses his arms over his chest and leans back against the headrest. Mom has both hands high on the steering wheel and looks far down the interstate.

We’ve only gone sixty-eight miles, and I’m already feeling like the air in the van is disappearing fast. And I want to yell. Yell at them both to just stop. Stop arguing over stupid stuff. Stop humphing and edging closer to the middle because they’re taking up my space. Just stop because I already miss Izzy and right now I’m supposed to be stretched out and reading in Ms. Carol’s room, but instead I returned my book to the school library yesterday when I was only forty-six pages in, and hugged Ms. Carol goodbye forever.

Instead of yelling like I really want to and taking back all my space in the front of the van, I just crack my knuckles and stare down the interstate and my brain tells me that maybe if I can keep the station from going staticky the whole way to New York City, everything will go back to the way it was, and my parents will be one out of four.





Chapter 7

The Heights

“We’re here, Rain! This is Washington Heights!”

Mom is nudging me awake. The radio is off, probably because it faded into static and no one bothered to fix it, and for some reason that makes me so mad at both of them for not even trying. Or maybe I’m mad at myself for falling asleep.

I’m craning my neck to see out the windows. Buildings stretch up and up four, five, six stories. A red, white, and blue flag flaps from a second-story window of a gray brick building. It’s not the stars and stripes that I’m used to seeing. Instead, white lines divide the flag into four big rectangles of color.

I look at it again and memorize the blocks of colors and the little design in the middle and tell my brain to remember to look it up later.

In the next window over, an older woman leans out and calls to a man on the street. He’s wearing tall boots and watering the sidewalk outside his store with a hose, and why anyone needs to water pavement is a big who-knows. The water is washing over the curb and down into the gutter. He looks up and waves to the woman overhead.

“My hospital and your school are on the same street just ten blocks north or so,” Mom says, gesturing behind us. “And our apartment isn’t far. We can walk together in the mornings! Can’t you feel the
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