

[image: image]




[image: image]




Dedication

In memory of my granddaughter

Emma Drew Francis

forever loved and missed




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Prologue

Part I: 1959

Chapter One: A Place Called the Moscatellis

Chapter Two: The Dangling Button

Chapter Three: Franco-American Spaghetti

Chapter Four: Shamrock Barrettes

Chapter Five: Already

Chapter Six: The File

Chapter Seven: The Biggest Word in the Sky

Chapter Eight: The Fifth Time

Chapter Nine: The Trouble with Girls

Chapter Ten: The Coward

Chapter Eleven: Three Faces and a Clatter of Pennies

Part II: 1962

Chapter One: A Stone in My Pocket

Chapter Two: The Girl in the Waves

Chapter Three: Killed by a Cat

Chapter Four: The Girl Beneath the Yellow Leaves

Chapter Five: The Maledizione

Chapter Six: Chickens on a Conveyer Belt

Chapter Seven: My Father’s Victory

Chapter Eight: Get Up

Part III: 1966–1968

Chapter One: Lilacs in November

Chapter Two: Come On, Agnes

Chapter Three: James Kovacs Sr. Makes the Paper One More Time

Chapter Four: Zaidie Writes a Valedictorian Speech

Chapter Five: The Magnet

Chapter Six: All Saints

Chapter Seven: The Inferno

Chapter Eight: Why I Stopped

Chapter Nine: Louie Takes a Walk

Chapter Ten: Freedom

Chapter Eleven: A Gun Appears in the Story

Chapter Twelve: A Basket of Stones

Chapter Thirteen: Einstein and Me

Chapter Fourteen: The Golden Tree

Chapter Fifteen: Before

Chapter Sixteen: The Most Beautiful River I Never Saw

Chapter Seventeen: The Last Brave Thing I Ever Did

Chapter Eighteen: The Flutter

Chapter Nineteen: A Jade Elephant

Chapter Twenty: Migration

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Also by Patry Francis

Copyright

About the Publisher




Prologue

DAHLIA

I USED TO THINK THAT IF I JUST STAYED HOME I WOULD BE SAFE. SO WHEN the chance come, I struck a deal with a boy so homely and tongue-tied no one else would have him: I’d put some kind of supper on the table and sleep in his bed every night and he’d bring me jigsaws, and teetering stacks of books from the library and never ask me to leave the house again. Louie was just nineteen. And me—I was even younger, though I hadn’t felt like a girl in a long time.

Then one night I woke up to a particular kind of lonesome, one that couldn’t be answered by him or the people who kept company with me on the TV, or the ones that moved between my books and my head and sometimes deeper. It was the ache that wants a child, and no matter how I tried to shoo it out, it wouldn’t leave.

That’s when I found out there was no safe place. That even locked up in my six rooms, I’d never stopped traveling. And what’s more, there was some kind of unseen direction to it all. What it was—and why—well, I wouldn’t begin to understand that till the kids were practically grown. And most I don’t expect to know in this lifetime.

But once I got a glimpse, everyone looked different. Louie and the boy my loneliness drug to the door and all the rest that followed. It was like there was a radiance to them. I only wish I’d seen it sooner. I only wish everyone could see it.




Part I

1959




Chapter One

A Place Called the Moscatellis

AGNES

THE DAY SHE CAME TO TAKE ME AWAY THE SKY WAS PURE WHITE. I sat on my crate by the window, wishing for snow so I could watch the kids next door play in it. Every time they opened up their mouths to taste it, I opened mine, too. It made me forget the bad thing I had done. But the snow never came, and neither did the kids.

I took out the secret box I hid in a corner of the attic, and I touched my presents one by one: a glass stone so clear the blue showed through when I held it up to the window, a broke whistle, a wishbone, and a tiny doll with hair the color of mine. I tried to open her eyes to see if they looked like me, too, but they were sewed shut forever.

When I heard Mrs. Dean calling my name on the stairs, I snapped my box shut and put it back in its hiding place. The door flung open.

“You better come down. Someone’s here for you.”

Someone? Was it the one who used to bring me presents? I didn’t dare ask.

Downstairs, a lady I’d never seen before sat on the edge of the couch. She patted the spot next to her and made a face like a smile. “Hello, Aggie.”

I stood in the middle of the room, looking at the floor till she got up and crouched beside me—so close I could smell the stuff she sprayed on herself when she got out of the tub. She was talking, too, but all I heard was Mrs. Dean’s voice inside my head. You touched my Jean Naté, didn’t you? Don’t lie to me!

The lady said something about the ’vestigation, that word Mr. and Mrs. Dean had been saying every day. It made my bad hand ache worse. “I’m here to take you to a new home. Just temporarily. Do you know what that means?”

I studied the pink swirls in the carpet, trying not to think of the day I lied about the Jean Naté or the other thing I did. The worser one that started up the ’vestigation. Did she really expect me to answer?

“You’ll be staying with the Moscatellis until we can find you a more permanent family.”

The color of her coat reminded me of the tree outside my window when the daddy next door came home from work and the light poured through. I wanted to touch it, but I knew better.

Mrs. Dean had folded my clothes into a pile and packed them neatly into a paper sack with a red lollipop on top. It was the first sweet she’d ever given me. When she held out the bag, I closed my eyes and dreamed the word no.

“See what she’s like?” she told the lady in the summer-green coat, pressing the bag into her hands. “Good luck to the next family if they think they can do better.”

The lady must have heard my secret no because when we were leaving, she set the brown bag on the floor just inside the door. “How about we leave all that right here, Aggie? What do you say?”

I squinted at the lollipop and her pink mouth talking to me and the white day outside and nodded. Then I stopped and pointed at the attic stairs until she understood.

“Is there something up there you want to bring with you? Something of yours?”

Mrs. Dean was still listening from the living room. “Everything she owns is in that bag. She’s got nothing of her own.”

But when I didn’t move, she let me go upstairs to look. “Long as she doesn’t try to steal something on the way out.”

She made Nancy let her see my secret box after we came down.

“Where on earth did this junk come from?” Her face knotted up like it did when she was going to tell Mr. Dean on me. Only he wasn’t home. Finally, she shrugged and handed it back. “Belongs in the trash if you ask me.”

AT THAT POINT, everything I knew about myself came from the Deans:

Mr. Dean was the first one to tell me I was an Indian. “See those people getting their asses kicked?” he said, pointing at his TV when I came downstairs to pee. “Well, that’s you.” Since I didn’t know anyone else who looked like that, I was pretty sure I was the last one left. Me and the one who gave me my presents. Only I hadn’t seen her for so long I was pretty sure the people in Mr. Dean’s TV got her, too.

Yourmother, they called her, like she was something bad and I was the one who did it. Yourmother was a whore who didn’t care two shits about me and I was going to turn out just like her. A dope fiend, too. You know what that is, Agnes?

That’s when I learned you don’t have to know what words mean to understand them. I nodded at Mr. Dean. Yes, I knew.

I didn’t grow right or talk right or look right, but it didn’t matter because nobody would ever want to talk to me or look at me anyway.

My father was no one. No one didn’t know I existed and if he ever found out, he’d either piss on me or strangle me. One or the other. If it was him, Mr. Dean said he’d choose door number two. That always made him laugh.

Something called the asthma lived in my chest. It slept for weeks, but if I caught a cold or tried to run or got scared, it squeezed until I couldn’t breathe. I stopped running, and I gave up being scared, too—at least most of the time. But sometimes the asthma went right ahead and attacked anyway. Then they took me to the hospital where I slept in a tent and ladies who thought my name was Honey gave me medicine. I learned my colors from their Jell-O. Green was the best. After I went back to the Deans, I tasted it in my mouth every night before I fell asleep. Green. It wasn’t just the best color; it was the best anything.

I didn’t tell anyone my name wasn’t Honey and it wasn’t Agnes, either. It was Agnés. When I spoke it to myself, it sounded like the whispery noise the trees make when they talk to each other. Ahhhn-yess.

Mine was never the story of all that, though. Not the room with the window where I lived at the Deans’ house or the paper bag with the red lollipop on top I tried to leave behind or all the ways it found to follow me.

No, mine was the story of the river. I had never seen it or heard its name, but it was the only thing that never abandoned me. When I sat on my crate and watched the kids next door, it ran and leaped. When I kept quiet so I wouldn’t wake Mr. Dean or scare the asthma, it sang in the dark; and when I thought I was all alone, it reached out and stroked my face.

Everything will be all right, the river said, and somehow I believed it. I always believed it.




Chapter Two

The Dangling Button

ZAIDIE

I PEERED THROUGH THE CURTAIN AT THE PAIR COMING UP THE walkway. “They’re here!” Ma kept her eyes on the TV as if she didn’t hear me.

The first thing I noticed was the solitary button hanging by a thread from the kid’s corduroy jacket. It was a boy’s coat like the one Jon wore in the spring, though hers was at least two sizes too small. She was holding on to a cigar box as if she expected someone to take it away.

“It’s a colored kid, Ma.”

After rousing herself from what Jimmy called her headquarters, Ma snuck a look out the side window. “Dear Lord.”

The last time we took in a colored, Jimmy had to beat the tar out of Mark Zarella for calling him a bad name. Not that Jimmy didn’t use the word himself sometimes—just not about our kids.

Ma held the handle of the inside storm door and talked through the glass like she still hadn’t decided whether she was going to let them in or not.

“Two weeks, Nancy,” she said. “Tops.”

“Good afternoon to you, too, Mrs. Moscatelli.”

When the theme for The Edge of Night came on the TV, Ma’s eyes turned toward the sound. At that point, no one was paying any attention to the kid with the dangling button. Her expression was blank, as if it didn’t matter where she went. I’d seen that look before.

Ma gave her a once-over the way she might examine a roast in Edward’s Market and turned back to the case worker. “You said she was six.”

“It’s freezing out here. You gonna let us in or what?” Nancy exaggerated a shiver.

“Damn right it’s cold, and that sorry excuse for a jacket wouldn’t keep a doll warm. Where’s her stuff?”

“Don’t worry. I already requisitioned the department. In the meantime, I thought you might have some of the kids’ old clothes around.”

“Oh, that’s what you thought, huh?” Reluctantly, Ma opened the storm door and allowed the two to enter.

“You told me she was six,” Ma repeated. “A six-year-old white girl. Like I don’t catch enough guff from the neighbors already?”

Nancy dropped the file she was carrying on the card table where Ma did her jigsaws, disrupting the yellow sun she’d worked on all morning, and helped Agnes out of her skimpy jacket.

“Look at that beautiful hair,” Nancy said. “We’re guessing her father might be Italian.”

“And he might be the Pope, too.” Ma shook her head. “Louie’s not gonna like this.”

By then, the boys were flanking Ma and me. They stared down the Emergency like an opposing army.

Jimmy swept back a wing of brown hair with the flat of his hand. At thirteen, he was beginning to suspect he might be handsome, but he wasn’t sure. “And you said we were done taking in Emergencies, Ma.” He smirked at me. “At least this one won’t be sleeping in my room.”

“Louie’s not gonna like this at all,” Ma repeated. It wasn’t clear whether she was speaking to Nancy, to the girl with the dangling button, or to herself.

Jon, who was in his mimicking phase, removed his thumb from his mouth and shook his head. “Louie not gonna like this.”

Jimmy sauntered over to Ma’s table and flipped open the folder. “Agnes Josephine Juniper,” he read. “Sounds like someone’s grandma. And look, she really is six, Ma. It says right here. Date of birth: April 4, 1953. Are you a midget, kid?”

Fortunately, the girl with the dangling button was as oblivious to my brother’s insults as she was to everything else. Was she deaf?

Instead of punishing Jimmy like she would have done to me, Ma lifted her eyebrows in Nancy’s direction. “Well?”

“There have been some growth issues, but she’s not going to be here long enough for you to worry about it.” The dismissive flip of Nancy’s hand indicated that Agnes’s size was the tip of the iceberg.

“Do you want to see my Ginny doll?” I said in a voice loud enough to drown out Ma’s reluctance, my brothers’ mockery, and the case worker’s weariness. I attempted to take a hand the kid was holding behind her back, but she winced and pulled away. That’s when I noticed the cast.

“Sorry,” I stammered. And then to Ma: “I—I didn’t know she was hurt.”

“Another thing no one bothered to tell us.” Ma glared at Nancy.

“We’re looking at ten days here; I promise. Aggie here’s had a rough time of it and you’re the best home I’ve got.”

Ma drew her mouth into a straight line, irritated by the obvious flattery. “So you’re giving me a colored kid who doesn’t have a coat or a pair of mittens to her name. Now I hear she’s got stunted growth and a broken hand—and God knows what else.”

“Not colored. Indian.”

“In this neighborhood, she’s colored. And even if I had the time to run back and forth to doctors, we’ve only got the one car.”

Nancy’s eyes flickered over the room, taking in the toys that were scattered everywhere, a bowl of unfinished Cheerios Jon had left on the coffee table that morning, and the rug that hadn’t been vacuumed in weeks, as if to ask what exactly kept my mother so busy. Finally the case worker’s gaze settled on Ma’s headquarters: a ratty armchair, a card table for her jigsaws, the small TV with foil-lined rabbit ears, and a staggering pile of books on the floor. Reader’s Digest Condensed books mixed with the ones she made Jimmy bring home from the library. Raise Your Child’s IQ with Classical Music, How to Stop Thumb Sucking, and the dog-eared Start Planning for College Now.

Research for a doctor degree in useless information, Dad called them.

Ma opened her eyes wide the way she did when anyone implied she was a less than perfect housekeeper: Go ahead and say it.

Like everyone else who was the recipient of that look, Nancy thought the better of it. “By the time her next appointment comes up, she’ll be with her new family—speaking of which, I’m due for the home visit in about—” She consulted a rhinestone watch I had been envying since her last visit. “Gosh! Fifteen minutes ago. How about I give you a buzz tomorrow and see how she’s settling in?”

Again, Ma glanced wistfully at the TV set where two of her favorite characters were kissing on the screen. I always thought the only reason she allowed Agnes to stay was because she didn’t want to miss her soap.

Almost as a second thought, Nancy turned to the child. “You be a good girl, okay, Aggie? Don’t give Mrs. Moscatelli any trouble.” She didn’t appear to expect an answer.

“Agnés,” the kid corrected her matter-of-factly. It was the first word she’d spoken since she arrived. Everyone, including Nancy, was stunned.

“At least she’s not mute,” Ma said.

“No, just retarded. Kid can’t even say her own name right.” Jimmy looked at the Emergency like a steer at the fair. “A retarded midget.”

“A retarded midget,” Jon parroted, nodding.

“And you told me her name was Agnes. A six-year-old Italian named Agnes,” Ma said. “Hmph.”

“Agnés is the French pronunciation. Maybe from her father’s side,” Nancy said hopefully. “Parlez-vous Francais, Agnés?”

Ma scowled. “If she stays here, she’s going to be Agnes—and she damn well better speak English.”

The girl skimmed our faces with her dark eyes but said nothing in either language. Finally, her gaze settled on me. “Agnes go pee.”

No one seemed impressed that she knew enough to accommodate Ma. “It’s down here.” I cocked my head in the direction of the bathroom.

“The house doesn’t usually look like this,” I explained as she followed me through the rooms. “Ma hasn’t been feeling too good lately so she hasn’t been able to clean much.” It was what I always said when I brought a friend home.

Agnes, however, seemed as unimpressed by my excuse as she was by the chaos. Maybe Jimmy was right about her intelligence. He should have said slow, though. That was only polite.

I tried to give her some privacy in the bathroom, but she reached for me with her good hand and pulled me inside. Then she insisted on leaving the door open.

While she sat on the toilet, I stood in front of the mirror, pretending to readjust my barrettes. She kept her box on her lap even while she peed.

I could hear Ma talking in a voice somewhere between serious and angry. “Two weeks better not turn into three months like it did last time. Louie won’t have it.”

Agnes looked at me quizzically as she pulled up her pants. Apparently, no one had ever taught her to wipe herself.

“Louie’s our dad,” I explained. “He might look mad when he first sees you, but he’s really not. He just acts that way.”

While the negotiations continued in the foyer, I opened the medicine chest, took out Dad’s shaving cream, squirted a perfect ball of foam into my hand, and with one finger, wrote my name on the mirror. I stood up particularly straight as I pointed like Miss Robarge at the blackboard.

“That’s me: Z-A-I-D-A. But you can call me Zaidie.”

When it was obvious that she didn’t recognize the letters, I erased my name with a face cloth, taking care to clear away every trace. “Don’t you go to school?”

She gave me her opaque stare.

I looked down at her shoes, a faded pair of pink Keds with a hole in the big toe of each.

“When Dad gets paid, we’ll go to downtown and buy you some new ones at Taymor’s. And socks. A coat. And . . . and . . . do you have any barrettes?”

I unclasped the plastic shamrocks on each side of my head and attempted to clip them onto her hair, but it was too thick and tangled to hold. “Don’t worry. We’ll get you some bigger ones.”

Agnes fastened one onto the top layer of her hair and returned the other one to me. “You have that one; Agnes have this one.”

BY THE TIME we returned to the living room, Nancy was gone and Jimmy had taken off on his bike as he did every afternoon, even in the winter. Sometimes he rode to his friend Kevin’s or Bruce’s, but the days he liked best were the ones he just traveled.

“Like I own this town,” he said. And when I saw him pedaling up the hill, the hair he spent far too much time combing loosed by the wind, an enraptured expression on his face, I understood.

In her own way, Ma was traveling, too, absorbed in the love scene on her show, still sipping that morning’s cold coffee. At her feet, Jon played with his train, speaking in alternating voices as he imagined himself conductor, passenger, and crew. A Maxwell House commercial came on the TV. It was so familiar that I hardly heard it, but Agnes stopped and listened in wonderment to the tune played by the percolating coffee pot on the screen.

“Good to last drop,” she said after the announcer.

Jon glanced up at her, seeing a potential playmate for the first time. “That coffee is good to the last drop,” he repeated in his conductor voice.

“Why don’t you show Agnes where she’s going to sleep?” Ma suggested, without looking up from the jigsaw she worked on during the commercials.

Agnes, however, had wandered from the TV to the picture window, where all her attention was focused on the street.

She didn’t hear me when I attempted to call her away. Nor was she aware when Jon again asked what was wrong with her. Only touch broke the spell, causing her to jump.

“Mr. Dean come there,” she said, pointing into the deserted street.

Though I didn’t know who Mr. Dean was, her fear surged through the room, a force so powerful that Jon looked up from his train and Ma even forgot the couple who were kissing on the screen.

I put my arm over Agnes’s shoulder and led her away from the window. “No one’s coming here, Agnes. And if they try . . . If they try—Dad will call the cops. And Jimmy . . .”

“Will beat him up like the Lone Ranger; that’s what he’ll do.” Jon jumped up to shadowbox with Agnes’s bogeyman. “Jimmy and me, too.”

But Agnes heard nothing. Drawn back to the window, she repeated the dark litany we would all learn by heart in the next few weeks.

“Mr. Dean come. He come in his yellow car. That road. Mr. Dean drive his car right down there. Mr. Dean come for Agnes and he find her, too.”

At this point, she pivoted in the direction of the foyer, pointing at something that terrified us all even though we couldn’t see it.

“That door.”




Chapter Three

Franco-American Spaghetti

AGNES

THAT AFTERNOON THE GIRL WITH THE GREEN BARRETTE TOOK me to her room and pointed at the bed across from the window. “You sleep here, okay?”

I didn’t know the answer so I kept quiet.

Then she looked at my box like she was wondering what was in it and why I wouldn’t set it down so I shook it at her, making my secrets rattle. “These my presents. Only no one can see but me.” I repeated her word: “Okay?”

“Okay.”

After that, she stared at me the same way she had looked at the box before. Like maybe there was something secret inside me, too.

She swung open the closet door, where her clothes hung on hangers. “You can hide your, um, presents in the back under the shoe box if you want. No one will know they’re there.”

“You?”

“I won’t look. I promise. Do you want to go outside?”

She started for the stairs while I hid my secret box in the closet.

Downstairs, the girl tied a knit hat under my chin and gave me a single mitten with a hole in the thumb for my good hand. “All our mittens have holes,” the boy explained. “Cause of Princie. Right, Zaidie?” The kids led me away from the window and toward the backyard, but the lady stopped me at the door, scowling at my pink Keds.

“Couldn’t you find her any boots?” she said to everyone but me. “Well then, she’ll have to stay in. Can’t have her catching pneumonia on top of everything else.”

“Please, Ma,” the girl pleaded. “Just an hour. I promise to bring her in if she gets cold.”

The lady turned back to her chair. “A half hour and not a minute longer.”

“Once she starts working on her puzzle, she’ll forget us till supper,” the girl whispered as we headed into the frozen yard.

I had a lot of practice watching kids play from my window in the attic, but this time the kids watched back. They watched me and said my name, too. Especially the girl said it. Zaidie. I spoke hers inside my head at first, then I whispered it, and finally, I said it right out loud. “Zaidie!” A name as pretty as the color green.

“Look, Agnes.” she laughed, exhaling a smoky plume of air. “I can see my breath!”

“That’s cause it’s really, really cold out,” the boy whined. “I wanna go in.”

“Agnes has holes in her shoes and you don’t hear her crying about it, do you? Stop being a baby!”

I touched the skin of my face. Cold. Exhaling my own ghost breath, I walked across the yard. The ice crackled beneath my pneumonia shoes. “Cold.” I repeated it the way I had Zaidie’s name. Zaidie laughed again. “It’s winter, Agnes. Of course it’s cold.”

“I wanna go in,” the boy said.

When some other kids came into the yard to play, I went back to the steps and watched as they chased each other around the yard to keep warm. I had seen the kids next door play that game from the Deans’ window.

“You got another new kid,” one of them said.

“Yes, a midget—” the boy began before Zaidie stamped on his foot.

“Sorry,” she told him sweetly when he began to howl.

“Maaa,” he yelled in the direction of the house. Then he turned back to Zaidie. “What do you care anyway? It’s not like she’s staying.”

Another boy about his size gaped at me. “Can she talk?”

“Just Martian words. Right, Agnes?”

Not knowing the answer, I folded my knees to my chest to warm myself inside the oversized jacket they had dug out of the closet. My toe, peeking through the hole in my sneaker, was numb, even though I was wearing Zaidie’s socks.

“Shut up, Jon.” From the yard, Zaidie narrated the action for me, announcing the important words by raising her voice. “This is freeze tag cause when someone tags you, you do this. See?”

“Now we’re gonna play Red Light/Green Light. Watch,” the boy chimed in. “Have you ever played that?”

I followed them with my eyes. As gray light began to seep through the trees and hedges, the neighborhood kids were called home one by one. Jeffrey! Lucy and Joe! Theresa Marie! Su-pperr!

My stomach lurched as I imagined Mr. Dean’s voice coming through those trees.

Didn’t I tell you I would find you? You can’t hide from me, Agnes.

When the neighborhood kids were all gone, Zaidie picked up a stick and hurled it at the dog. The boy, who had already started inside, turned back and joined the game.

“That’s Princie,” he told me through blue lips. “If you want to pet her, you have to ask me first cause she’s my dog.”

“She’s the family dog and you know it, Jon,” Zaidie said.

“No, sir. We got her on my birthday so that makes her mine.”

“Yeah, and he insisted on naming her Prince—even though she’s a girl. Is that dumb or what?”

“Princie likes the name, right, girl?” When Princie barked, they laughed.

Both of them noticed the open gate the same time the dog did. “Stop her!” the boy cried.

“Princie! Don’t even think—”

But it was too late. The dog surged toward freedom, tongue and tail flying joyfully, energized by their orders to stay.

Just then Ma stepped out onto the back porch wearing the same scowl that crossed her face when she had looked at my pink shoes. The kids immediately turned on one another.

“If Zaidie went inside when I told her I was cold, Princie never would have got out.”

“Shut up, Jon. It was your stupid friend who—”

“My dog’s gonna end up in the pound and get put asleep all cause of you.”

But something else was on Ma’s mind as she scanned the yard. “Jimmy’s not back yet?”

Zaidie put a finger to her lips, but it was too late.

“Smoking cigarettes; that’s where he is,” the boy sang out, relieved that Ma was too preoccupied to notice the open gate. “Right there in the garage.”

Hearing his name, Jimmy stepped into the gray light. “My bike got another flat in front of the O’Connors’ house. I think Crazy Joe’s dropping nails in the street on purpose.” He held up his grease-stained hands in evidence.

“I told you to stay away from that street, didn’t I? The kid’s a menace,” Ma said before turning to the small boy. “And what did I say about lying?”

I waited for the boy to give her a whiny Shut up like he did to everyone else, but he just folded his arms and clamped his jaw into a pout.

“Jimmy’s the favorite,” Zaidie whispered when Ma went to check the stove. “Because he came before all of us.”

Jimmy opened his mouth and flaunted the piece of white candy between his teeth. “That means Ma always believes me. And even if she doesn’t, I never get in trouble. Keep that in mind if you ever get the idea to rat me out.”

He took out a roll of candy and handed a piece to Zaidie and me.

“Peppermint Life Savers,” she explained. “So Ma and Dad won’t smell the cigarettes. If you keep Jimmy’s secrets, you get one. And if not—”

“Shut up, Zaidie. I didn’t mean to tell.” The small boy tripped over Princie’s stick as he hurried to catch up with his brother. “Are you mad at me, Jimmy?”

“No one likes a squealer, pal—not even Ma.”

The small boy’s face turned deep red as if he was about to cry, which immediately softened the favorite.

“Aw, come on, buddy. You know I never get mad at you. But next time Ma asks about me when I’m in the garage, what are you gonna do?”

They both ran their finger over their lips like a zipper in what was obviously a well-rehearsed routine. Then Jimmy hoisted the small boy onto his back and carried him into the house.

Inside, the small boy led me into the bathroom. “You wash your hands like this, see?” He pointed at the two bars on the soap dish. “Just don’t use the stinky green one. That’s Dad’s on account of his hands get really dirty at the garage. Right, Jimmy?” he called into the hallway.

“Stinky,” I repeated, which made him laugh for some reason.

When I sat in my window at the Deans’, I used to see the kids laughing like that in the yard next door, and sometimes I laughed with them even if I didn’t know why. This time, I did the same.

I followed Zaidie and the boys through the kitchen into the dining room. The dishes didn’t match and there were paper towels beside each plate instead of pretty blue napkins like Mrs. Dean used, but otherwise I recognized the way the table was set in my old house. I lowered my head and started toward the room Zaidie had shown me, pausing only to check for the yellow car in the picture window.

“Where are you going, Agnes?” she called, saying my name extra loud. In case I had forgotten it, I guess. “You sit here. Beside me.”

I shook my head quickly. “Agnes go to room.”

“In this house, you sit where you’re told,” a man said. I watched his Adam’s apple move in and out as he gulped a glass of water. “And there’s no food in the bedrooms.”

I had been so determined to escape that my eyes had refused to see him sitting right there at the table. Now I was overwhelmed with his presence, the weight of it, the smell of the stinky soap—Fels-Naptha, Zaidie called it—and something else. It took a minute before I realized it was gasoline, like the kind Mr. Dean kept in a red can in his garage. Stay away from that, Mrs. Dean snapped when I stopped to inhale the odor before climbing into the car. I sat at the table beside Zaidie as I was told.

“Zaidie let the dog loose,” Jon said, as he took his own seat.

When Dad ignored him, Zaidie stuck out her tongue triumphantly. “Remember what I told you?” she whispered to me. “Dad looks mean, but if you’re going to the store, he’ll give you a nickel.”

The store? A nickel? I squinted at the new world I had entered.

“For candy. A nickel will get you this many pieces,” the small boy added, holding up his fingers. “Zaidie let the dog loose,” he repeated.

“I did not. It was Jon’s friend Jeffrey.”

As the man took another long drink of water, I studied his oversized hands. What was the difference between being mean and just pretending? I wanted to ask. But mostly, I just wanted to go to the room Zaidie had showed me. Even though I didn’t have to pee, I had that feeling like I might do it anyway.

“Did you see the new kid, Dad? She’s a midget from another planet,” the small boy announced when he got no reaction about the dog. “Right, Jimmy?”

Dad grunted while Ma moved around the table, spooning a glob of orange-colored noodles onto each plate. To me, she was a shadow—always present, but less real than everything around her.

“Do you like Franco-American?” Zaidie asked, speaking louder when she said words she thought I might not know. She passed me a slice of bread and rolled a corner of her own piece into a little dough ball. “Sunbeam—my favorite.”

After the shadow shot her a look, she opened her eyes wide. “I’m just showing Agnes how I like to eat bread; I swear, Ma.”

It was too late, though. When the shadow returned to the kitchen, Jimmy pitched his own doughy ball across the table at Zaidie. A minute later, the small boy hit me between the eyes with a bread pellet.

“Jimmy!” the shadow hissed as she moved around the table, pouring milk into every glass but the man’s. “For goodness sake; you’re supposed to be setting an example around here.”

“An example,” the small boy repeated.

“Yeah, Jimmy’s teaching us how to be juvenile delinquents,” Zaidie said.

Ma looked at her sharply. “Zaida. For goodness sake.”

In the course of the meal, the names looped around the table so often that I would recite them in my sleep that night the way I used to say the word green.

Jimmy.

Zaidie who was sometimes called Zaida. Jon who was also named buddy and pal. Ma.

There was Dad, too, but I was still afraid to look at him.

“All I can say is Nancy better come up with that placement in two weeks or she’ll find a kid parked at her door,” Ma said.

Mrs. Dean talked in that voice when she was trying to stop Mr. Dean from turning mad. But Louie pretended not to hear her just the way he had when Jon told him I was from outer space.

While they talked, the kids ate quickly—bread slathered in yellow grease and squishy noodles followed by large gulps of milk. They argued about whose turn it was to wash the dishes, who had thrown the first dough ball or forgotten to bring the dog in.

“I don’t care who did it,” the shadow interrupted. “You’re all going out to look for her after supper. God knows what she’s already dropped on the porch.”

“Princie’s the best thief in Claxton; right, Jimmy?” Jon said with obvious pride.

“The Robin Hood of dogs. Toys. Cat dishes. Shoes. You name it; she’s brought it home. If you don’t watch out, she’ll snag the hat right off your head.” Jimmy reached over and lifted an invisible cap from my head. I could still feel his touch when I put my hand on my hair.

“Her favorite thing is to rip down the clothes from people’s clothesline,” Zaidie added. “The nicer the better. Remember when she got Jeffrey’s mother’s white dress and dragged it down the street through the mud?”

“Man, was she proud of herself that day. Till Mrs. Beales pulled a switch from her tree and whooped her,” Jimmy said. “Dad pretended to beat her, too—just to make the neighbors happy, but he mostly just hit the ground.”

Dad grunted. Aside from the sound of his fork scraping the plate, it was the first I’d heard from him since he told me what we do in this house.

“You think that scared Princie? Never. Next day she did the same thing to the Correias’ morning glories,” the small boy added.

Zaidie giggled. “Tore ’em down and paraded through the street like it was the Olympic torch. Remember that, Jimmy?”

My eyes shifted from one face to the other as they passed stories back and forth the way they had hurled dough balls. “It’s not funny,” Ma insisted after each one, but they snickered anyway.

Jimmy was the first to notice I hadn’t eaten anything. “What’s the matter, kid? People don’t need food on your planet?”

Dad, who had yet to look at me, shot a dark glance at my plate. “In this house, you eat what’s in front of you. It ain’t Howard Johnson’s.”

I wondered if he prefaced everything he said with the words in this house just like the small boy ended every sentence with right, Jimmy?

As all eyes focused on the uneaten noodles on my plate, Zaidie leaned in close and put her hand on my knee. “What’s the matter? Aren’t you hungry, Agnes?”

Jon waggled a finger at me. “No Chips Ahoy if you don’t eat your spaghetti. All of it, right, Jimmy?”

Didn’t Mr. Dean or the lady in the green coat tell them I wasn’t supposed to sit at people’s tables? And I wasn’t supposed to touch their silver forks, either.

“Agnés go pee,” I whispered, forgetting I wasn’t supposed to call myself that. My mouth watered from the sweet smell of the food. When they all continued to watch me, I was sure I was going to pee right there. I shivered like the boy had when he was cold in the yard. Jon.

For the first time, Dad stopped eating and looked directly at me. “You sit right there till you finish. And why are you saying your name like that?”

“It’s French,” Ma put in. “Must be a little Canuck in her somewhere.”

“Well, in this house, we talk American. You hear that, Agg-nes?” He turned to the shadow. “What the hell’s a kid like that doing in Claxton anyway?”

Jon appraised me with four-year-old frankness. “What kind of kid is she, Jimmy?” No one answered, but I knew. I was the kind from TV.

The shadow cocked her head in the direction of the bandaged hand resting on the table for Dad’s benefit, but the kids saw, too. “All I know, Lou, is they had to get her out of the last home fast.”

“What’s wrong with her?” Jon persisted.

“Be quiet, Jon.” Zaidie kicked him under the table as she returned her hand to my knee.

I pushed her away. If I thought about the cast or the hand throbbing inside it, Mr. Dean’s face would rise before me more clear than it already was. And I would remember the bad thing I did. Worser than touching Mrs. Dean’s Jean Naté. His voice, too. You wanna piss on the floor like a filthy animal? In my house? Answer me, Agnes!

Inside, I had tried to say no as loud as I could. No, I didn’t want to be a filthy animal. I didn’t want to be a dirty whore like yourmother. No. Inside I wanted to tell him how I’d taken my stick and knocked on the floor of the attic the way I was supposed to when I needed to pee, but him and Mrs. Dean were yelling so loud no one heard me.

If I came down without permission, if I interrupted, Mr. Dean would get so mad he’d scare the asthma. But I had to pee. I had to pee and I couldn’t wait anymore. I knocked a little harder and then harder than that. I banged my stick on the floor till my insides ached and I felt oily water oozing down my cheeks and then, with horror, but relief, too, a burning stream of yellow leaked down my legs onto the floor.

As soon as I saw Mr. Dean coming through the door, I knew he had been drinking from the glass with the gold letter on it the way he did before he yelled at Mrs. Dean. Long before I learned my blues and greens, I knew the color of mean and his face was dark with it.

Jesus Christ, Agnes, what’s the racket up here? he said. Then he took in the stain on my pants, and he stopped in the middle of the room. His hands rested on his hips the way they did and his eyes were narrowed to a little black spark and the mean color got meaner. That’s when he saw the hammer he’d left behind when he came up to fix a loosened floorboard. You wanna piss on the floor like a filthy animal in my house? Is that what you wanna do?

I squeezed my eyes hard to make Mr. Dean go away, and when I opened them, I was stunned by the messy table and the faces around it, a dog barking in the distance—Princie, the greatest thief in the world—but above all, by the smell of the canned spaghetti.

Dizzy with hunger, nauseous with it, I fisted the Franco-American and swallowed it in one clump. Then I shoved the Sunbeam into my mouth before anyone could take it away. I was licking grease and the color orange from my fingers when I realized that all the arguing and laughing and eating at the table had stopped; even the sounds outside the house stilled as the family stared at me.

The dog barked again, as if to restart the world, and they all spoke at the same time.

“Wow.” Jimmy sounded as if I’d done something as impressive as tearing down the neighbor’s morning glories and parading them through the street.

“Is that how people eat where she comes from?” Jon cast a quick glance at his brother before returning to me.

Zaidie’s hand hovered protectively close, but she had already learned not to touch me. “Leave her alone, all of you. Just leave her alone.”

But Ma’s face rose above the others. It was as if she was seeing me for the first time. Or maybe it was the first time anyone had seen me. And I was seeing her, too. No longer a shadow. Her.

“Someone get her a cookie,” Louie said.




Chapter Four

Shamrock Barrettes

ZAIDIE

THE TROUBLE WITH EMERGENCIES WAS THAT SOMETIMES THEY stayed so long we started to think they really belonged to us. A month, three weeks, and six days after Agnes arrived, we heard the ominous click of Nancy’s heels coming up the walkway. I touched the shamrock barrette I’d been wearing ever since the day I’d pinned its match onto Agnes’s hair and prayed to the man whose picture hung on the wall. Please don’t let her take my little sister away, I told Nonna’s Pope.

Since Agnes came, the most commonly used word in my vocabulary was See?

Every time I said it, I saw more myself.

This is hot cocoa. You stir it up and add marshmallows, and then you drink it.

See?

When the clock says seven on Sunday night, it’s time for Lassie. My favorite show. It’s about a dog.

Can you tell time? Do you know what a clock is?

Have you ever watched TV? With Agnes, I took nothing for granted.

Look, this is how you turn it on. Do you want to try? Like this. See?

Agnes watched silently, but the next day Ma caught her switching the knob on and off, her eyes opening wide every time the images on the screen appeared.

“Where Lassie? Agnes want to see Lassie,” she said, which made everyone laugh—including Agnes herself.

“I. I want to see Lassie. When you’re talking about yourself, that’s what you say, see?” I thumped my chest.

Agnes, giggling, did the same. “I. I. I!”

“Jon’s going to Jeffrey’s birthday party today,” I told her one Saturday. “This is the present. Ma wrapped it up to make it look pretty.” (I grimaced as I looked at the lumpish gift.) “You’re supposed to put a ribbon on it and a boy’s present shouldn’t have ballerina paper, but Ma ran out of money. See? When it’s your birthday, you get a cake with candles and everyone sings to you.”

“Candles?” she repeated.

“Yes. Um, little sticks with fire on them. You blow like this.”

Agnes blinked as if she could see the tiny fires winking out one by one.

“Then your friends give you presents and everyone tries to pin the tail on a donkey.”

“A donkey?” She shook her head vigorously. “Agnes not stick no donkey.”

“Not a real donkey, silly,” I said, laughing. “A paper one you tape on the wall. Like this. See?”

“You think we torture live donkeys for fun, kid?” Jimmy said, looking up from his comic book. “I told you she was from another planet.”

But he, too, had gotten into the act. “This is bubble gum. Bazooka. First you look at the comic, then you chew. Like this. Don’t swallow it, though, or they’ll have to cut your stomach open with a knife.” He picked up a stick and pretended to operate. “If you do that, I’m not responsible.”

Agnes chewed her gum so solemnly we all laughed. “Agnes do it right like Jimmy say. See?”

“I. I do it right,” I said. “I. I. I.”

When she smiled, we all did, too. It was just that kind of smile.

WITHIN THE FIRST week, Jimmy had taught her to blow bubbles and throw a ball with her good hand. She chucked it so hard we didn’t find that ball till spring. And with every new accomplishment, she laughed the way she had the first day she played in the snow. Like no one on earth had ever done it before.

Even Jon had picked up my new favorite word. “These are my toy men. The green ones are cowboys; they’re good ones. And the red ones are Indians. They’re bad. See?”

Jimmy was at the card table helping Ma put together Big Ben. “Jeez, Jonny, can’t you see who you’re talking to?” He inserted a piece of the clock Ma had been looking for all week. “She probably doesn’t even know what an Indian is anyway; do you, kid?”

“Do too know,” she said, leaping up from the couch the way she did when she was eager to demonstrate her knowledge. She picked up one of the red plastic figures. “These the bad ones. See?”

Ma removed her glasses the way she did when she wanted to see in a different way. “Who on earth told you that—Mr. Dean?”

Agnes glanced briefly toward the picture window and then plopped back down on the couch. “What time Lassie come on?” There was no mistaking the shadow that crossed her face.

Ma tried to return to Big Ben, but her eyes kept drifting to the picture window, as if she, too, were seeing the yellow station wagon that haunted Agnes. “I never met your Mr. Dean, but I know his type and let me tell you this. Every word they say is a lie, Agnes. Every single word.”

“Every. Single. Word,” Jon repeated, shaking one of his toy Indians. “See?”

AS THE WEEKS passed and Agnes settled in, Ma reminded her of her temporary status almost daily. Sometimes, to make the point, she pretended to dial the department. We knew she was faking because she always spoke in an extra-loud voice.

“Well, hello, Nancy. What? You’ve found a family for Agnes? A week, you say? Yes, I’ll make sure she’s ready. Did you hear that, Agnes?” she’d say cheerily, after she’d hung up the phone. “It’s good news.”

Agnes put her jacket on and went into the backyard to toss the stick to Princie.

Even though we’d been through it countless times, we were always stunned when the call really came. Nancy would be here to pick up Agnes Thursday morning at nine. “A nice family named the Dohertys,” Ma gushed. “And they have a little girl right around your age so you’ll have a friend—just like Zaidie. Isn’t that wonderful, Agnes?”

“This Thursday?” My voice was so small I was surprised anyone could hear me.

“Don’t make this any harder than it already is, Zaida,” Ma warned as Agnes headed for the backyard again.

IT WASN’T UNTIL Wednesday night that Agnes acknowledged what she’d been told. “I not go to that house,” she said, crawling into my bed when she thought I was asleep. “Not going,” she corrected herself.

While I breathed quietly beside her, she allowed her claim to grow louder and more emphatic until it filled the room: “I staying here. This house. Miss Holdsman’s class. Zaidie’s bed. I staying right here.”

I didn’t even bother to remind her that she’d forgotten am.

THE NEXT MORNING she had been up and dressed for school as if it was an ordinary day. Ma had made Bisquick pancakes. It was supposed to be a treat, but Jimmy called it the “kiss of death breakfast” because she always served it to kids on their last morning.

When she saw that Agnes had dressed for school, she held the spatula aloft, as if poised for battle.

“This is the big day, Agnes! Did you see the bag I packed for you?”

Agnes poured more syrup on her pancakes. “Sorry, can’t go today, Ma.”

Ma turned around. Again, the spatula was in the air. This time, though, it looked like a shield. “What did you say? Of course—”

“Can’t,” she repeated, cutting her pancakes into neat squares the way I’d taught her to do.

“What do you mean you can’t? Your case worker’s coming whether—”

“Miss Holdsman teaching letter Z today,” she said, as if it were obvious. “Z for Zaidie.”

Ma returned to the stove and flipped the last batch of pancakes.

By then Agnes’s determination had grown so fierce it was giving off sparks. It seemed to be fueling her hunger, too. I’d never seen her eat so ravenously.

“They teach the alphabet at the Grainer School, too,” Ma said, still facing the skillet. “And they have such a nice playground. Jimmy rides his bike over there almost every day. Right, Jim?”

“Only reason I go over there is to see Debbie D’Olympio. Playground’s a dump.”

Dad, who had focused on the newspaper until that moment, stood up abruptly, leaving his plate of half-eaten pancakes. “Two brake jobs and a tranny,” he said. “Don’t expect me early.”

After he’d put his work boots on, he looked back at the girl with the shimmering black braid, one shamrock barrette pinned optimistically to her hair, wondering if he should say something to her. Then he shook his head and left without another word. The first rule is don’t get attached, he’d told me when I cried after one of the newborns left.

“I hear the Dohertys have a nice backyard, and your new sister is named Kathy,” Ma continued in her saleslady voice. “She can’t wait to meet you.”

Agnes slid her chair closer to mine, the metal legs grating against the linoleum. “Already have a sister.” She looked to me for approval when she used the word I’d taught her the other day.

“Nancy says it’s a very good family. It’s not going to be like . . .” Her voice trailed off. “You got lucky this time, honey. I promise.”

I winced. The only time Ma called kids honey was when they were leaving. It obviously grated on Jimmy, too.

He pushed his chair backward. “Why don’t you tell her the goddamn truth for once?”

“James!”

“I don’t care. People have been lying to this kid since the day she was born—if they bothered to talk to her at all.”

“Enough, Jimmy. Please.”

“Tell her the Grainer School playground has three swings and one’s busted. In the spring you can’t even play ball there cause it turns into a mud pit. Tell her the new family ain’t gonna be any better than the five she was in before and most likely they won’t want her neither. The kid hasn’t got a chance of seeing happy till she’s eighteen and busts out of the system for good, and by then, she’ll be so messed up, it won’t matter.”

Agnes leaped up so abruptly she knocked her milk over. She ran into the bathroom and slammed the door.

Ma glared at Jimmy as she reached for a dish towel. “Now see what you’ve done. You can clean up the mess, too.”

“I’m not the one who made the mess; you are. I thought you said you were done takin’ in kids.” He slammed out of the house, leaving his books on the table.

“You might as well go, too, Zaida,” Ma said. “The last thing we need is another scene.”

“But I want to say goodbye and my school doesn’t start till—”

“Goodbyes only make it worse; you know that. Now, while she’s in the bathroom. I don’t care when school starts.”

Unconsciously, I rubbed the top of my hand where Agnes had held it so tight her nails left marks the first day she went to school. Though they hadn’t punctured my skin and the little red indentations disappeared in an hour, I could still feel them.

“But I’ve been trying to tell you I—I think I have a fever.” I put the back of my hand to my forehead. “And I’m going to throw up. And—”

“And you’re getting the bubonic plague, polio, and the mumps all at once,” Ma muttered, clearly too overwhelmed to argue. “Take your brother and go up to his room, then. I don’t want to see either of you until this is over; do you understand?”

After I shepherded Jon to his room, I sat at the top of the stairs and watched Ma retrieve her menthols from the shelf where she hid them.

YOU KNOW HOW you can tell when things are really bad around here? Jimmy had told me in my early weeks. Ma gets out her old pack of Newports.

“What’s bad about that?” I wondered aloud. I had vague memories of my first mother and her friends, filling ashtrays and sipping drinks with cherries in them, as they giggled in the kitchen. That was a long time ago, before she got sick, but sometimes I could almost hear their laughter.

“Ma hasn’t smoked for ten years. That’s what’s bad,” he said as if it was obvious. “Doesn’t even light ’em up. But every now and then she takes one out and sucks on it like her life depended on it.” Eyes narrowed, cheeks drawn in, he demonstrated. “When you see her doing that, well—don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

I retreated to Jon’s room, where I found him rocking back and forth on his bed, eyes closed, a thumb jammed in his mouth, comforting himself as Ma did with her Newports. He was what they called my real brother, and sometimes when I saw him doing things like that, I could almost feel myself back in those rooms where we’d lived with our first mother. It was no good to think of that too much, though.

I slammed the door behind me. “Do you want me to set up the train for you?”

Dragging out the box, clicking the pieces of track together, and lining up the cars had a calming effect on me. But as soon as I plugged it in, all I could see was Agnes’s face as she watched it spin around the track. What if Jimmy was right and this home was no better than the previous ones? Who would sit with her when she tried to run and fell into an asthma attack? Who would lead her back to bed when she got up in the middle of the night to watch for Mr. Dean?

I stood by the window, taking in the view of the street where Agnes had often kept watch. At ten thirty, with still no sign of the case worker, I felt myself puffing up with hope.

“Maybe the new family changed their minds,” I told Jon.

He was so absorbed in play he didn’t hear me. I leaped up from the bed and ran to the door to listen for a sign that things had returned to normal.

“Or Ma did,” I went on. “Maybe she called the department and told them—”

But before I could finish, the deadly silence from downstairs stopped me. “What do you think they’re doing down there in that bathroom all this time? Agnes hasn’t made a peep since breakfast.”

“Peep, peep,” Jon said in his conductor voice.

I pictured Ma sucking on her Newport the way Jimmy had demonstrated, but when I tried to imagine Agnes, I couldn’t. I returned to the window.

Just after eleven, Nancy’s Studebaker rounded the corner of the street. “Maybe it’s not her,” I told Jon. “A lot of people have cars like that.”

“This the coal car. It brings coal to that house right there. See?”

Sometimes one word can break your heart. I fought back tears as the Studebaker pulled into our driveway. Nancy climbed out wearing that green coat, her high heels clicking.

“You said you’d be here before nine,” Ma said, flinging the door wide this time. “As if this isn’t hard enough.”

Nancy murmured something that sounded like an apology, but I didn’t catch it.

Every cell in my body was listening for Agnes. When I heard the bathroom door open, I steeled myself. Would she cry or throw a tantrum like some kids did?

Silence.

In enthusiastic tones, Nancy rambled on about the Dohertys and the little girl who was right around Aggie’s age and how lucky she was. She was no more convincing than Ma had been.

I waited for Agnes to tell her that Aggie wasn’t her name, but she didn’t even do that.

Finally, Ma told her to get her jacket from Zaidie’s room. Just a day earlier, it would have been your room.

I stood at the top of the stairs, listening as the door opened and closed twice. “For goodness sake, not that jacket, Agnes. The one Dad—uh, Mr. Moscatelli bought you. And where are your new shoes?”

She was taking everything back, piece by piece. First the room, and now Dad.

Still, Agnes remained silent. Before I could stop myself, I was down the stairs.

Agnes stood impassively in the middle of the room, wearing the jacket with the dangling button. I hadn’t seen it since the day she arrived. She had also dug out her old Keds.

“Agnes, you can’t wear those. They’re too small and besides, the snow will get in through the holes,” I blurted out. “Where are the ones Dad bought?”

But Jimmy was right. It had all been a lie and Agnes knew it. She regarded me with the same stony expression she wore the last time I’d seen her in that jacket. I took a step backward, wishing I’d stayed upstairs with the door shut—or better yet, gone to school.

She didn’t speak until Ma came out from the room holding the paper bag, which Agnes had apparently hidden under the bed.

“Agnes don’t want.” She touched the center of her chest where her heart was but didn’t look to me the way she usually did when she corrected her own grammar. “I don’t want it.”

“Don’t be silly, Aggie,” Nancy told her. “You need your school clothes. And the winter coat Mr. Moscatelli was kind enough to buy for you.”

“I don’t want it,” Agnes repeated. Though her tone was flat, I recognized her determination. And apparently, so did Ma.

“It’s just some old stuff from the Goodwill anyway. I’m sure her new family will buy her something better.”

Without a glance in my direction, Agnes turned and followed Nancy toward the door.

They were almost at the base of the walkway when she came running back—moving so quickly I was afraid she would trigger her asthma. I opened my arms in expectation.

But no. She stood calmly before me as she unclasped the shamrock barrette and pressed it into my hand.

“But that’s yours,” I told her.

She shook her head. “Zaidie keep it.”

As she walked away, leaving as she had come, with nothing but the secrets she kept inside the jacket with the dangling button, I stood in the picture window, clutching the barrette so tightly it left marks on my hand just as her nails had done the first day we walked to school together.

Only after she’d gone did I realize she’d left her secret box in the closet.




Chapter Five

Already

AGNES

YOU WEREN’T EXACTLY WHAT WE HAD IN MIND. NO OFFENSE.” Kathy stroked her bottom lip with her thumb just like Mommy did. “You’re too sickly for one thing. And no one told us you were slow.”

“Agnes have the asthma. Can’t run.”

“That’s not the kind of slow I meant. But you know what they say: ‘Beggars can’t be—’” When the words of the cliché failed her, she shrugged. “Beggars are lucky to get anything so they should just keep quiet.”

We were alone in a bedroom that was at least twice the size as the one I’d shared with Zaidie. The furniture was all white; there were pictures of ponies on the wall, and we slept in beds with matching bedspreads.

“Why our beds have roofs?” I asked. Would the rain come through the ceiling the way it did in the corner of the attic before Mr. Dean climbed up the ladder to fix it?

“Not roofs. Canopies, silly.” Again, Kathy stroked her lip. “We were hoping for someone who looked more like me so Mommy could dress us up in the same clothes and take pictures. Like real sisters.”

I didn’t tell her I had a sister. Already. In the three days I’d been there, my new word seemed to describe my whole life. Don’t need a bed with a roof. Already have a bed in Zaidie’s room. A seat at the table, too, and a special
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