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CHAPTER ONE
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Here I sit, staring out the window, looking down at a mass of gray clouds. I am sad and afraid of what the future will bring. For my family’s sake I am trying to hide my emotions. 

Sometimes it’s not easy to be an older sister.

Everyone calls me Lizzy. I am 13-years-old, small for my age, and barely enough boobs to fill a training bra. 

Beside me is my little sister, everyone calls her Tizzy. She’s almost 10-years-old and never hides her emotions. Tizzy says whatever she is thinking. When she doesn’t say anything, it’s written on her face anyway. 

My sister and I  have loved being on our soccer teams and on our Allstar cheerleading teams. We’ve devoted years of hard work and a lot of time every week to get good at them. 

Sometimes we cannot do other fun things we would like to do. But to us the sacrifice is worth it. We are proud to be part of those teams, alongside our closest friends.

Now, let me tell you why Tizzy and I may have to give up all of that...
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Our father, Jonathan Jones, sits with his long legs 

scrunched into a narrow row of seats directly behind us. For more than an hour Tiz and I have been listening to the steady hum of this 737, as it takes us farther from Dallas, and forever away from the only life we have ever known. Although Tizzy and I are both namesake of our Great-Aunt Jewels Elizabeth Jones, we scarcely know her. We certainly never expected to be sent to live with her.

I try to comfort my sister. But Tizzy knows I’m as sad as she is. I speak to her quietly, so Dad will not hear, “This is not actually Dad’s fault. He has an important job, and his job is sending him away for a while.”

Tizzy moans, “I know. He can’t take us with him, and he can’t leave us at home all alone. But we need our daddy. And I still miss Mommy so much.”

“I miss her too. So does Dad. And we are going to miss him, a lot. He thinks he’ll be gone only about six months...maybe a year. But Tizzy, you know we won’t be going back to Texas. Don’t you? We are moving to New York for good. Dad will come there to be with us as soon as he can.” 

Even though I am as concerned as Tizzy is about living with a virtual stranger, I try to encourage her, “At least we have Great-Aunt Jewels. Dad says his aunt is old and needs us to be there with her, but she’s kind and will be good to us.”

“Why does she have to live on a farm?” Tizzy pouts. “What will we do there?”

I think to myself, honestly, I have no idea what we will do. The farm where we are going to live is supposed to be within sight of Manhattan, just across a river but worlds apart. Tizzy and I are soccer players and cheerleaders, far too sophisticated to live on a farm. Yet, I’m afraid my sister and I are not nearly sophisticated and chic enough for Manhattan. We fit somewhere in the middle...in the middle of Texas.

We just left our real home, where our lives were full and busy. In Texas, football is king, cheerleaders are essential. Flips, flips, and more flips. I mean, why walk when you can cartwheel? It’s even written on the T-shirt that Tizzy’s wearing under her sweatshirt today. 

Tiz and I thrive on gymnastic tumbling, cheering on the sidelines of sports games, and playing on our soccer teams. All of our teams are competitive, and winners. Those skills are our very identity. It’s the same for all of our friends. No matter the color of a girl’s skin or her background, or whatever she loves to be part of, we all identify with the things we spend years to get good at. Art, dancing, math, playing a sport, cheerleading...girls describe themselves first and foremost by what they do well.

Seriously, I am worried. There is no guarantee we will find teams to join in New York. What are we if we can’t be who we are? If we lose that identity, can we purely reinvent ourselves? Can we ever be proud of ourselves again? 

And worse, can we ever be happy again?

Tizzy tugs at my sleeve, bringing me out of my panicky thoughts, and I manage to hear her say, “We don’t really know Dad’s Aunt Jewels. We’ve only seen her a couple of times when she came to visit. I don’t think I’m going to like her very much.”

All I can do is answer Tizzy with hope, “Let’s wait and see, before we decide to just not like her. Dad says she is fun, and cute, and peculiar, like a real-life garden gnome.”

Tizzy’s eyes are brimming with tears, yet she smiles at the thought of living under the care of a garden gnome. She imagines what-if. What if Great-Aunt Jewels is really peculiar, maybe even pixelated? Tizzy heard that word ‘pixelated’ in a movie one time, and imagined it meant someone raised by pixies. Being pixelated might make her an interesting great-aunt!

But Lizzy is thinking of more serious matters, about the ways that Fate has brought their family to this dilemma. John had lived on that farm in New York with his aunt until he was eighteen years old, when he left for the Naval Academy in Annapolis, Maryland. Graduating as an officer, he was sent to San Diego, California to be a pilot. That is where he met Captain Amelia Miller, a fellow aviator who became his wife. Later they both were sent to train other pilots to be ‘war forces’, at the Naval Air Base in Fort Worth, Texas. They made their home nearby in Dallas and were blessed with two daughters. 

Tragically, two years ago, their mother Amelia died in the line of duty. John and his daughters were heartbroken. Amelia’s death left all three of them struggling to get back to living their own lives. For a while nothing could bring joy back to the girls, not even sports, without their mother at the events, telling them how wonderful they are, and healing every hurt.

Tizzy was only seven when Amelia died. Within the first few days of her terrible grief Tizzy developed an imaginary friend. Very real to her and more than a friend, Pricilla Pickle is the goddess of small things and what-if’s. Pricilla Pickle and Tizzy together can turn thoughts upside down, flip emotions on their heads. 

Lizzy had wondered who Tizzy might be talking to, when she seemed to be talking to herself. Tizzy then told her about the new friend who helps her heart and her mind to find some peace and amusement. Lizzy was glad that little Tizzy could access such a helpful imagination.

Like her father, Lizzy suffers more silently.

Some time has passed and Tizzy has matured a bit in two years. She will be 10-years-old next month. Pricilla Pickle had been fairly quiet for a few months. Then suddenly, with life changing drastically and Pricilla being a good soldier, she is on active duty again, tucked firmly inside Tizzy Jones. 

To be with his daughters every day after his wife’s death, John had left active duty and taken a civilian job on the same military base. But he remained in the Naval Air Force Reserve. Now, the Navy needs his specific skills for a while in East Asia. He has been called again to active duty. He is leaving today. 

John has tried to be mother and father to his girls, but inside all of their hearts is a crack. 

In Texas, he has kept life as normal as he could for his daughters. Nevertheless, here they all are, in a 737 bound for New York City.
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CHAPTER TWO
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By the time the plane lands at John F. Kennedy Airport, Tizzy and I are in a kind of bad mood that is re-served for only irritated young girls. 

Tizzy pouts and refuses to smile at anyone. She keeps her headphones on so she won’t have to listen to anything nice that someone might say to her. She simply cannot smile back at strangers today.

Tizzy imagines, what-if. 

What if everyone is wearing duct tape across their mouths? No kind words and no smiling among any of them. 

Tizzy’s mind sees it perfectly.   
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Pricilla Pickle gives Tizzy a way to cope. But I am struggling to hide my desperation. Suddenly our world has been turned topsy turvy. We are forced to leave our father, leave our real lives, lose all our friends, and live on a 10-acre farm that is somewhere near the borough of Queens. Or maybe it’s Brooklyn. Perhaps it’s Long Island. 

Heck, the whole thing may be on Long Island for all Tiz and I can tell. We looked at a map but are just not sure about exact locations. That place is already confusing to us, and we have not even gotten there yet.

When the plane edges toward the terminal, everything seems so final. No going back.

As I drag my small suitcase from the overhead bin, and pull my sister’s bag down for her, I wince about the little number of things that Tizzy and I are bringing with us. A few of our essential items were to be shipped in advance to Aunt Jewels’ house. But most of our stuff was put into storage, on the same day that Dad sold our home. When he gets back to the United States he will have it all moved from storage to New York. 

Tizzy and I will just make-do with less until then.

Walking at Dad’s sides, with his arms on our shoulders, Tizzy and I pull our suitcases through the airport, to the street exit. 

Meeting us at the curb is Dad’s eccentric Aunt Jewels, who drives up in a shiny black and white car that our dad tells us is a 1947 Wolseley, a real British classic. 
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The car may as well have a flashing light on top, saying it could have been a London Taxicab. But this one is elegant and luxurious, and definitely eye-catching in America. Tizzy and I have never seen anything quite like it, and we’re going to have to ride in that thing. 

It has been two years since we saw Aunt Jewels. I guess she looks pretty much like I remember, a small white-haired old lady. Most people her age tend to have very little changes of expression—either a constantly pleasant look, or a permanent scowl—and wrinkled, as though their faces are molded with dried-out Playdough. But Jewels’ face has fresh Playdough, bendy, animated. 
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I try to imagine what it will be like for me and Tizzy getting up every morning, seeing Great-Aunt Jewels having morning coffee before going about her day.

Jewels stays in the driver seat while Dad places suitcases into the ‘boot’, as his aunt calls the car’s trunk. With tears running down our faces Tizzy and I hug our father and kiss his cheeks. He also is crying and does not try to hide it. Dad ushers us reluctant daughters into the backseat of the Wolseley. 

Aunt Jewels assures him she will look after us. He reaches through the car and touches Jewels’ hand. 

With great courage Daddy closes the car door and turns to walk back toward the airport. He will be taking another flight, going far away. But he looks back at us. Tizzy and I both have a hand on the car window, as if reaching out to him. He waves and throws kisses. 

Jewels drives us away in that strange automobile. 

We look through the back window, watching our father as long as we can. He continues waving. 

Tiz and I are still getting used to his recent crew haircut for the Navy. Normally his dark hair is longer on top and blows loosely when he’s in the wind. Tizzy closes her eyes and sees him the way he looked during her last soccer game. It’s the image she wants to last with her while he’s gone, not him waving good-bye with a buzz-cut. 

Eventually Tizzy and I turn and sit in the cushy leather
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