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This land is the house

we have always lived in.

The women,

their bones are holding up the earth.


 


—Linda Hogan, from

“Calling Myself Home”



One

“New digs.” This was a thing my mother had always said when we packed our stuff and moved to a new place, which before the accident we’d done more times than I have fingers to count. But the only thing new to these digs was me. Sarah, my latest foster mom, and I had arrived at Anna’s farm earlier that day. For Sarah, the move from Minnesota to Nebraska meant a homecoming. For me, the move was just another going-away.

Muffled voices rose through the heat grate in the bedroom floor: Sarah’s voice, then Anna’s voice, blending so rhythmically they sounded as if they were singing rounds in a mother-daughter song. I’d been down there a few minutes before, sitting with them at the kitchen table, listening as they reminisced about old times. But Sarah had kept trying to draw me into their conversation, so I’d excused myself by saying I wanted to unpack.

I shifted their voices to the background and pulled my backpack into my lap. I’d had the backpack for a long time and never went anywhere without it, never. As a result, it was pretty beat-up. A large safety pin held one of the shoulder straps in place; a strip of duct tape bandaged a gash in Garfield’s smile. Carrying a kid’s backpack hadn’t won me many friends, especially after I’d entered middle school. I didn’t care. My mother had bought the backpack for me the week before I started first grade. She had tried to talk me into choosing one of the plainer, more practical ones on display at Target, but I’d said I’d just die if I didn’t have the bright red one. On the way home from that shopping trip, our car was broadsided by a drunk driver. I didn’t die, but my mother did.

 


After tugging open the stubborn zipper, I began to pull my memories from the backpack: the speckled stone I’d accidentally pitched through the window at one foster home, the front-door key from another, a joker from the deck of cards I’d learned to play solitaire with—one item from each of the seven foster homes I’d lived in. I always chose something small and portable, but something that held special meaning, like the small flashlight I’d used the night of my first dream search. Though I took these things without permission, I always left something of mine in their place—a picture I had drawn, a lopsided toothpick sculpture, one of my baby teeth.

Next out were my earth-finds: a cameo pin I’d discovered while sifting through the dirt at a downtown Minneapolis excavation site; the glass eye I’d pried out of the mud along the Mississippi River; and the silver spoon I’d found while sorting through the rubble of an old house that was being torn down. The oldest of these earth-finds, a triangular pottery shard, dated back to the summer before my mother died. I’d dug up the shard with my plastic shovel, somewhere in New Mexico, on a trip my mother had saved two years’ worth of waitressing tips to take. That had been her dream, someday to save enough money so she could go to college and become a real archaeologist.

Last out, as always, was the Ziploc bag. Inside the bag was yet another bag, and inside the inside bag was a handful of dove gray ashes. I closed my eyes and pressed the bag against my cheek, hoping this time I’d be able to remember my mother’s face. This part of my nightly ritual was getting harder. I’d been six when she died, and I’d just turned fourteen. She’d been ashes for more years than she’d been my living, breathing mother.

There had been more of her in the beginning, but the urn was heavy and my hands were small. Shortly after being placed in my first foster home, I’d dropped the urn, and the ashes had poured onto the floor. I was frantically spooning my mother back into the urn when my foster mom walked into the room. After she helped me scoop most of the ashes up, she pulled me into her lap and, with a caring voice, said it was time I chose a place for my mother to rest. The next day my foster mom drove me around for what seemed like hours, until I spotted an open space near a small creek. In the space grew clumps of tall white flowers, snowflake shaped, which my foster mom said were Queen Anne’s lace. And there were butterflies, monarchs, dozens of them, their flight like a ballet as I tearfully released all but a baggie full of ashes into the air. Though I dreamed of that field, searched for it whenever I could, in daylight and in dark, I never found it again.

There were other things in my backpack, everyday things like a comb and lip gloss, things I took out only when I needed them. And there was one thing, buried at the bottom, which I hadn’t taken out in years—a copy of my birth certificate, with its glaring blank space where the name of my father should have been.

 


I had just stuffed the last of my memories into the backpack when I heard footsteps on the stairs, then footsteps coming down the hall.

“Hope, may I come in?” Sarah asked.

“It’s your room,” I answered.

Sarah stepped in. “Not anymore. This is your room now. And we must do some redecorating. This place is like a museum of the sixties.”

“It’s you,” I said, forcing a smile.

“In another life.”

Sarah moved about the room, stopping for a moment in front of each of the posters that dotted the walls. One read, “Make Love, Not War.” On another, a brilliant white peace symbol leaped out of a black background. And there was one of the Beatles smiling from under nerdy hair.

“The next time we drive into Prairie Hill, you’ll have to choose some posters of your own.”

“I like the room the way it is,” I said.

Sarah turned to me and smiled. “Are you sure?”

I nodded.

I did like the room the way it was, but not because of the posters or the pink-and-white quilt that was spread over the bed. I liked the room because it was a place where memories didn’t have to be hidden to be safe. Besides, if things didn’t work out, I wasn’t big on the idea of leaving too much of myself behind.

“Mom and I are planning to get an early start in the meadow, and we were hoping you’d join us. It’s especially beautiful there this time of year.”

“I’ll think about it,” I said. In the nine months I’d lived with Sarah I’d learned that saying “I’ll think about it” was a better answer than “no.” Words like no or phrases like I can’t were broken things to Sarah—broken things she’d just have to fix.

When Sarah had finished rearranging her high school debate trophies and brushed nonexistent dust from the picture of her father, she sat next to me on the bed and bounced a couple of times. “I should buy you a new mattress. This one’s as soft as a marshmallow.”

“It’s fine, better than most.”

“And this?” she said, plumping the pillow. “I’ll bet you’d prefer foam over feathers.”

“The pillow’s fine, too.”

Sarah smoothed a wrinkle in the quilt.

“Did you make the quilt?” I asked before Sarah had a chance to suggest a different one.

“I did, with lots of help from my grandmother. She had patient hands.”

Just then Anna poked her head around the half-open door. “Is this a private party?” she asked.

“A private party for three,” Sarah answered.

I’d met Anna once before, when she’d driven her old Ford pickup truck to Minneapolis to spend Christmas with us. Anna was easy. Being with her was like taking a test where every answer is the right one.

Anna’s face mirrored Sarah’s, though Anna’s was etched with deeper age lines. Both women were tall and walked in the same purposeful way. The only real physical difference between them was the size of their breasts. Anna’s were large, and Sarah’s, like mine, were not.

“Thought I should warn you that my house is in the habit of complaining about her creaky joints in the night,” Anna said.

“No problem. I don’t do the worry thing,” I said as a way of stopping the sudden memory flood of first nights in strange houses, each with its own set of creepy hum-clunk-whir-clank noises.

“Good, then you won’t mind my ghosts, either,” Anna said, grinning.

“Mom’s teasing,” Sarah said, then yawned. “But I’ll feel like a ghost tomorrow if I don’t get to bed. It’s been a very long day.”

I admired Sarah’s ability to shift from fast-forward to sleep in a matter of minutes. Sleep for me would be hours away.

“If you need anything, I’ll be just down the hall,” Sarah said, moving toward the door. “Sleep well.”

“Sleep well,” Anna echoed.

I listened as Sarah and Anna said their good nights in the hallway, and then, reaching for my backpack, my hand brushed over the spot where Sarah had been sitting. The quilt was still warm. I held my hand there until the hallway grew quiet.

After that, I finally unpacked. The large suitcase, which held all the clothes Sarah had bought for me, I shoved under the bed. The smaller suitcase, I balanced across the arms of the rocking chair, then unzipped and opened the lid. Inside, besides the few clothes I liked to wear, lay my sketchpads. I fanned these out across the bed. The oldest ones weren’t real sketchpads, just school tablets and spiral-bound notebooks, whatever I’d been able to get my hands on.

Thumbing through my drawings was like watching myself grow up. In the earliest ones, my people resembled tadpoles. Twig arms and legs stuck out of their heads. With time, my figures took on a more natural shape: arms and legs grew out of oval torsos, lashes curled up from almond-shaped eyes, and fingers appeared at the ends of hands.

A middle school art class had marked a dramatic change. Mr. Montgomery, the teacher, had taught me to use shape and shading to bring my drawings to life. He’d also said I was bursting with raw talent. I’d been suspicious at first, having learned that expected favors sometimes followed praise. But when Mr. Montgomery continued treating me, and everyone else in our class, in a warm, respectful way, I’d let myself believe he might be telling the truth and worked even harder on my drawing. This pleased Mr. Montgomery so much he offered to lend me books on drawing technique, which pleased me so much I’d slip a note inside the books before I returned them.

The first notes simply read, “Thanks a lot, Hope,” but as time went on, I wrote longer notes, telling him what a terrific teacher he was or how lucky his children were to have a dad like him, things like that. On the last day of school, before returning the last book, I wrote my last note on the back of a foster care application form, then waited half the summer for him to call. The other half of the summer I spent making sure that come fall I’d be in another foster home, another school. I did this by refusing to eat.

 


I balanced a sketchpad over my crossed legs and penciled images I remembered from that day’s nine-hour road trip—a highway, wide at its base and arching from left to right, narrowing to a point before dissolving over the horizon, and by the side of this road, as if patiently waiting, a small child’s tennis shoe. Tree branches poked through the roof of an abandoned farmhouse. On the porch of this house, I added a rocking chair, then I licked my finger and smudged it, creating the eerie rocking motion I’d observed through the window of the car. Cornstalks sprouted from the leftover spaces. Pleased with this collage of images, I signed a practiced and flamboyant “Hope” in the lower right-hand corner.

I then flipped to a fresh page, where I meant to draw images of the town of Prairie Hill, where Sarah had given me “the tour” before stocking up on groceries at the Bag-N-Save. But the places Sarah had shown me weren’t places I could see. “Over there,” she’d said, “that’s where the old courthouse used to stand. And there, across the street, that boarded-up building was once the movie theater.” It was the same on every block. A thing that had been there when Sarah was a girl, a place that she had loved, wasn’t there anymore. I finally settled on a single image—a shopping cart that was rolling away, escaping maybe, from the crowded parking lot of Wal-Mart.

Then, after tucking my hair behind my ears and steadying myself with a deep breath, I sketched my mother’s face. My hand moved slowly, deliberately, and when I had finished, I studied what I had drawn. There was something familiar in the eyes, but the mouth was wrong, the curve of the cheek, the hair. I slammed the sketchpad to the floor, then hugged my knees to my chest. I sat that way for a long time, rocking back and forth, angry with myself for allowing Sarah to bring me so far away from the places my mother and I had once shared.

Sarah hadn’t told me about her plans for the summer until she’d had everything worked out. I’d panicked and called Ms. Korsgaard, my current caseworker, begging her to find me another foster home, quick. She’d said there were none available and that even if there were, she wouldn’t consider them because she’d already given Sarah permission to take me out of state, and that Sarah was the best foster mom I’d ever had or could hope to have.

Though I wasn’t happy with Ms. Korsgaard’s answer, I couldn’t argue with what she’d said. Sarah was different from any of my other foster moms. Her last name was Foster, which made her my Foster foster mom. She’d never been a mom before—not to other foster kids, not to kids of her own. When she’d first taken me in, she had laughingly said I’d have to teach her how. And she was better, because she didn’t demand gratitude, as many of the others had. If I had shrunk a quarter-inch each time a foster mom told me I should be grateful she’d taken me in, I’d have disappeared completely by the age of ten. Sarah was also the only foster parent who had deposited her monthly foster care checks into a college fund account with my name on it. Last, Sarah had said I could stay with her for as long as I wanted, that she wasn’t planning to take in any other foster kids. What I wanted was for the next four years to pass as quickly as possible. What I wanted was to “age out” of the foster care system. What I wanted was to be totally on my own, free, the way my mother had been.

That’s why being placed with Sarah had been such a relief. With her there were no foster brothers’ roving hands, no foster sisters spreading lies about me at school, no foster parents changing their minds about adopting me when they found out they were going to have a baby of their own, no foster mom snooping in my backpack and thinking my mother’s ashes were a new kind of drug. I’d told Sarah at our first meeting that I was no longer interested in adoption. She’d said she’d never force me to do anything I didn’t freely choose to do, so staying with her for the next four years seemed doable.

Not that Sarah was easy. She’d been the most in-your-face foster mom I’d ever had. No drawing until my homework was done, no R-rated movies from the video store, no Mountain Dew before noon, and no sleeping in, not even on weekends. Weekends were, as Sarah put it, “for giving something back.”

She taught peace studies at the university during the week and volunteered on the weekends. In the nine months I’d lived with Sarah, I’d ladled soup at a homeless shelter, blistered my feet on a walkathon for breast cancer research, lugged sandbags before a flood, and shoveled mud out of basements after. I’d read stories to kids in a women’s shelter and stuffed a zillion envelopes. I didn’t mind. Sarah kept us so busy we didn’t have to think up things to say to each other when we were alone in her apartment. But on the trip from Minnesota to Nebraska, we’d had nothing but time, and Sarah had hinted at adoption, saying, “If you like it in Nebraska, I could find a teaching job there, and we could make it permanent.”

But I’d promised myself I wouldn’t sign my name to Sarah’s happy ending, even if it meant I’d have to bug Ms. Korsgaard until she found me a new foster home when we returned to Minneapolis in the fall.

 


I pulled the beaded chain on the lamp that sat on the bedside table, lay back on the bed, and worked at emptying my mind, a trick that sometimes helped me fall asleep. But that night the emptiness never happened. The quiet was too loud. Sarah had said this quiet was one of the things she liked best about living in the country. But lying there that night, surrounded by silence, only made me imagine what it must be like to be dead. So I filled the void with my listening: the steady in and out of my breath, the tick, tick, tick of the wind-up clock, the mousy rustling in the wall. From the air outside the open window, I gathered in cricket chirps, the distant hoot of an owl. I listened until I crowded the silence out.

Eventually I did fall asleep, but only long enough to relive “the dream.” It was night. I stood in a field of tall grass and flowers. The moon was full, but it only shone in a circle at my feet. From somewhere in the blackness beyond, my mother called to me. “Where will I find you?” I asked, running in the direction of her voice. The circle of light ran with me, ran with me even when I tried to outsmart it and leap to the side, ran with me into that foggy place between awake and asleep. I grabbed my backpack and slipped out of bed. Thinking I was back in Sarah’s first-floor apartment, I unhooked the window screen and eased myself out. Instead of dropping to the ground, my bare feet hit something scratchy and solid, almost immediately. I felt around with my big toe. Shingles, on the slant. Fully awake by then, I remembered where I was.

“If you’re looking for the rose trellis, it’s a bit to the right.”

My head jerked to the left. There, framed in a square of window light, sat Anna, her feet dangling over the edge of the porch roof, her white hair let down from its daytime bun.

“I . . . I . . . needed some fresh air,” I said, trying to hide my backpack.

“In that case, why don’t you scoot over and join me.”

I scooted carefully, glad that I hadn’t bothered to change out of my clothes.

“Have you ever seen such a gorgeous sky?” she asked.

I looked up. Above me the sky was studded with more stars than I had ever seen. “Cool,” I said.

“Cool,” Anna repeated, imitating the way I’d said this word.

“Way cool,” I added.

“Nifty way cool,” Anna said. At this we both laughed, a thing I wasn’t in the habit of doing.

“When I was a girl and said words like nifty and swell, I spent a lot of time out here, waiting for one of those stars to fall so I could make a wish.”

“You lived here when you were a girl?”

“Born right in there, in Mama’s cherrywood bed.”

Envy bubbled up inside me. “It must be nice, to live inside your memories.”

Anna broke her eyes away from the stars and turned them on me. “I never really thought of it quite like that, living inside my memories. But I suppose you’re right. Most of the important things that happened in my life happened on this farm. Isn’t one dish in my cupboards, one box up in the attic, one plowed field that doesn’t have a story connected to it, that doesn’t have a history.”

“How far back do the memories go?”

“Well, I suppose they go all the way back to Abigail, whose father homesteaded this land in 1869.”

I pulled my backpack into my lap and ran my fingers over its fabric.

Anna touched my arm. “Perhaps you’d be interested in reading Abigail’s letters. She was about your age when she wrote them.”

I knew what Anna was up to. Memories weren’t like the sky; they couldn’t be shared. “I’ll think about it,” I said.

“Why don’t we climb back inside, and I’ll give the letters to you; then they’ll be handy.”

Anna crawled to the window, then stopped and looked back. “Maybe you should go in first. That way you can help me through.”

I crawled, the pebbles from the shingles digging into my knees. At the window, I pulled the
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