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      June 1996

      The courthouse steps under her butt were as hard as rocks. She looked at them—they were rock. Some kind of white stone, maybe marble. Marble came from limestone, a metamorphic rock. She knew stuff like that: igneous, sedimentary, and metamorphic rock; all fifty states and their capitals; the names of the kings and queens of England. She wished she knew how to drive a car instead. She wished she was old enough to drive a car.

      The click of high heels sounded behind her, coming from the courthouse. Not the right heels—it was a judge’s solid shoes she was listening for. Stealthily, she wiped a trickle of sweat from her temple and rubbed it on her denim cutoffs. Her sockless feet in red high top Converse felt like they’d been greased. Ninety-five degrees according to the display on the side of the bank along with the time, 12:58.

      Heavy footsteps sounded on her right side. She looked up as a pair of blue pin-striped legs stumped past her. The legs belonged to a tall, white-haired man wearing a gray long-sleeved shirt. He carried a briefcase in his right hand. From the back, he kind of looked like the picture of the judge in the newspaper. He looked solid, anyway. She sprinted down the steps after her quarry.

      “Sir?” She planted herself on the sidewalk in front of him.

      He stopped, peered down at her and said, “Yes?”

      “Sir, are you Judge Potts?”

      He was wearing sunglasses with mirrored lenses and he slid them down his nose as he said, “Yes, I am. If you have an upcoming court case, I can’t talk to you.”

      She shook her head and pushed her sweat-soaked curls off her forehead. “I don’t think so.”

      Wrinkles radiated out from the sides of his blue eyes making her think of Santa Claus. He waited politely, although she could see impatience in the way he shifted his briefcase from one hand to the other.

      She blurted out, “What do I have to do to get my name changed?”

      He slid the sunglasses back up. “Well, if you’re at least eighteen . . .” Bushy gray eyebrows rose inquiringly above the mirrored lenses.

      She shook her head, “I’m ten—but I’ll be eleven in three months.”

      “Well, then, you’ll need your parents’ permission for the change. Do you have that permission?”

      “She’s the one that gave me the name.”

      “Hmm, I see. Just what is your name, might I ask?” The judge slid his sunglasses down again. His eyes twinkled at her.

      “Fresno Bakersfield Ingersoll.” She waited for him to laugh. He didn’t, but his eyes widened slightly. Then he said, “What would you like your name to be?”

      “Clare, C-L-A-R-E, Elizabeth Ingersoll.” The name, with its particular spelling, unrolled from her tongue as smoothly as if she had been an anteater feasting on insects. She’d been practicing for the past two years.

      “Well, that’s a fine name,” he said, smiling at her. “Do you think you could get your mother’s permission?”

      She shook her head glumly, staring at the sidewalk, feeling the heat through the bottoms of her Converse. “My mom likes weird names. My brother is Barton Tahoe Ingersoll because that’s where he was born. Miggie, that’s my mom, said she named me after where I was conceived.” Fresno delivered this information as if she had said it a million times, which, by her count, she had. “She said she didn’t know which place she made me, so I got both.”

      Judge Potts slid his sunglasses back up. His mouth firmed in a straight line and Fresno could tell he was trying not to laugh. She tried not to mind.

      “If you don’t think you can get your mother’s permission, may I suggest a work-around? That’s a lawyer’s term for getting something done in a different way when you can’t do it the regular way.” His mirrored lenses pointed at her.

      Fresno’s eyes lit up as she looked up into the judge’s face, her disappointment morphing into hope.

      “You don’t have to make a legal change to change your name,” said Potts, “but you’ll have to be patient and determined. Can you do that?”

      Fresno nodded her head so hard it felt like it was still bouncing after she stopped.

      “All right, then. All you have to do is to tell everyone that your name is now Clare Elizabeth Ingersoll and that you won’t answer to any other name. Then, you have to make sure that you only answer to Clare, and you only write Clare as your name—that’s the determined part.”

      “What about the patient part?” Sweat trickled down her temples under her hair.

      “It’s going to take a while for people who know you to remember to call you by your new name. They might not like it; they might not remember it. So, you will have to be very patient with them and very determined to answer only to your new name. You have to remember it all the time, even at school with your friends.”

      That was the most important place to remember it as far as Fresno was concerned. She straightened her shoulders. “I can do that.”

      “I can see how determined you are,” said the judge. “May I be the first to congratulate you on your new name, Clare Elizabeth Ingersoll?” He switched the briefcase to his left hand and held out his right to her, sealing her new name into existence.

      As she shook Judge Potts’s hand, the newly named Clare Elizabeth Ingersoll felt a tidal wave of hope wash over her. Her first step toward being a normal person—if only she could make Miggie accept it.
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      Clare Elizabeth Ingersoll floated the six blocks home from the courthouse, her red Converse barely touching the ground. Instead of the police station, the fire station and the paint store on the corner, Clare saw herself in front of her grandmother and brother, saw the smiles on their faces, heard their voices repeating “Clare Elizabeth Ingersoll” back to her. Grammie Ellen had always said what a crime it was to saddle a little girl with a name like Fresno Bakersfield and tried to avoid using it, calling Fresno “little girl” or “sweetheart,” instead. Only when she was really angry did Grammie roll out Fresno Bakersfield Ingersoll in ringing tones.

      Clare decided she would tell Barty and Grammie Ellen first. She wasn’t sure how or when to tell her mother—no matter how she did it, it would be a battle. Well, Miggie would just have to deal with it, since Clare was going to make sure that everyone knew her new name.

      School would be starting in a few weeks. Now that they were living with Grammie Ellen, Clare would be going to a new school. With a new name, she could finally make friends. She’d go early on the first day to talk with her teacher before class began, and then the kids in her class would only know her as Clare. Judge Potts was right, it would work.

      Clare flew up the steps sloping up the tiny front yard and onto the porch of her grandmother’s house. Through the sheer, avocado-green curtain panel in the living room window, she could see the television. Some sort of game show was playing.

      Crapadoodie. Her mom was home.

      She slid the chain with her house key on it back under her T-shirt and eased through the front door. If she were quick and quiet, her mom might not notice her as she sneaked past the living room and down the hall.

      Miggie was sitting at the table in the L-shaped junction of the kitchen and living room, surrounded by her jewelry making supplies—clear plastic boxes of small gemstones, a coil of silver wire, silver fastenings, a bottle of flux. She held a soldering iron in one hand, poised above a wire-wrapped pendant. Looking up as Clare sidled into the living room she said, “Where you been? Come check out my newest pendant.”

      Clare inched closer to the table, praying that Miggie wouldn’t have one of her psychic moments and be able to read her mind. If she stood too close to her mother, it could happen.

      Miggie looked up from her work. “You can’t see from across the room. Come here.”

      Feeling like a mouse about to be swallowed by a cobra, Clare stretched her neck out, a placating look of interest plastered on her face, her eyes fixed on the pendant on the table. The rest of her stayed put.

      “It’s cool. I like the dragon. Is that jade?” She retracted her neck, prepared to complete the flight to the room she shared with Barty.

      “Dragon vein agate.” A tiny silver dragon wrapped around one side of a circular, translucent green and brown stone. “I thought it would be interesting to have a dragon on a dragon vein.”

      Eyes focused on the little dragon, Miggie’s hand slid over to a box of tiny jewels in a variety of colors. Her fingers picked up two bright green jewels. Clare was always amazed that Miggie could pick out the colors she wanted without looking. She turned toward the hallway only to hear Miggie’s voice.

      “Hey, where are you going so fast?”

      Most of the time, Miggie didn’t notice whether Clare was in the room or not; most of the time she did her jewelry making at her friend Jenapher’s studio. Most of the time—just not today.

      “Sit down and talk to me.”

      Crapadoodie.

      Sitting down and talking with Miggie meant answering questions. Questions about school, about what Clare was doing, about her non-existent friends, while Clare passed Miggie tools and boxes of beads. Miggie never seemed to pay attention to the answers, but Clare worried that the closer she was to her mother, the greater the possibility that she would spill her new name. And she wasn’t yet ready to face Miggie’s sure-fire opposition.

      Clare edged toward the hallway, trying to formulate an acceptable excuse. Miggie turned toward her, frowning, “What’s up with you? You look like you’re about pee your pants.”

      Perfect. “Yup, too much Gatorade, gotta pee.” Clare sped toward the bathroom, knowing that Miggie, absorbed in her work, wouldn’t even notice when Clare didn’t return.
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      Clare Elizabeth Ingersoll. Clare Ingersoll. Clare, Clare, Clare! My mind ran variations of my new name around and around as we ate dinner. Together. All four of us. Miggie almost never joined us for dinner, preferring to drift in and pick up a little of this or that and drift back out. But tonight, amazingly, we were all gathered around Grammie’s not- from- a- box macaroni and cheese with its chewy edges and crusty top. It was my favorite meal, but I couldn’t wait to finish eating so I could tell Grammie my new name while she and I washed the dishes.

      “I have a van. I’ll be taking it on the road for the next three months with my jewelry.” Miggie’s casual announcement dropped like a load of wet laundry onto my happy thoughts. The forkful of noodles and cheese stopped on its way to my mouth as I tried to focus on her words.

      She hadn’t said “I bought a van,” which I knew she couldn’t have done because Miggie was broke. That’s why we’d been living with Grammie Ellen ever since school let out for the summer, even though Miggie and Grammie didn’t get along.

      Where would Miggie get a van? Where was “on the road?” For three months? Did Barty and I have to go? Would we have to live in a van? What about school?

      Grammie Ellen, her fork clutched like a dagger in her hand, peppered Miggie with the questions I wanted to ask: Where did you get a van? . . . Do you even know how to drive a van? . . . For three months? . . . You’re not taking the children?” The last question sounded more like a statement than a question. Or maybe it was an exclamation since Grammie’s voice scaled up. “And just where are you planning to go on the road? . . . By yourself? . . . Where will you live? . . . Three months, how will you pay for this?”

      Go Grammie. I concentrated on finishing my mac and cheese and waited for the answers. Barty, silently splashing ketchup on parts of his mac and cheese that didn’t yet look like a traffic accident, kept his head down. I’d have to hunt up the heating pad—he’d need it for the stomachache he would surely have before bed, one that would have nothing to do with mac and cheese.

      I saw my mother take a big breath as she flipped her long golden hair back over her shoulders and pushed her chair back from the table—putting some distance between herself and Grammie. Distance and nonchalance (my most recent new word) were Miggie’s style, not direct battle.

      I put my napkin on the table and asked my grandmother if Barty and I could be excused. Miggie didn’t care about manners, but Grammie did.

      Grammie turned to me, fire sparking in her blue eyes, but the fire wasn’t for me. I could see her throttle back her anger when she started to answer me, but Miggie spoke up.

      “Fresno, you might as well stay so I don’t have to say everything twice,” she said, looking up at the ceiling. “Dan gave me a van to use so I can go to the craft fairs to sell my art. I’ll be gone three months and, since I’ll be living in the van, there isn’t room to take you and Barton.”

      First, I heard “Fresno.” How much longer would I have to hear that horrible name? Then I heard “I’ll be gone three months.” Three months was more than enough time to teach everyone to call me Clare instead of Fresno without Miggie messing it up. It was enough time to start in a new school with that new name and to make some friends who would know me only as Clare. Barty would probably be sad without Miggie, but his stomachaches might stop.

      Grammie Ellen launched into attack mode. “Leaving the children here is the only sensible thing you’ve said,” she said from lips so tightly pressed together I couldn’t see how the words got out. “Since you’ve told your children your plan, maybe they could be excused so that you and I can discuss it.”

      Miggie shrugged as I scooted my chair back from the table and grabbed Barty’s hand. Neither of us was finished with dinner, but being absent from the fireworks was way more important.

      As we walked through the screen door, I could hear Grammie’s voice begin to escalate as if saying things louder would make my mother pay more attention to them. It was always this way: as soon as Grammie’s voice rose, Miggie would turn turtle and refuse to talk at all. She’d pretend not to listen, which would make Grammie mad. And, no matter what Grammie said, Miggie would get into a van and drive around for the next three months, anyway. Grammie was like a battering ram and Miggie just went underground. You’d think one of them would notice how it always happened, but no, it was always the same.

      

      “Let’s go for a night ride.” I made my voice sound happy and excited. Barty’s round hazel eyes looked at me doubtfully.

      “We’re not supposed to ride our bikes at night,” he said.

      “It’s summer. There’s still plenty of light. Grammie and Miggie will be talking for a while. We’ll be back before it gets really dark. C’mon.”

      I pulled my battered bike off the porch and down the steps and then laid it in the grass before going back to help Barty with his. According to Miggie’s friend, Dan, my blue bike was a “stand-in” for a nicer bike as soon as he could find one. Dan had given Barty the Stingray bike that had been his own when he was a kid. Dan said it was a classic, which I figured was another word for old, but the bike was pretty cool with its copper frame, white banana seat, and something Dan called a sissy bar on the back. My bike wasn’t cool or classic; it was just huge and old. But, as hard as it was for me to maneuver the thing, it gave me a sense of freedom that I loved.

      I led the way, keeping to the sidewalk, just in case Grammie happened to look outside. We’d be in enough trouble if she found out we were riding our bikes at night, no sense in making it worse by riding in the street. I stood up on the pedals to ride, not being able reach them if I sat on the seat. Barty cruised behind me, the cards in the spokes of his Stingray making a clacking sound with each revolution of the wheel. When he put them in for Barty, Dan said all the cool kids had cards in their spokes when he was a kid.

      I hadn’t gotten around to putting cards in my spokes, but now I was glad of my bike’s silent movement. It was like gliding, with my short curls flying back from my face in the quiet summer air. There weren’t any other kids on our block, just old people like Grammie, sitting on their porches with a cigarette or watching the eerie blueish light of their televisions filtering through lace curtains out into the night.

      The sidewalk went on and on and the evening grew dimmer and quieter. I was a silent moth flying through the secret night. The clacking behind me stopped and Barty’s voice wailed, “Where are we going?”

      Barty was eight, but he scared easily. I had known him since before he was born, before Miggie even knew she was going to have a baby, I’d known Barty—his feelings, his needs. Miggie always told the story about how, at two and a half, I chattered away about the baby in her tummy, the baby who was sleepy, had hiccups, didn’t like something in the food she had eaten. Barty still didn’t like garlic. When he was ready to be born, I’d dragged Miggie’s baby bag over to the front door. I’d felt my brother’s panic when he got stuck coming out, even though he was in Barton Hospital with Miggie and I was staying with Grammie in a motel. When Miggie brought him home from the hospital, I was full of joy at finally getting to hold my best friend.

      I turned my bike around. As we began to head back to the house, I stopped. “Hey Barty, I talked to Judge Potts today.”

      Barty’s eyebrows raised. “Yeah? Who’s he?”

      “The judge at the courthouse. You know—where bad guys go and the judge decides if they go to jail or not—like Judge Wapner.” At his blank look, I continued with, “He told me I could change my name.” I skipped the part where the judge said that I wasn’t old enough to make it a legal change. “So now you have to call me Clare. Or Clare Elizabeth. And you have to remember it and never call me Frezzie again.”

      Barty called me Frezzie instead of Fresno because he knew how much I hated my name. His own name was almost as awful, but he didn’t seem to care about it. Maybe it was because he was a boy; maybe it was because Bart sounded like a real name—not a crazy, made-up name. Maybe it was because he was named after only one city. Barton came from the name of the hospital where he was born. Even Miggie had recognized that South Lake Tahoe was too much and had shortened his middle name to Tahoe.

      Barty looked at me and shrugged. “OK, cool. Clare.” He hesitated before saying, “Did you tell Grammie and Mama yet?”

      “Nope, you’re the first.” I knew he would like that, and suddenly, I was glad that he was the first to know.

      Barty grinned and mounted his banana seat. As he rode back toward the house he shouted, “OK, CLARE! Hurry up, CLARE!”

      I laughed all the way home, wind in my hair, trying to catch up.

      

      By the time we reached Grammie’s house, the sun had set and the sky was streaked with purple and charcoal. We dumped the bikes on the front porch. The house was dark except for the light in the kitchen. Grammie and Miggie were nowhere to be seen—probably in their own bedrooms, which was where they usually went after an argument.

      Barty and I slipped silently into the living room. My feeling of freedom from the ride and joy in my new name evaporated when I felt the tension that seemed to linger. Barty turned on the TV and flung himself down on the floor in front of it. I tiptoed down the hall and got the heating pad out of the linen closet for him before climbing into the high-backed swivel rocker—my favorite chair in the world. I felt safe with its arms wrapping around me. When I felt lonely, it was like a friend that hugged me. And it was the best place I could think of to wait out a storm.
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      The next morning, I got up as soon as I heard Grammie stirring about. Barty and Miggie were still asleep, but Grammie left the house at seven-thirty sharp every morning, stopping for coffee with friends before going to work at her job at the bank.

      “Can I help you make your lunch, Grammie?” I loved doing that. If Grammie was still mad at Miggie, it didn’t show –she smiled at me and gave me a morning hug.

      She made herself a tuna sandwich while I put baby carrots and apple slices in sandwich bags and told her about my talk with Judge Potts. I revealed my new name and spelled it for her, hoping she would like it.

      “Clare Elizabeth Ingersoll,” Grammie repeated slowly. “What an elegant name, sweetie. I love it! And you talked to Judge Potts, too.” She hugged me again. “I’m so impressed with your initiative.”

      Initiative. I filed that word away in my mental word bank. It seemed like a good thing, the way Grammie was smiling at me. It made me feel strong and smart.

      Grammie added her sandwich to the bag of carrots and apples I had already put in her bright pink lunch tote. She smoothed back my hair and asked, “How did you come up with it?”

      “There was this book of names in the library in Pollock Pines, where we used to live.” One of the many places we used to live, I thought. In the past two years, Miggie had moved us all over Northern California—from Lake Tahoe to Pollock Pines to Murphys to Cameron Park to Placerville and then again across town to Grammie’s house. A lot of moves, a lot of boyfriends and too much craziness.

      “There were a bunch of good names, but I finally decided on Clare because it means ‘bright.’ It was really shady where we lived, so bright seemed like a good thing. And there are a lot of people named Elizabeth—two of them were queens.” I liked the thought of shining brightly and, of course, being a queen so I could be in charge of things.

      “Well, you are a queen to me, Clare Elizabeth Ingersoll,” Grammie said. “And very creative too.”

      As we grinned at each other, I slipped the note I’d written while we were talking into Grammie’s lunch tote. Grammie loved her notes.

      So far, I had told two people about my new name and they had both liked it. It was like opening a really great present on Christmas. Thinking about how this new name would change my life filled me with excitement. All I had to do now was to tell my new teacher about my name change so everyone in my class would know. And inform Miggie.

      Miggie was part of the reason I’d been up so early. I’d worried all night about how to tell her and what she would do. I hadn’t gotten much sleep. I had decided to make double sure that Miggie really was leaving and that Barty and I didn’t have to go with her before telling her. “Grammie, will we be staying here if Miggie goes in the van? I don’t want to miss the start of school.”

      We turned at a noise behind us to see Miggie walking into the kitchen wearing the tank top and boxer shorts she slept in, her long hair tousled. Grammie turned toward the sink and began rinsing our lunch prep tools, leaving me to face my mother. Maybe Grammie thought I wanted to tell Miggie on my own, but I sure would have appreciated it if she had waited on washing up.

      “You might be the only kid on the planet who doesn’t want to miss school,” drawled Miggie, helping herself to a mug from the cabinet. “Well, you’ll be happy. You and Barton will be staying here.”

      She didn’t seem to care that she was leaving us for three whole months. And even though I was happy that we wouldn’t have to live in a van and we could stay with Grammie, her lack of concern bothered me. I wanted to bother back.

      I blurted out, “I changed my name. Judge Potts said I could. So now I’m Clare Elizabeth Ingersoll instead of Fresno Bakersfield Ingersoll. I won’t answer to any other name.” The last sentence came out in a sort of whisper as Miggie turned her green eyes directly upon me.

      “Fresno Bakersfield is a name that means something.” Distorting her mouth, as if the name had a sour taste, she said, “Clare Elizabeth could be anybody.”

      “It’s normal . . . and that’s what I want.” Defiantly, I stared right back at my never normal mother.

      Miggie shrugged. “Why would anyone want that?”

      Grammie turned to face us and feeling her at my back, solid and safe, I put my head up and my chin out. “I do.”

      Miggie looked at the two of us, firmly in alliance. She shrugged again and said, “Whatever. Just don’t expect me to call you that, Fresno.” Then she sauntered out of the kitchen with her empty mug.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      “Little pitchers have big ears.”

      Aunt Nita slid a look in my direction over the top of her coffee cup. She and Grammie were sitting at Grammie’s kitchen table. I could see them from my nest in the living room armchair if I swiveled it in their direction, but today I was practicing invisibility and had my back to them. I knew they were going to talk about something interesting—something I wasn’t supposed to know about.

      I loved this game. Grown-ups laughed and shushed each other, whispered sentences for me to piece together and puzzle over. How long could I stay in the room listening before someone kicked me out? When they started whispering, could I figure out what they were talking about without giving myself away?

      I almost always knew when the adults were lying, even if I didn’t understand what they were talking about. I just knew. Part of my knowing was probably because I spent so much time watching them. Another part was certainly the listening I was always doing, but the rest of it was just. . . knowing.

      Until I learned to be invisible, I used to say things that startled the grown-ups or I asked questions about things I wasn’t supposed to know—like the time when I’d asked Aunt Nita’s friend, Audrey, if I could be a flower girl in the wedding. Audrey had looked at me with surprise on her face. I was surprised at her surprise. Maybe she didn’t know which wedding I was talking about. So I told her I meant when she and John got married outdoors next June. Audrey gave me a strange look and made a fake laugh. No, no wedding was planned, she said. She and John were just dating.

      I was so confused. Was Audrey just trying to keep a secret? It couldn’t be a secret if I knew about it. I dropped the subject and three days later, on Audrey’s birthday, John asked her to marry him and they decided to get married in June—in Audrey’s mom’s backyard. And I wasn’t asked to be the flower girl.

      For a few days after John’s proposal, all the adults seemed to tiptoe around me. They looked at me out of the sides of their eyes like I was dangerous and they had to keep an eye on me.

      Knowing things I wasn’t supposed to know and saying something about it happened a few more times, including when I told Aunt Nita that her baby didn’t like cigarettes. No one had even known Aunt Nita was pregnant. She stopped smoking after the miscarriage—and avoided me like the plague for six months. Aunt Nita had been like my other mother, but now there was always a distance between us. I still missed her warm, effortless love, something I only had now with Grammie and Barty.

      Sometimes knowing things ahead of time was good, like knowing long before everyone else when the ice cream man was coming, but it wasn’t helpful in school. It made me seem too smart and the other kids weren’t comfortable around me. More than anything I wanted to fit in and have friends. I didn’t want to be the weird kid who was always alone.

      It was hard to disguise all the ways I was different from other kids. Miggie wasn’t a parent like other parents and we didn’t live like other families. I knew things, especially about babies, things that no one else seemed to know. It made me feel different. . . and lonely. I just wanted to be like everyone else. Some of the ways I was different were obvious to me, like knowing things I wasn’t supposed to and having a horrible name, but other things, like my height, had never occurred to me until the kids in my class began calling me “shrimp.”

      “Just ignore them,” said Miggie when I told her why I was crying. I knew I shouldn’t have told her. Miggie didn’t know how hard it was to be teased about things you couldn’t fix. I went to Grammie with my problem, but she said kids only called me names because they were jealous. It was the first time I’d thought that Grammie was really old and possibly crazy. There was no way anyone on the planet could be jealous of a shrimp with warts on her knees and a stupid name.

      Since I didn’t have any friends, I taught myself to be invisible around grown-ups, melting into the background, quiet as a mouse and carrying a book around so I could pretend to be reading. Using books and new words to block my “knowing” and to shut out the needs and songs of babies kept me out of trouble. Grown-ups thought I was a bookworm which was fine by me, just as long as they didn’t think of me as scary.

      My invisibility trick backfired because, after months of opening books and pretending to read, I became so interested in the stories on the pages that whole conversations happened around me without me being aware that anyone was speaking. But not today.

      Grammie said, “I don’t know why she’s with that man. Is he a sugar daddy?”

      Aunt Nita snorted. “Well, he gave her a van, didn’t he? And bikes for the kids. And he’s so much older than Miggie.”

      They were talking about Daddy Dan. He wasn’t anyone’s daddy, but ever since we’d moved in with Grammie Ellen, he had been in our lives. I wondered what a sugar daddy might be. Candy? Dan wasn’t that.

      Miggie met him when she took Grammie’s car to his auto body repair shop to have a dent in the door fixed. He was so tall that he had to duck every time he went through a door. That always made me laugh. I liked his calm, quiet voice. He and Miggie went line-dancing together, but even though he showed up on weekends and took all of us, even Grammie, on picnics or fishing, Miggie said he wasn’t her idea of a dream guy.

      Barty started calling him “Daddy Dan” and since nobody told me not to, I called him that too. He called me “darlin’.”

      Daddy Dan was teaching Barty how to play catch. Even now, with Miggie on the road in his old van, he still dropped by Grammie’s house occasionally to have a glass of iced tea with her, play catch with Barty, and tease me about the new words I’d picked up. Sometimes Barty and I walked the four blocks to his shop, but the paint fumes made me sneeze. I loved watching Daddy Dan painting pictures or flames on the cars, but he said that was only for fun. I thought they were beautiful.

      Grammie said, “He’s only eight years older. And he has his own business. He seems stable.”

      “Since when did Miggie want stable ? Mom, she doesn’t even want normal.” Nita’s voice was scornful. “If he’s a sugar daddy, then I’m a walrus. He’s hardly Miggie’s type. She’ll dump him soon enough.”

      The two of them, with their heads close together, looked so much alike: round bright blue eyes, heart-shaped faces with small straight noses and pointy chins. They were both shorter than Miggie. Only their hair was different—Grammie’s hair was straight like Miggie’s and cut into a streaky blond bob, while Nita had wavy shoulder-length golden -brown hair. Grammie and Nita were round; Miggie was tall and full of angles, the kind that supermodels had. The only round things about Miggie were her large green eyes. I figured she must look like her father, the one that no one ever talked about. Miggie and Nita said they didn’t even remember him. I had those same green eyes, so I hoped I might get some of Miggie’s height as well, but that didn’t look promising.

      Grammie’s voice dropped even lower. “How are the treatments going? Are you pregnant yet?”

      Nita dropped her voice too. I had to strain to hear her say, “Not yet, but we’ll keep trying.”

      The conversation switched to what was happening on “General Hospital.” I stopped listening. Besides, Nita would find out soon enough—despite my best efforts at ignoring, I could hear her little girl.
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      September 1996

      Every day for a week, I had ridden my bike to school to see if the class lists had been posted. Finally, the Friday before school started, I saw it—“Fresno Bakersfield Ingersoll”— typed on the list taped to the window of B-4, the classroom that housed Mrs. McNealy’s sixth grade class. I was in a sweat all weekend, hoping that no one else would notice that horrible name. Grammie saw my jitteriness and told me to calm down. She took Barty and me shopping for school clothes. Maybe she thought new clothes would help.

      School didn’t start until Wednesday because of Labor Day and Teacher Prep Day, but on Tuesday morning, I rode my bike to the school again. I had to get that name changed before too many people saw it.

      There were a lot of cars in the parking lot, but the school seemed as deserted as it had been the week before. I put my bike in the bike rack and rounded the corner of the office building toward B-4, feeling like an intruder.

      I double-checked the list on Mrs. McNealy’s window. Still Fresno. With Grammie’s note rustling in my pocket, I took a breath and opened the door.

      The room was pristine. Pristine was another new word picked up during my summer reading, and this room with its thirty clean desks arranged into five neat rows of six, fit the definition perfectly. The whiteboard was pure as snow with only the teacher’s name and the date on the upper right corner. Bulletin boards covered two walls, one with science facts, another with a huge map of the United States, the individual states made of foam board. In front of a window was a large metal desk with a pile of packets on one end. A small woman with dark curly hair, wearing jeans and a green and white striped T-shirt, was putting a packet on each of the student desks. She looked up when I slipped inside.

      A wave of nervousness overcame me. Would she be mad at me for coming in during Prep Day while she was getting ready? What if she wouldn’t change the name? Worse—what if she thought it was cute? I patted the pocket of my cutoffs which held Grammie’s note about my name change. I thought about how I had waited on the courthouse steps and the judge said I needed to be patient and determined. I squared my shoulders and took a step toward my fate.

      “Are you Mrs. McNealy?”

      “Yes, I am,” smiled the woman, continuing to put packets on the desks. “And who are you?”

      “Well, that’s the thing,” I said, twisting the bottom of my pink sparkle T-shirt. I turned to the window where Barty’s face could be seen peering in. He’d followed me. I frowned at him and motioned him down. “On the class list, my name is Fresno Bakersfield Ingersoll, but I changed my name to Clare, C-L-A-R-E, Elizabeth Ingersoll this summer. Judge Potts said I could do that.” I added Judge Potts’s name to make it sound more official.

      “Oh. I wondered who Fresno Bakersfield Ingersoll would be,” said Mrs. McNealy. “Nice to meet you.” She balanced the packets in one hand and held out the other to me. I’d never touched a teacher before, but I took her hand and gave it an awkward shake.

      “I came in early so you’d know,” I told her. “And maybe you could scratch it off the list before . . .”

      “Before the other students see it?” Her voice was kind as she nodded. Then she gave me a straight look. “Does your family know that you’ve changed your name?”

      I nodded vigorously.

      She laughed. “Well, that’s good—I wouldn’t want to call you by a different name when we have conferences.”

      Putting down the packets on her desk, Mrs. McNealy added, “I can call you whatever you wish in our classroom, but we’ll have to change it with the office too.”

      I pulled the note out of my pocket and smoothed its crease before handing it to her. “My grammie said you would need this.”

      After reading the note, Mrs. McNealy peeled back the tape adhering the class list to the window and lined out “Fresno Bakersfield Ingersoll” with a Sharpie. Then she neatly printed “Clare Elizabeth Ingersoll” next to it and said, “This makes it almost official. I can take your grandmother’s note over to the office right now to make it a formal change.” She smiled again. “Could you finish putting packets on the desks, Clare?”

      It was the best start to a new school year I had ever had—Mrs. McNealy had accepted my name. She had even used it. And she let me help. Already, changing my name was changing my life.
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      Miggie returned from the craft fairs in late September, tanned and full of energy. The jewelry cases in the van were almost empty and Miggie had made enough profit to tide her little family over till the end of the year. She spoke of new orders, new design ideas, and wanting to get started in a voice that seemed more enthusiastic than Clare had ever heard.

      Clare surprised herself by being glad to see her mother and was surprised again when the usually undemonstrative Miggie grabbed her up in a bear hug. After hugging Barty and Grammie, Miggie produced presents—a set of arrowheads for Barty, a hand-painted scarf for Grammie, and for Clare, a notebook with handmade paper and a decoupage cover of stars and sunflowers. Clare was delighted with her gift, especially after Miggie said, “I figured you might need something for your stories and all those words you’re forever collecting.”

      In spite of the general joy surrounding Miggie and her return, Clare couldn’t help worrying that the quiet peace of the past three months would dissolve with Miggie’s chaotic presence. At school, everyone called her Clare, not Fresno. She had two good friends—Alanna and Megan. She loved sixth grade and her teacher, Mrs. McNealy, who encouraged her writing and had even chosen one of Clare’s stories to put up on the Excellence bulletin board.

      Barty still didn’t like school, but he hadn’t had a stomachache in the months during Miggie’s absence. Grammie had seemed more relaxed while Miggie was gone, too. During the summer, she’d taken Barty and Clare swimming in Lake Tahoe, hiking, and to the county fair.

      Dan showed up on the second day Miggie was home, bringing a new bike for Clare as a late birthday present. Clare was thrilled with the beautiful green color and the way the bike fit her. Her opinion of Dan, already good, jumped up a notch, since adults in her experience, except for Grammie, hardly ever kept their promises.

      Dan also brought flowers for Miggie. If asked, Clare would have told him that Miggie wasn’t the cut flower type—she liked picking wildflowers better. But Miggie hugged him too and then the two of them went out to check out the van. Clare challenged Barty to a race on her beautiful new bike.

      

      Despite Clare’s misgivings, life with Miggie flowed along smoothly with only an occasional spat between Miggie and Grammie. Soon after Miggie returned, Nita announced that she was pregnant, and the New Year of 1997 began with everyone in the family eagerly waiting the baby’s birth in February. Clare went on sleepovers at Alanna’s and Megan’s houses, loving the spa treatments they tried on each other and the giggling. She filled her new notebook with big words and stories, doing her best to pretend she didn’t hear Nita’s baby. When the baby was hungry or had the hiccups, this was especially hard to do. And the song—it seemed that all babies had their own wordless song which got louder as they grew. Nita’s little girl had a particularly lovely song and ignoring it was a challenge. For the first time, Clare was glad they only saw Nita once or twice a week.

      It wasn’t just Nita that Clare felt she had to be careful around, but her beloved Grammie as well. When Clare told her that Barty was stuck being born, Grammie had told her she was just dreaming and should go back to sleep; when she told Nita about the cigarettes, Nita had told Grammie. Clare still remembered Grammie sitting her down for a “talk.”

      “You shouldn’t make up things about people, sweetie.”

      “But Grammie,” Clare had protested. "I heard him! Aunt Nita’s cigarettes made him feel bad.”

      Grammie had shaken her head. “No—we don’t talk about things like that.” Her voice was firm, her eyes stern. Grammie had never talked to her like that before and Clare felt ashamed that she had done something to make Grammie mad. Now, even though she clearly remembered Barty’s panic and Nita’s first baby’s anguish, she said nothing about Nita’s new baby. Still, she brought her aunt bottles of water when the baby was thirsty, tried not to giggle when she heard the baby hiccup and stopped herself from humming along with the baby’s song.

      Miggie was the only person who still called Clare “Fresno,” but Clare was using Judge Potts’s “workaround” idea: bringing her friends over when she knew her mother wasn’t home, going through Grammie for permission to do things instead of Miggie—easy to do because Miggie spent most of her time at Jenapher’s studio making jewelry and plans for going on the road again.

      Next summer, Miggie was taking the van to the county fairs and craft festivals. She was leaving in May for the Calaveras County fair and returning in October after the Renaissance Faire. Dan mapped out a route and created an itinerary for her to follow. Clare wondered if she would.

      Dan courted Miggie with festivals, concerts, and line dancing as well as picnics and hikes with Clare and Barty. Clare watched him with sharp eyes, noticing his every thoughtful gesture, his continual and consistent way of treating Miggie like an adored princess. She wasn’t sure how Miggie felt about Dan since she appeared to keep him at a distance. Clare liked Dan very much, but she didn’t want Miggie to marry him. She hoped Dan would stick around because he was fun and Barty really liked him, but her experience with Miggie’s boyfriends, especially those who had lived with them, made her wary.

      When Nita went into labor on February 28, Clare went into the room she shared with Barty and stayed there, even though Grammie and Miggie had asked her if she wanted to go to the hospital with them. She told them she had to finish making a present for Barty’s birthday which was coming up in a week. Grammie cocked an eyebrow at her but said nothing.

      While Barty was off riding bikes with his friends, the quiet bedroom they shared provided a comforting space for Clare to stop blocking Nita’s baby and try to tune into her as she emerged into the world. At first, as Clare relaxed, lying on her bed, she could hear nothing from the baby. She worried that, because she had ignored the baby for so long, she might not be able to hear her now. If she could no longer hear babies, life could be a lot easier than it was now with having to push their voices into the far back of her mind and pretend that she didn’t hear them. It might make her less weird and she wouldn’t be in trouble with Grammie. Still, it felt that losing her connection with babies would be missing something important, something that was a part of herself. And she wanted to help her new little cousin if she could.

      Gradually, Clare became aware of a low monotone. The droning filled her ears, staying at just the same pitch and intensity no matter where she moved and coming, not from the room or outside, but from inside her head. It sounded busy, as if machinery had been turned on. Then, the droning picked up speed and the pitch sounded higher as if whatever had been turned on was now actively working. The feeling of busyness increased.

      She realized the droning was coming from Nita’s baby—a change in the baby’s usual song to a getting-down-to-business song. It wasn’t the same feeling as when Barty had been born—there was no panic, no feeling of being pulled, no pressure of metal squeezing a head. This felt like moving, sliding with ease on a purposeful path. And, even though the droning became higher-pitched and louder, it was steady, as if the baby knew exactly what she was doing.

      Clare lay back against the pillows on her bed and allowed herself to be carried along with the baby’s song. It felt a little like the Lazy River ride at the waterpark, slow and quiet. Then the Lazy River picked up speed and Clare felt her heart begin to pound. There was a brief pause in the droning, a startling burst of light and then the droning continued, fast and loud. Clare began to feel anxious as the droning took another pause. There was another burst of light and then silence.

      Clare realized that the baby was no longer in a place that she could hear with her inner self. As the anxiety she had felt began to subside, and her heart resumed its usual rhythm, Clare decided the baby girl must have been born. Now, she was going to have to wait, like everyone else, to find out how Nita and the baby were doing.

      Twenty minutes later, as she was making decorations for Barty’s birthday, the phone rang.

      “You have a cousin!” Grammie’s voice was full of joy as she added, “Her name is Taylor Christine and she weighs seven pounds, five ounces. And she’s twenty-one inches long.”

      “Is Aunt Nita OK?” As she waited for the answer, Clare used her ruler to measure out twelve inches against her body, and then another nine. Taylor was already almost half Clare’s height. She sighed—another person who was going to be taller than her in no time.

      “Juanita is fine,” Grammie said, “and Jeff is over the moon! We’ll be home in a little while so they can have some time together.”

      The final bit of anxiety in Clare’s stomach released and she ran outside to find Barty. It hadn’t been that scary. The baby was fine and so was Aunt Nita and even though Clare didn’t want to be different, she was glad that she could still hear babies.
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      In April, when Mrs. McNealy assigned us an end-of-year project to make a family tree, I was excited. With this legitimate assignment to complete, I might be able to get Miggie and Grammie to talk about the missing fathers in our family. I had asked Miggie about our father, Ravi, before—lots of times—but she was always too preoccupied or too busy to answer questions. Besides, Miggie hardly ever answered a direct question directly.

      While Grammie was in the kitchen making potato salad for dinner, I positioned myself at one end of the kitchen table with the family tree worksheet and my sharpest pencils. Miggie sat at the other end, fingers sorting beads into like colors while she read a book on past life regressions. It drove Grammie crazy that Miggie could tell colors just by touching them—probably why Miggie chose to do her sorting and reading in the kitchen instead of in her bedroom.

      “I have to make a family tree for school,” I announced as I carefully printed my chosen name in the bottom box. Not even for this important project would I use Fresno Bakersfield Ingersoll. Then, I printed “Marjorie Ellen Blomquist Ingersoll” in one of the boxes above my name. Aunt Nita couldn’t say “Marjorie” when she was a baby, so Marjorie became Miggie. Grammie and the government were the only ones who called her Marjorie now.

      “I don’t remember our dad—Barty’s and mine, I mean.” I looked at Miggie
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