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Dedication

For Brian, who gets me in a way only a sibling can
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Chapter 1

Mom said to think positive because the first face I saw at Finley might belong to my first new friend. I don’t think she was accounting for the giant bronze fish statue on the lawn. The bus stopped right in front of it. I almost lost an eye on its harpoon.

I figured it was a brook trout, Michigan’s state fish. It looked dimwitted—the kind of fish that swam wherever the current took it, never wondering what lay past the next bend, never suspecting its life could change in a splash, until a heron’s beak broke the surface and skewered it like a marshmallow. At which point, of course, it was too late.

Not that this was its fault. It was who it was. But at that moment I hated that fish. It was stuck staring at a swarm of pimply kids for all eternity and didn’t even seem to mind. The plaque at its base said Finley Middle School, Home of the Fighting Fish. Yeah, right.

I wished I could take a selfie with it and send it to Mom. Here’s me and my new bestie!

The truth was I wasn’t planning to make friends at Finley. First because, if the past eight years were any indication, the probability was low, so why waste my energy? Second because I didn’t need more friends. I had Becca. Sure, she was at my old school, but since there was only one high school in our county, all I had to do was make it through the year, and we’d be together again.

It was too bad humans couldn’t hibernate. I’d hug myself like a bat slumbering through the coldest, darkest days of winter, a “Do Not Disturb” sign hanging at the entrance of my cozy cave. Instead, my plan for this year was to do my best imitation. I’d function at the most basic level: going to class, doing my homework. But as far as other people were concerned, I’d be deep asleep. Then, come next summer, I’d awake refreshed, stretch my wings, and fly to high school, as if eighth grade had never happened.

Right now, I felt anything but refreshed. The bus ride had left me as sticky as a caramel oozing in someone’s pocket, collecting lint. My hair frizzed around my face where my elastic didn’t quite hold it back. My glasses steamed. I’d worn a button-down shirt and jeans because Mom said they made me look grown-up, but I wished I’d gone with my gut and worn my usual T-shirt and cut-offs. I hiked up my backpack and let the stream of kids wash me into the brick building.

School was a half day, so the teachers had barely enough time to introduce themselves, take roll, and go over our plan for the fall—that’s what they always called it, our plan for the fall, even though syllabus would have been more efficient and precise—before the next bell rang. Some kids seemed to notice I was new, but when I didn’t make eye contact, they lost interest. I trudged from class to class, sat quietly at my desk, and kept an eye on the clock.

In other words, everything was going according to my own plan for the fall—until my last class.

The first problem was getting there. My schedule said it was in Room T4, but I spent all of passing period without finding it or any other room labeled with T. The bell rang before I finally found it at the end of a long hallway in the basement, past the cafeteria, along with the wood shop, art studio, and family and consumer science room with its rows of kitchenettes and sewing machines. Apparently, T stood for technology. Maybe Finley’s idea of health and human development involved brain implants and robotic limbs. My brother, Rowan, would love that.

I slid into the room, and for the first time all morning, everyone’s eyes fell on me.

The class was perched on stools around tall black tables that looked like castoffs from a chemistry lab—and judging by the scorch marks and stains, they were. The exception was a low table along the side, where one boy sat alone. He stood out from everyone else for another reason, too: his neon green mohawk. He noticed me noticing him, and his dark eyes narrowed.

The teacher, who looked like a tiny gray sparrow in a pantsuit, came to the door. I wondered if she’d hand me a tardy slip, but she said only, “Hello, what’s your name?”

“Hazel Brownlee-Wellington.”

She consulted her roster. “There you are! Except my list says, ‘Hazel Brownlee-Welli.’ Guess it was too much for the computer to handle!”

She smiled. I didn’t. Teachers had been making some variation on the comment all morning.

“I’m Mrs. Paradisi,” she said. “We’ve got a chair for you next to Yoshi—excuse me, Yosh—Fukuzawa. Consider that your seat for the semester.”

I didn’t need her to tell me who Yosh was. The only seat left was a folding chair beside the boy with the green mohawk. I squeezed over to his table, sliding my backpack from my shoulders and myself into the chair.

Yosh rolled his eyes. “Oh, good. Company at the kids’ table.”

That’s when I noticed he didn’t have a folding chair of his own. He was sitting in a wheelchair. He didn’t have a cast that I could see, so I guessed the reason was something more permanent. My tongue itched with the urge to ask, but I clamped my mouth shut. My moms said there was a fine line between healthy curiosity and invasiveness, but I wasn’t always sure where it was. Besides, I reminded myself, I couldn’t ask personal questions if I was hibernating.

Mrs. Paradisi said, “I was just going over our plan for the fall. Class, as I was saying, we’ll be approaching health and human development—or H and HD as we call it—from many angles. Nutrition and exercise, hygiene, drugs and alcohol, and mental health, not to mention friendships, dating, and sexuality.”

Titters rippled around the room at the last word. Mrs. Paradisi ignored them.

“Basically, my job is to give you information and strategies to make smart choices, so you can be the healthiest, happiest human you can be. See that poster with the three Hs?”

I followed her finger to a triangle with an H at each side. At the peak was a stick figure raising its arms in the stick figure version of triumph.

“That’s your formula for success,” Mrs. Paradisi said. “Happy—healthy—human.”

She held up a package of index cards. “I’m going to pass out these cards, and I’d like each of you to write down something you’d like to learn in H and HD. This is anonymous, so ask anything. When you’re finished, put your card in this box. I’ll read out the questions, and we’ll see where we should put extra emphasis this semester.”

I dug in my backpack for a pencil and stared at the blank card Mrs. Paradisi set in front of me. I knew what would make me a healthy, happy human: letting me go back to my old school, where I knew my way around. Where my teachers knew my name—all of it. Where I had Becca. H&HD couldn’t help with that.

In fact, as far as I could tell, it would be a complete waste of time. I was one of the healthiest people I knew. I barely ever caught a cold, and I hadn’t vomited since I was three, on the spinning teacups at the county fair. Judging by the posters hanging around the room, the curriculum would boil down to eating vegetables, saying no to drugs, and getting a good night’s sleep. Why did we need an entire class for that? Couldn’t I take extra science instead?

My pencil moved quickly. I wrote small so I could squeeze in everything I wanted to say, then folded my card in half. Stools screeched against the tile floor as the class scrambled up. I turned to the boy next to me, Yosh, and reached for his card. “Here, I can take yours up.”

He snatched it back as my fingertips brushed the edge.

“Relax,” I said. “I wasn’t going to peek. I just wanted to help.”

“Whatever,” he said. “Don’t bother.”

“It’s not any bother,” I protested. But he was already wheeling through the mob. I watched, confused, then slowly followed and slipped my card through the slot in Mrs. Paradisi’s shoebox. So much for being helpful. I was definitely better off hibernating.

“All right, class,” Mrs. Paradisi said, clapping her hands for attention. “Let’s see what we’ve got.” She gave the box a shake before removing the lid and drawing out the first card.

“‘What’s the best way to pop a zit?’” she read. The room burst into giggles. “Hey, now. I told you to ask anything, and I meant it. We’ll talk about skin care during our hygiene unit.”

She pulled out the next card. “‘How to make girls like me.’ Well, nobody can force anyone to like them, but hopefully our unit on relationships will give you ideas on how to be a good friend and partner.”

Mrs. Paradisi continued to read questions. Most of them were pretty funny—or, more accurately, they made people laugh. Sometimes the laughter seemed nervous, as if other kids were wondering the same thing but were too embarrassed to ask themselves. Which was irrational, in my opinion. The activity was anonymous, after all.

I knew when Mrs. Paradisi had reached my question because it took her a long time to read it. Her eyebrows knit. Eventually she cleared her throat and read, “‘Earthworms have been on Earth for hundreds of millions of years. They were here before the dinosaurs and will be here after humans become extinct. If anyone knows the formula for success, they do, and I bet they never had to take a class in earthworm development. So how come we have to take H and HD?’”

There was an uneasy quiet as kids exchanged expressions of amusement and disbelief.

“Are they saying worms are smarter than we are?” a kid whispered.

“Nah, they’re just trying to get out of class.”

“Somebody wants detention,” another kid sang in a low voice.

A girl whipped up her pencil and held it out to one of the boys like a microphone. “Good morning, Mr. Worm, what’s your secret for staying so fresh after millions of years?”

“Moisturizer,” he answered. “Lots and lots of moisturizer.”

“Also, I poop a hundred times a day,” another kid said. “It keeps me happy and healthy!”

The room roared with laughter, except for Mrs. Paradisi and me. She was waiting out the hijinks, twiddling her thumbs. I, on the other hand, didn’t see what was funny about my question. Didn’t anyone appreciate what an achievement it was for a species to survive hundreds of millions of years, when modern humans had only existed for two hundred thousand?

The way they were laughing, I bet no one knew, much less cared, that the mucus on worms’ skin allowed them to breathe underground, so they could plow and fertilize the soil so plants could grow. To everyone else, worms were slimy and gross, end of story.

That’s when Yosh glanced over. Abruptly he stopped laughing, and I realized how I must look with my flushed cheeks and pressed-together lips. My stomach dropped as I imagined him pointing at me and saying, Hey, New Girl’s a worm lover! Which, honestly, wasn’t that off base. Earthworms benefited the planet a lot more than humans. But I couldn’t defend them without calling the entire class’s attention to myself. Keep calm and hibernate.

But to my surprise, Yosh said, “Hey, worms do valuable work when they’re not getting washed up in rainstorms or used as bait. And everyone knows gummy worms are better than any of the other gummy species. Give them some credit.”

The laughter grew scattered, uncertain. The class wasn’t sure whether he was serious.

I was sure: he wasn’t. I could tell by his smirk and the gleam in his eyes that Yosh didn’t care one iota about the dignity of the earthworm. He cared about—well, I wasn’t sure what he cared about, and that bothered me. It also bugged me that he’d effectively claimed authorship of my question. It didn’t matter that I’d wanted to stay anonymous. It wasn’t his right.

“If I could answer this question,” Mrs. Paradisi said, her voice quiet but sharp. The room went still. “The short answer is, whether or not you find it useful, Finley requires one semester of H and HD for you to graduate eighth grade. The other, you’ll take PE. This is nonnegotiable.”

I bit my lip. One of my moms, Mimi, was a lawyer. She said everything was negotiable. But if it wasn’t the right time to argue about worms, it wasn’t the right time to argue about graduation requirements either.

“Earthworms have done very well for themselves as a species, yes, but the life of the average worm hasn’t changed much in millions of years. They do what they’ve always done.” Mrs. Paradisi smiled. “For humans, I think you’ll agree, life is more complicated. And it’s changing all the time. I don’t know if Finley taught H and HD fifty years ago, but I promise you some of the content would have been very different.”

She gave a little shrug. “You can go through life following your instincts alone, like a worm. Or, since you’re in my class anyway, you can open yourself to the possibility that you’ll learn something new. I’m confident you will. Now, we’ve got two minutes left. Next question.”

When the bell rang, everyone rushed for the door. As I hurried by, I overheard Mrs. Paradisi say, “Yosh, can I speak with you a moment?” I felt like a mouse narrowly escaping a trap, scurrying for the safety of home.
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Chapter 2

The truth was I’d had worse first days.

Top honors went to the first day of kindergarten. Our teacher had asked what we’d done over the summer, and I’d told everyone about moving to Thimbleweed Farm. The other kids had wanted to know all about my family’s goats. What were their names? Did I get to milk them? How did the milk taste?

Then Kirsten, a girl with perfect French braids, had said, “PU. You smell like goat poo.”

I’d frowned. “No, I don’t. I took a bath last night.”

“And goats eat garbage, which means you smell like garbage poo.”

My face had gone hot. My heart beat faster. The problem wasn’t so much that Kirsten was insulting me. It was that she was insulting the goats. In the past month, I’d learned that goats were clever and curious and way cleaner than the average kindergartner.

I’d said, “That’s not true! Goats eat plants. They’re herbivores.”

Kirsten hadn’t been impressed by the scientific terminology—or the truth. “Then why do cartoons always show goats eating tin cans and dirty old socks?”

I’d jumped off my carpet square, hands in fists. “Because cartoons are made up, stupid!”

The room had erupted, some kids shrieking with shock and delight that I’d used the S-word, others pinching their noses and singing, “PU, PU, you smell like garbage poo.” It hadn’t mattered that the farm had seemed like a wonderland a moment before, or that other kids lived on farms themselves, farms you could smell a mile down the road if the wind blew right. Kirsten Van Hoorn had said PU about me, and no one wanted to be friends with a girl who stank.

Making the whole thing even more unfair, the teacher had sent me to time-out, while Kirsten told the class all about her family’s trip to Paris. Apparently calling someone stupid was worse than telling them they smelled like poo.

From that day on, I was lucky if anyone called me Hazel. Mostly they called me Goat Girl. Over time, most kids seemed to forget it had started as an insult. It was simply habit. Who knows? Maybe they’d forgotten my real name. But whenever Kirsten called me Goat Girl, it was as if she were identifying something gross she’d scraped off her shoe.

That was one good thing to be said about being forced to go to Finley: there was no Kirsten.

Our house was silent when I got home, except for the discordant pounding of piano keys drifting down from the attic. Probably Stravinsky. Rowan always listened to Stravinsky like it was heavy metal. Personally, it stressed me out. I preferred Mimi’s old-timey jazz.

Risking permanent hearing loss, I went up to my room, across the stairs from Rowan’s, to change into shorts and a T-shirt. Then I went back down to the kitchen to make a goat cheese and tomato sandwich. I shoved an apple in my pocket and went out to the soap shack.

That was what Mom called our second kitchen between the house and the barn, where she cooked up her goat’s milk bath products. She sold them at health food stores, “Made in Michigan” gift shops, farmers’ markets, and craft bazaars across the state, plus online. Everything had the Thimbleweed Farm label. She’d designed that, too.

A gust of lavender-and-orange-scented steam hit my face as I opened the door. Arby, our beagle mix, bounced up from the rag rug in the corner where she’d been lying with her chin on her paws. She weaved through my legs in a figure eight, tail wagging. I fished a slice of tomato from my sandwich and tossed it to her. She wolfed it down, then panted for more. I petted her with my free hand.

Mom was stirring a giant pot at the stove. Her freckled skin sparkled with sweat. Her hair was braided around her head as intricately as a weaver bird’s nest. She turned. “Hazy! How was school?”

I shrugged. “I survived.”

“Always a good first step.” She gave me a sympathetic smile. “Were the kids friendly, at least? How about the teachers?”

I made a face, remembering everyone’s reactions to my earthworm question. “I’d rather not talk about it. I’m going out to the half-ton.”

I shoved the rest of my sandwich in my mouth so I couldn’t say more, gave Arby a last good scratch behind the ears, and backed out of the shack. Arby whined, disappointed to be left behind. But no matter how sweet she was to humans, we couldn’t trust her around the goats. We never knew when her hunting instincts would kick in.

Even if she were on her best behavior, we couldn’t risk a Pax attack. Pax was our guard donkey. Once, Arby had slipped into the pasture after me, and we’d seen docile, grass-munching Pax transform into a hoof-lashing, teeth-gnashing demon. Arby had barely made it back out before getting kicked in the head.

The latch to the pasture gate clinked as I opened it, summoning the herd from across the field. First came Kali, her black head level with my stomach, followed by her twin sister, Tiamat. Then came the rest of the does, along with Pax, towering head and shoulders over them all. I shut the gate behind me quickly, before anyone got the clever idea to explore.

All ten goats wanted attention. Whiskery muzzles tickled my knees. Fuzzy lips nibbled my fingers and shirttail. (Nibbled! Not chewed up and swallowed.) Wide eyes with pupils like sideways keyholes blinked up at me. And there was the constant bleating: maa-aaa, maa-aaa, maa-aaa!

“Hi, Brigid,” I said. I knew her by her extra-long beard and her way of gently nudging my knee for attention. All the goats had something to set them apart from the others—the shade of their fur, the length of their ears or beards, the set of their eyes and mouths. And, of course, they all had different personalities. “Hi, Athena. Hi, Freya.” I greeted all the does in turn, finishing with a pat on Pax’s soft gray cheek.

I drew away from the crowd, wading through the tall grass to the half-ton. The 1936 Chevy pickup, so brown with rust it was impossible to know its original color, had come with our property. It was sunk fender-deep in the earth. The goats loved it. They had other things to climb and play on—giant rocks, a picnic table, and even a tree house Rowan had built for them—but the half-ton was their favorite.

Sure enough, as soon as I climbed into the cab, there was a scrambling of hooves on steel. The goats piled into the bed as if they were going for a hayride. Then came an earsplitting MAA-AA-AA-AA and a heavy thump on the roof. Kali. She wouldn’t let the others so much as think about jumping all the way up. She was a ruthless dictator, the empress of all she could see.

And maybe I was biased, but it was quite a view. Green and gold grass rippled all around. Now that it was September, most of the flowers were dry ghosts of their summer selves, but there were still sprays of goldenrod, tiny purple asters, and scrubby bushes of mint.

Around the pasture stood a sturdy metal fence, and past the fence stood the trees, and past the trees lay the train tracks. When a train sped past, I’d see flashes of blue and red and gray between the tree trunks. The whistle would blow as it chugged through the crossing, the bells at the gate clanging so hard my ears heard echoes long after it had gone.

Those tracks were the main reason I was at Finley. They formed the diagonal on our tiny triangle of farmland—the best Mom could afford with her inheritance from her great-aunt Maud, twenty minutes from the nearest traffic light. Until last year, the train tracks hadn’t been a problem. Then the Tuesday-morning freight started running fifteen minutes earlier, catching the school bus just after picking me up and holding us on the wrong side of the crossing as over a hundred cars rolled lazily by. Meanwhile, all the kids on the other side waited at their stops in the heat, rain, or snow (our three main types of weather) for the bus to show up.

I hadn’t minded. I loved the predictability of that Tuesday-morning train, which always showed up at precisely 7:31. Our bus driver huffed with disgust every time, but I leaned back in my seat and enjoyed those extra minutes to myself before the other kids piled on with their bumping and yelling and scent of dirty sneakers.

But nobody had asked my opinion, and whether it was the parents or the teachers or the principal who’d complained, my family got a letter in June telling us the county had been redistricted. Our house used to be on the Osterhout Middle School side of the line. Now it was on the Finley side.

I reached behind the seat of the half-ton, where I kept my encyclopedias. When I was six, I’d bought the complete set of Grzimek’s Animal Life Encyclopedia from the library sale. It cost ten dollars, which was basically my life savings at the time, and even though it was slightly moldy and more than slightly out of date, it had been worth every cent. I’d spent countless hours in the pasture reading about animals from Siberian tigers to ptarmigans.

I pulled out Volume 2: Protostomes and flipped to the entry about oligochaeta—also known as earthworms. Earthworms were fascinating. They didn’t have bones, so they’d left no skeletons in the fossil record. Instead, they’d left the traces of their squiggling bodies in the mud, as if they’d signed their names millions of years ago, and you could still read the signatures.

They didn’t eat dirt like most people thought. They ate decaying plants and other organic material. Grzimek’s didn’t go into detail about the “other organic material,” but I guessed it meant flesh—in which case, why didn’t it just say so? I could have handled the truth.

There were over four thousand species of earthworm. Some were even endangered, but people only wanted to talk about protecting pandas and whales. It wasn’t earthworms’ fault they weren’t cute and didn’t sing mysterious underwater songs. They did exactly what they were supposed to do, yet where were the “Save the Worms” T-shirts and bumper stickers?

Yosh had been right about one thing: worms didn’t get nearly enough credit. It was too bad Grzimek’s wasn’t required reading. Everyone ought to read not just about earthworms, but all the animals that got a bad rap through no fault of their own. Then maybe instead of saying ew and making poop jokes, people would properly appreciate them.

As I read, I blocked out the goats’ stamping and yelling. I blocked out the buzz of a fly that had flown into the cab and kept bouncing against the windshield, too confused to go back the way it had come. I didn’t notice Mimi until the passenger door swung open with a thunk and she hauled herself up beside me.

“Oof,” she said.

You wouldn’t have guessed Mimi was my mother by looking at us. Mom was my biological mother, and I looked just like her: tallish and skinnyish, pale-skinned and freckled, with reddish brown hair (though mine always frizzed, and Mom’s, when she wore it down, magically fell in loose waves). The main difference was our eyes. Mom’s were blue. Mine were brown. Plus, I wore glasses.

Mimi, on the other hand, was petite and curvy, with rich dark skin and black hair she currently wore in short twists. When we were out, strangers often assumed she was my babysitter, not my mom—just because she was black and I was white. She carried copies of Rowan’s and my birth certificates in case she needed to prove she was our mother and her word wasn’t good enough. I hated that she needed to do that. She and Mom started dating when I was two and got married when I was four, which was also when Mimi adopted Rowan and me. I couldn’t remember a life without her. She was as much my mother as Mom was.

“Didn’t you hear me calling?” asked Mimi.

“I was concentrating.” I showed her my book. “Did you know successful farming depends on good soil, which depends on hardworking worms? We’d starve without them. Yet all people think about is how slimy they are.”

Mimi put up her hands. “Not me. Worms are my heroes.”

It was possible I’d given her the worm speech before.

“How was school?” she asked.

“I’m withholding judgment. Why are you home so early?” Mimi was a public defender and was often in court until at least four. Most nights, she barely made it home in time for dinner.

She shifted in her seat, and the springs under the cracked leather squeaked. “Well. Ah.”

Immediately I got a bad feeling. Mimi was not one to nervously shift in her seat.

“I know you’re handling a lot already, with the change in schools. I wish the timing were different, but we didn’t find out about the redistricting until afterward, and—”

My stomach knotted tighter. “Didn’t find out until after what?”

“Technically, it’s both Mom’s and my news, but I wanted to be the one to tell you.”

“Bad news or good news?” I tried not to yell.

“Good news! Definitely good.” But Mimi’s smile looked strained, and she hesitated before saying, “I’m pregnant.”

I lurched backward, as if the half-ton had been speeding down the road instead of stuck in the dirt, and we’d blown a tire. “Oh.”

She grasped my hand, her thumb stroking a firm circle. “I’m four months along. The baby’s due at the end of January.”

I didn’t say anything. I was too stunned.

“Hazel? Did you get that?”

“I’m okay,” I mumbled, even though that wasn’t what she’d asked.

“Okay for real?” Mimi said. “I know this is big.”

My stomach felt like a sinkhole, and the rest of me was crumbling into it. I’d had no idea what Mimi was going to tell me, but if you’d asked, I’d have guessed almost anything but this. “Yes,” I lied. “Okay for real.”

Mimi squeezed my hand. “I don’t want you to worry.”

“I’m not worried,” I said loudly. “I’m happy.”

Smile! I told my face, but it didn’t pay attention.

“Well, good.” Mimi drew back. “You can be both, you know. I am.”

“I’m not worried,” I repeated.

I pulled away, unlatched my door, and slid out of the truck. Kali bellowed indignantly, and the herd leaped down after me with a series of clanks, thumps, and bleats.

“Congratulations!” I yelled over my shoulder as I raced across the pasture toward the house, ten curious goats and a donkey trailing me.

I wasn’t jealous. I’d have loved to be a big sister.

I was upset because this wasn’t the first time Mimi had been pregnant. It was the third.

I squeezed through the gate, shutting the chorus of goats behind me. I ran past the barn and the soap shack, past the vegetable garden and the herb garden and the compost heap. Past the sycamore tree and the memory garden, with its painted wooden bench where Mimi and Mom liked to sit sometimes, holding hands, and its engraved stones for the people we’d lost. Mimi’s mom, Gaga, had a stone, and our uncle Burt, Mom’s brother, who’d died in Afghanistan.

And there were two stones, the prettiest ones, for my baby sister and brother. Two stones for Lena and Miles.
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Chapter 3

The first time Mimi announced she was planning to get pregnant, I knew my whole life would change—and I was glad.

For almost ten years, I’d been the baby of the family. When we played board games or opened Christmas presents, I got to go first. When Rowan and I fought, I usually got my way because he was supposed to be mature enough to deal with it.

But I was ready to graduate. I knew how to milk the goats, make soap, identify animal tracks, and do long division. I’d read Grzimek’s Animal Life Encyclopedia cover to cover. I was ready to be the wise older sister who’d teach the baby everything worth knowing.

Plus, I knew how much Mimi wanted it. She’d been saying when I have a baby for years. She’d been waiting for work to settle down, but it never had. Finally, she’d decided to plunge ahead anyway and start looking for a sperm donor.

I’d wondered why she didn’t ask Rowan’s and my biological father to donate his sperm, since he probably would’ve done it for free. Mimi had said no offense—she liked Paul—but he was sort of weird. Paul and Mom had been friends since college. When Mom decided she’d better get serious about having kids before she got too old, he was the logical person to ask for help. But he was never listed on our birth certificates. He wasn’t even our godfather. He was just Mom’s old friend Paul.

He rode a Harley and made his living creating sculptures out of old license plates. Actually, I wasn’t sure how much of a living he made. Once, when we stopped by his house, Paul told Rowan and me we could get pops from the fridge. Aside from the six-pack of Vernors, there was nothing inside but a half-empty jar of horseradish—and cookie-dough ice cream in the freezer. So maybe Mimi had a point.

Anyway, I hadn’t minded that the new baby wouldn’t be biologically related to me. I’d known all my life that DNA didn’t make a family.

Mimi and Mom had let Rowan and me help choose the donor. We’d sorted through hundreds of profiles, looking for the perfect one. Dark skin, brown eyes, smart, and, more than anything, healthy. Basically, we’d looked for Mimi’s clone, except with a Y chromosome.

We’d finally settled on a law student who loved playing piano and basketball for fun. He wanted to travel the world. He had a dog. He was perfect. After a couple of tries at the clinic, the baby was on its way. From the beginning, the baby wasn’t just Mimi’s. It was all of ours.

I moved out of my old bedroom, up to the spare room across from Rowan’s. Leaving my room was hard at first, but the attic room was bigger and more private, and it had a better view. Besides, my old room would become the baby’s. It was right next to my mothers’, which had been important when I was little, in case I had a bad dream. But I no longer needed to climb in their bed in the middle of the night.

We painted the attic room a ferny green that made me feel like I was in the woods, moved my furniture upstairs, and hung up my “Wildlife of the Great Lakes Region” posters. Then we painted my old room pale blue and put in an oak crib and matching dresser and changing table, and a rocking chair and bins for toys and baby books. We hung a fish mobile over the crib. Even when the windows weren’t open, the fish swam in circles, their sequin eyes winking in the changing light. I set my old stuffed bunny in the chair, a present for the baby.

Mimi and I cuddled on the sofa and read her pregnancy book together. It told you how your baby was developing, week by week. At eight weeks, your baby is the size of a raspberry! At twelve weeks, your baby is the size of a plum! We read about its tiny folded-up arms and legs, its tiny fingernails and eyelashes, the tiny bones forming in its ears so it could hear.

One day I was sitting with my lips against Mimi’s belly, talking to the baby, telling it all about the farm, giving it a head start. The next, Mimi was having bad cramps and bleeding. Mom rushed her to the hospital, but there was nothing to be done. She’d had a miscarriage.

The doctor evacuated the baby, who wasn’t much bigger than an avocado, from Mimi’s uterus. I hated that term, evacuated, because it sounded like the baby had been rescued from a house fire or a hurricane, instead of taken from what should have been the safest place in the world. When it was over, Mom and Rowan and I gathered around Mimi in her hospital bed as she held Lena’s tiny, blanket-swaddled body to her chest and whispered her name over and over.

After we got home from the hospital, Mom shut the baby’s bedroom door, hiding the empty crib. I imagined the room getting dusty, the light turning from blue to gray. Part of me wanted to sneak inside and take my bunny back, but I didn’t. That would have felt like giving up. Even after Miles died a year later, I couldn’t do it. I hadn’t checked, but I guessed the bunny was still sitting in the rocking chair, its black eyes growing cloudier each day.

Instead of feeling hope at Mimi’s news, I felt as sick as I had on the county fair teacups.

I ran past the dark door to the baby’s room on my way up to Rowan’s. He had graduated high school in the spring and was supposed to be at Stanford, only in July he’d announced out of nowhere that he was deferring. Our moms had flipped their lids, sure that if he took a year off from school, he’d lose momentum and never go back.

Mimi had been ready to make him get a job and move out, but they’d compromised. As long as he was home, Rowan would help Mom with her business. Since all his friends were away at college, he usually shut himself in his room when he wasn’t milking or mucking out the barn.

I banged on his door as hard as I could. Usually Rowan took his time answering, whether because he didn’t hear me over his music or—more likely—because he was ignoring me. This time he opened up right away, his freckled face anxious. “Mom? What’s wrong?” When he saw it was me, his anxiety turned to annoyance. “What the heck, Hazel?”

I pushed past him, reaching over the jumble of gears and electronics on his desk to turn off the music. My ears rang with the silence. “Did Mimi tell you she’s pregnant?”

“Is that what this is about?” Rowan flopped across his bed, grabbing his Rubik’s Cube off his bedside table and spinning the layers. Click. Click. Click-click-click. He could solve it one-handed in under thirty seconds. This was plain old fidgeting.

“How long have you known?”

He did the lying-down version of a shrug. “A while.”

“Why would she tell you and not me?”

“Relax. She didn’t.”

“Then how’d you know?” I slumped into Rowan’s swivel chair and kicked myself in a circle. When I put my feet down, the room spun in reverse. So did my stomach.

“Haven’t you noticed she’s cut way back on coffee? A cup a day, max, and it’s decaf. And she’s eaten basically nothing but rice and noodles for dinner all summer long.”

“I guess, but—”

“She’s been sick, dum-dum.”

“Like, morning sickness? But she was barely sick at all the first two times.”

“I know. But it’s actually a really good sign. I mean, it sucks for her. But I’ve been reading, and bad morning sickness usually indicates a healthy baby.”

Considering Rowan’s typical reading material discussed how to build robots from common household items, I had my doubts. “That’s completely illogical. How can sickness be a sign of health?”

“Just because you don’t understand it doesn’t make it illogical. Look it up. You’ll see. It has to do with hormones. Anyway, things might be different this time. This one might actually, you know . . .” He trailed off, not meeting my eyes.

After Miles, Mimi had had all sorts of tests to figure out what went wrong, but they hadn’t shown anything. No apparent abnormalities. Nothing in Mimi’s hormone levels or DNA or lifestyle that made her pregnancies especially risky. She was getting older, but she wasn’t that old. Lena’s and Miles’s deaths were chalked up to causes unknown. It made me mad. How could something so terrible happen for no reason—twice?

And what if it happened again?

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked Rowan.

“I figured it was Mimi’s news to tell.”

“She said she’s four months pregnant. That means she conceived in”—I counted backward—“May. She’s been waiting all summer to tell us. Mom hasn’t said anything, either.”

“Can you blame them?” said Rowan. “They probably wanted to make sure they’re out of the woods. Think about it. This is around the stage Lena died.”

“Miles didn’t die until six months,” I said, glowering. “So much for being out of the woods.”

I started to push the chair again, spinning it one direction and then the other, faster and faster. Rowan stretched a leg off the bed and planted his foot on my knee. “Cut it out.”

I ignored him. Back, forth. Back, forth. At this rate, I would break my ten-year no-vomiting streak.

Rowan stood. He hoisted me by my arms and dropped me facedown on the bed, knocking my glasses off in the process. He knelt on my back as I flailed under him.

“Let me go!” I yelled, my words muffled by the bedclothes.

“If I let you go, will you listen a
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