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Chapter 1

Alice’s mother owned a podium. This was not the strangest thing she owned, but it was by far the most eye-catching. The podium dominated the living room—all the other furniture seemed to bow down before it. Even the fireplace, which you would think would assert itself as the hearth of the home, crouched humbly, weighted down by dozens of framed photographs of the family on both sides. The Cannolis, Alice’s mother’s family, were all extraordinarily tall and thin and shaped like bendy straws with legs. The Potchniks, Alice’s father’s family, were all short and round and rather hairy, resembling happy bears who had eaten their fill of honey.

Alice, who was just ten and still becoming who she would be, had gotten the best from both gene pools. She was smart and fearless, like her mother, and good-natured and a whiz at fixing things, like her father. But whether she would develop a laugh as loud as a Potchnik or learn to do a backbend like a Cannoli still remained to be seen. She was, after all, very much her own person, and as her mother often said, “Time will tell.”

Alice had been home when the podium arrived. She had opened the front door and there was Dave, who worked in the college’s facilities management department.

“Hiya, Alice,” said Dave, leaning on the podium. “Your mom asked me to bring this over. We were about to chuck it in a dumpster, but she said to bring it here instead.”

“What’s wrong with it?” asked Alice, her face lighting up as she looked at the scarred and battered wood. She was a girl whose curiosity had not been dulled by too many math worksheets and required reading. Her parents believed in unschooling, which meant she didn’t go to school; instead, life was school. She had her days to herself and could allow her mind to wander wherever it wanted to go. She could read or explore or experiment or daydream. In the evening, her parents would ask, with great excitement and interest, what she had learned that day, and Alice would give a detailed account of everything she had discovered: that the planets rotate around the sun and that moons rotate around the planets, that algae and fungus have a symbiotic relationship that creates lichen, that Henry David Thoreau had bought way too many nails to build his small cabin in the woods because he was such a bad carpenter. Also, that Thoreau took his laundry to his mother’s house to get washed, so why was he considered a model of self-reliance?

“He should have put that in his book,” said Alice hotly over a dinner of spicy rice and beans. “I don’t think he would have sold so many copies!” Then Alice told her parents that she wanted to build a house in their backyard, and they said “Of course!” with great enthusiasm and love. But she hadn’t yet found the time to do it because there was so much to learn about black holes (mysterious!) and bacteria (ubiquitous!) and the Pythagorean theorem (useful!). In fact, sometimes Alice had learned so much in one day that she still had things to tell her mother and father as they tucked her into bed and kissed her good night.

Now, with Dave on her doorstep, Alice stared greedily at the broken-down podium and knew that it would become the newest repair project for her and her father. She thought of all the things she could learn as they repaired it together: electrical engineering, chemistry, geometry, and patience.

“What’s wrong with it?” said Dave, repeating Alice’s words. “What isn’t? I told your mom. I said, ‘Professor Cannoli, the light don’t work and the microphone, she’s busted, and the wheels on the bottom have split clean off.’ But she said, ‘Dave, my husband can take anything broken and make it like new.’ So here it is. Where should I put it?”

Alice pointed to the middle of the living room.

After Dave left, Alice examined the podium from top to bottom. The wiring was simple enough—Alice had rewired dozens of lamps under the supervision of her father—and she was sure she could pick up a working microphone at the secondhand surplus store that they always went to. After that, it was just a question of covering the deep scratches with wood filler, sanding it all over, staining the wood, sanding it down again, staining the wood again, applying two coats of polyurethane to make it shine, and then popping on some new wheels. Easy peasy, pumpkin pie.

By the time her father got home from his job as one of the town’s building inspectors, Alice had already spread a drop cloth over the living room rug and wrestled the heavy podium into the middle of it.

“Oh, she’s a beauty!” said Alice’s father, running his hands along the beveled edges of the wood and smiling the famous Potchnik smile.

“I’ve already made a list of the things we need to do and the order we should do them in,” said Alice, handing her father a piece of paper with a step-by-step plan for refinishing the podium.

“And you’re feeling the Potchnik Itch, aren’t you?” Whenever presented with the opportunity to fix something, both Alice and her father would feel their palms grow itchy until they picked up a tool and began the work. It was a family trait, passed down through the generations.

Alice nodded. Even the soles of her feet were itching.

Her father looked over the detailed list and nodded his head. “Alice, my little chisel, you are a smart and thorough girl. You haven’t missed a thing. And I do believe you can handle this job all on your own.”

“Really?” asked Alice. She’d helped her father with hundreds of household repair jobs—from plastering the walls to tiling the bathroom floor to replacing rotted beams in the ceiling—but she’d never gone solo. And now, here was her chance. To take something broken and make it like new.

“Yes,” said her father, giving her one of his fuzzy bear hugs. “Besides, I’ve got to finish installing the new shower head upstairs so your poor mom doesn’t have to squinch down whenever she rinses the shampoo out of her hair.” He stepped nimbly upstairs (the Potchniks, though a stocky people, were surprisingly light on their feet), whistling as he went and tapping a beat on the banister, which he and Alice had restored when the family first moved in to this old, old house nearly a year ago.

My own project, thought Alice, looking at the podium with love. She picked up the list and headed to her father’s workshop in the basement to gather the supplies she needed.

After two weeks of hard and steady work, Alice had finished the job, and the perfectly polished podium was given pride of place in the living room. And just in time, according to Alice’s mother.

“Call your father, quickly!” said Professor Cannoli, sprinting in through the front door, dropping her briefcase in the hallway, and giving her daughter a ferocious hug. (Alice’s mother was unusually bony, and sometimes she hugged her daughter so hard that she pressed on Alice’s vagus nerve, which once caused young Alice to faint dead away.) “I have a very important lecture to deliver,” Alice’s mother said, hurrying to the podium. “The most important lecture of my life!”

Alice was still reeling and dizzy from her mother’s hug, but she hurried to the basement stairs. The most important lecture? she thought. How could it be? Professor Cannoli had delivered so many important lectures—in her own classroom and the living room—how could this one be the most important of all?

Would it be more important than “The Anthropology of Modern Human Teeth as Related to Child-Rearing Practices in the Northern Hemisphere”?

Could it be more important than “An Anthropological Perspective on Utensil Use in the Cannoli-Potchnik Household”? (Conclusion: too many soup spoons, not enough teaspoons.)

Professor Cannoli’s lectures were mesmerizing, and it was universally recognized that she was the best lecturer on campus at the small college where she taught.

“Dad!” Alice shouted from the top of the stairs. “Mom’s got a new lecture!”

“Be up in a jiff!” her dad bellowed from below.

“Alice, don’t yell,” said her mother. “Cannolis never yell.”

“But Potchniks do!” said Alice cheerfully.

“You got me there, little footnote,” said her mother, rearranging her notecards. “Would you please clear the photos from the mantel and set up the projector while I make a few last-minute revisions?”

“Sure,” said Alice. She moved the pictures from the mantelpiece to the coffee table, staring into the frozen eyes of family members long gone from this solid earth. Alice had heard stories about these relatives since she was old enough to sit on her parents’ laps, but she often pretended not to remember so that she could hear the stories again. “Mom, who’s this?” She held up a silver picture frame that contained a photo of a woman with a circle of braids around her head and a long, stiff skirt that reached to the ground.

Her mother glanced up. Even in the midst of preparing for the most important lecture of her life, she had time to tell a family story. “That’s your great-great-aunt Gretel Potchnik. She was considered quite a catch in the village where she grew up, and your great-great-uncle Samuel Potchnik was lucky to get her, especially since her dowry included three goats and a cow. Your aunt Gretel was a terrific dancer, despite her wooden leg. And the cow was an exceptional milker, they say.”

“And who’s this?” Alice held up the framed picture of a tall, thin man with an enormous handlebar mustache, perfectly waxed. He was dressed in a fine suit and held a bowler hat tucked under one arm.

“That is your great-great-grandfather, Alessandro Cannoli. He stowed away on a cargo ship when he was fifteen years old, hoping to make it to America. He spent six weeks hiding in the hold of the ship with a flock of sheep. When the ship docked, he tried to sneak off, but a stevedore on the wharf spied him and shouted for others to catch the thin, dark boy hiding in the shadows. Lucky for him, no one wanted to get too close, because he’d caught a wretched disease from the sheep called scabby mouth, which is exactly what it sounds like. Also, he smelled horrible. Like all Cannolis, he had very long legs, so he outran them all. When he stopped running, he was in Toledo, Ohio, and he swore he would never smell that bad again. He became a very successful barber and quite a dandy, as you can tell from that picture. He actually invented a new style of mustache that was an upside-down handlebar. It was called the Cannoli Curl, and it was extremely popular all the way from Toledo to Cincinnati, but the fad didn’t last long because it was very impractical when it came to eating hot soup.”

Alice continued moving the framed photos until she pulled down the last one and was surprised to realize that her mother had never told her the story of the two girls who stared back at her. The younger one had playful eyes and a blurry half smile as if she’d been told not to move but couldn’t keep herself still long enough for the photographer to take the picture. The other girl (sisters, thought Alice) was more serious, with strong arms, a sturdy middle, and a thick bundle of hair tied up in a bun. The expression on her face at first seemed grim, but then Alice recognized it as the grizzly-bear look of protectiveness she sometimes saw on the faces of her own parents.

Alice held up the photo and asked, “Mom?”

Alice’s mother glanced up. “Oh, that’s—” But then Alice’s father walked into the room, and her mother asked him to draw the shades and silence his phone. Alice placed the final photo on the coffee table and quickly set up the projector so that the slides would show on the blank wall above the fireplace. Alice’s mother stepped behind the podium and tapped the microphone twice so that a satisfying thunk-thunk echoed in the living room. Alice gave her mom a thumbs-up signal to indicate that her audio level was just right, and she and her father took their usual seats on the couch, eager to hear what Professor Cannoli would say.

Alice’s mother looked straight into the eyes of her audience. “Before I begin my formal lecture, I have some news to share.” Her microphoned voice filled the small room. “For the twelfth time since I started teaching at this college, we are being asked to move.”

Alice gasped. Her father leaned forward eagerly.

“As you both know, the college provides our housing as part of my compensation package. Dean Sheridan informed me this morning that we must leave this lovely home within one week’s time. They have found a new house for us—as they always do. It is, I heard, an abandoned, nearly condemned structure on the northern edge of campus that the college purchased for one dollar. It has only half its windows. There’s extensive water damage. A family of bats lives in the upstairs bathroom. I’m told the bank offered to pay the college to take it off their hands, but in the end they settled on a purchase price of one hundred pennies.”

Alice’s father smiled as he rubbed his great bear paws together. “No worries!” he said. “Alice and I will have it fixed up by New Year’s! I could use a good project. I’ve nearly run out of things to fix in this house. It was some wreck when we moved in, eh, Alice?” He nudged his daughter with his elbow. “The exploding fuse box? The hole in your bedroom floor? The cracked bathtub and the split fixtures? What a mess! But I’d say it’s about as good as it can be now.”

Alice could tell by the way her father was rubbing his hands together that he was already feeling the Potchnik Itch. A whole house. There would be hundreds of repairs. That was a lot of itching.

“Remember that time we had to rewire the entire house because of the mice?” asked Mr. Potchnik.

Alice wrinkled her brow. “Was that the same house with the missing doorknobs?”

“No,” said her father, “the missing doorknobs was the house with the furnace that wouldn’t stay on.”

“And that was the same house with the big hole in the roof, right?” Truthfully, for all her sharpness, Alice couldn’t keep the houses straight. She’d lived in so many. She could remember every single repair project since she was two years old, but the houses themselves were just a blur. She had never lived one place long enough to form a solid memory of home.

“No, that—” began her father, but Professor Cannoli interrupted.

“George! We don’t have time to reminisce about every house!” Alice’s mother stepped out from behind the podium and sat down on the couch next to her husband. Her voice was no longer amplified by the microphone, but it was still impressive. “This is exactly the problem, George. Fixing up houses.”

Alice’s father’s smile slipped off his face and disappeared through the floorboards that he and Alice had so carefully refinished. “Oh!” he said, and then more quietly, “Oh.”

“I don’t understand,” said Alice, whose curious mind was capable of imagining a great many things. “Why would fixing up a house ever be a problem?”

“Because as long as your father continues to create beautiful homes out of these disastrous wrecks, the college will keep putting us in disastrous wrecks so that they can sell the beautiful homes he creates! For a very nice profit, by the way! Do you know how much money the college made by selling the last house we lived in? Enough to fund the Theater Arts Department for a full year!”

“I’m guessing that’s a lot,” said Alice’s father glumly.

“Indeed!” said Alice’s mother. “Although I think we can all agree that the student production of Mamma Mia! would have benefited from a larger costume budget!” They all nodded in silent agreement.

Alice still couldn’t make sense of it. “But it’s always better to take something broken and make it like new.” It had been the Potchnik motto for generations. It was in their blood.

Alice’s mother stood up. “This is where my formal lecture begins.” She took her place behind the podium, leaned in to the microphone, and said in a low voice, “Slide number one, please.”

Alice reached over to the projector and began the slideshow.

“The Anthropology of Transitional Moments and the Effects of an Erratic Upbringing on Only Children,” said Alice’s mother, reading the title slide. Mr. Potchnik cast his eyes down.

“Oh, Dad,” whispered Alice, slipping her small hand into his large bear paw, “please don’t grow melancholic. It isn’t your fault.”

Alice’s father sighed. “I fear your mother has done first-rate research that proves otherwise.”
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Chapter 2

Alice’s father could not have been more correct.

“And so, in conclusion,” said Professor Cannoli, eighty-three slides later, “taking into consideration the special emotional requirements of children without siblings, the structural stresses that families face when moving from one house to another, and the importance of a sense of rootedness and grounding in children, particularly during the critical ages of nine to twelve, we see that stability and continuity are crucial to the development of a personality that is vigorous, self-confident, and resilient, as opposed to one that is marked by hopelessness and indistinct unhappiness.”

“But, Mom,” said Alice, not even waiting to raise her hand, “I don’t feel hopeless or even a little bit unhappy. I think I’m fine.”

“Of course, you are, strudel,” Alice’s mother responded. “You’re more than fine. You’re delightful and intelligent and winsome and brave and bursting with curiosity and creative energy. But you can’t ignore science! If we keep moving from house to house, it’s only a matter of time before you turn. The data is unusually strong.”

Alice thought about a peculiarity she’d never told her parents: When she slept deeply and dreamed that she was home, she never dreamed of any particular house. The space she dreamed of was nothing more than empty rooms through which she wandered, rooms without furniture or features or details of any kind. She had lived in so many houses that her dreams declared she had lived nowhere.

Still, Alice wasn’t convinced. “But I have both of you. I don’t need a place to call home. Wherever we go, that’s home. And it doesn’t matter how many times we move, as long as we’re together.”

Professor Cannoli’s eyes shone in a way that said to her daughter, You are the light of my life. “Oh, Alice,” she said, “that’s such a beautiful sentiment. Unfortunately, it’s complete hooey. Children your age need a sense of stability and permanence, and that is most often rooted in a place—a stable home. The science is clear. We must stop all this moving about.”

Alice’s father slumped on the couch. Alice’s mother once again left the podium and sat down next to her husband.

“George. You are my love, and nothing will ever change that. But we must stop this endless uprooting. For the sake of our child, our only child, our Alice.” She rested her head on his shoulder, which required all of her Cannoli bendiness, because she was so much taller than he was.

Alice’s father looked at his hands, resting idly on his knees. “Are you saying we’ll refuse to move?”

“That we cannot do. Unfortunately. It’s in my contract, clear as day: the college can move us anytime it sees fit. But—we can make sure this is the last move. Which means that you, heart of my heart, must make the greatest sacrifice of all. You must not fix up the next house we move in to!”

Alice’s father blinked his eyes. “You mean unless something is broken.”

“Not even then,” said Alice’s mother gently.

“But if there’s a cracked windowpane—”

“You leave it cracked.”

“But if there’s a creaky floorboard—”

“You let it creak.”

“Surely, if a faucet is dripping—”

“Then drip, drip, drip,” said Alice’s mother. “We will live in that house as it falls down around our ears until Dean Sheridan understands that we will not be moved around like pieces on a chessboard. Until the college agrees to give us the next house to be our forever home, we will not be budged!”

“I don’t know if I can,” said Alice’s father. “Chipped tilework must be replaced. Dirty walls must be painted. A rotten porch must be—”

“Left alone,” said Alice’s mother firmly. “For Alice.”

Alice’s father looked at his daughter and nodded. “For Alice. The most important thing in our lives.”

His eyes began to fill with tears. Alice’s mother began to well up, too.

“George, sweetheart,” she warned, “if you begin to cry, then I will begin to cry, and if I begin to cry, you will cry even harder. And I ask you: How will it end? We will be swept away by our tears, and then who will take care of Alice?”

They both looked at their daughter with such tenderness that it would have made any ten-year-old burst into tears on the spot. But Alice, dry-eyed and clear-minded, was not any ten-year-old. She was a rare old soul with more flint and steel in her small body than most people might have guessed.

“How is it possible to let a dripping faucet keep dripping?” Alice asked. The idea was ridiculous. Like expecting a fish to fly or deciding to chuck an old podium in a dumpster. It wasn’t the Cannoli-Potchnik way.

“I don’t know, little cabbage,” said her father. “But we’re going to find out. Together. We will lay down our tools and take a vow of not-fixing. In fact, I will make a Cannoli-Potchnik Oath.”

Alice’s eyes grew wide. The Cannoli-Potchnik Oath was sacred in their family, having been handed down and adapted, in various forms, through generations on both sides. It was used in only the most serious situations.

Alice’s father stood and faced Alice and her mother. He made fists out of both hands and crossed them at the wrists in front of his chest. “I take this solemn Cannoli-Potchnik Oath: I will not repair anything, no matter how broken it is, until we are given our own forever home.” He then advanced his fists, still crossed at the wrists, and extended his right leg, as if presenting both a shield and a sword on a great battlefield.

Alice’s mother hugged Alice and then her husband fiercely with her bony arms. “And now, we pack!” she announced. “Alice, darling, please put all the framed photographs in a box and label it ‘Do Not Discard.’ Remember, those pictures are the most prized possessions we own. As I’ve often said—”

“If we don’t remember our ancestors,” recited Alice, “who will remember us?”

“Well quoted, my little citation! George, darling, bring down the packing boxes, please and thank you. I’m going to start sorting through the utensil drawer. My research has certainly shown we don’t need all the soup spoons we own! I do believe it’s time for a Cannoli-Potchnik garage sale!”

Garage sales were as much a part of life in the Cannoli-Potchnik household as moving, lecturing, and fixing up. Alice and her parents had it down to a science.

Step one: Gather up everything you can bear to part with. (For Alice and her parents, this included nearly everything, because they weren’t particularly attached to stuff. They cared much more about people and history and ideas and honest work.)

Step two: Have a garage sale and price everything so ridiculously low that absolutely every item sells.

Step three: Use the profit from the sale to go out for a celebratory dinner at the Olive Garden. (Because it was a celebration, Alice would get two desserts and her parents would share a glass of wine.)

Step four: Pack up whatever is left, attempting to set a family record for moving a household with the fewest number of boxes.

Step five: Haul the boxes to the new house. (While the Cannoli-Potchniks didn’t own a car, they had six red wagons precisely for this purpose, and Dave always delivered their furniture in a truck.)

Step six: Once you’re settled in your new house, buy all the things you now realize that you do need, like reading lamps and egg cups and ice skates and terrariums. (Alice’s family accomplished this step by going to neighborhood garage sales, often buying back the exact items they had just sold.)

And that’s how the Cannoli-Potchniks did garage sales.

Alice was packing the family photos and thinking about what her mother had said. She was certain that her mother’s hypothesis was wrong. In fact, Alice believed the opposite was true. She considered her ability to pack up and leave without dragging so much as a memory of the house with her to be one of her superpowers. It made her flexible and unencumbered, as light as a feather that blew in the wind. Adaptable.

After all, in Alice’s experience, houses were places you fixed and places you left. Moving every few months was good practice. It taught you not to count on things that might not be there when you needed them. Who needed a permanent home? Not her.

As Alice packed the framed photos, she found that the extra-large box she was filling was not big enough. No matter how she arranged and rearranged, the pictures wouldn’t all fit. Did she need to pack them all? She looked at the one of the two girls she didn’t know, which was in a particularly beautiful antique silver frame. Alice was sure they could sell that frame at the garage sale for a good price. That would cover her extra dessert! “Do we need all the photos?” Alice shouted to her mother.

“All!” came the answer from the kitchen.

Alice had known this would be her mother’s response, but there was no more room in the box! Would it be so terrible to let one photograph go? She held it in her hand and stared at the girls. I don’t even know you, she thought.

But in the end, she applied several mathematical formulas related to area and volume and did fit all the pictures, knowing that she would lug the box to the new house and then struggle to find room for the framed photographs on the new mantelpiece. What’s old becomes new, just as things that are new will always grow old.

It was their most successful garage sale ever. In fact, even after their Olive Garden feast, there was a tidy sum of money left over. Alice’s parents gave it all to Alice, telling her to spend it on something that filled her with joy, enlightened her mind, and made the world a better place. (Her parents often talked poetically after a celebration at the Olive Garden.)

The next day, as the sun was dipping below the horizon, they pulled their six wagons across campus to move in to their new old house. Luckily, Professor Cannoli had a map because their new address was in an unfamiliar neighborhood, at the end of a dead-end street, obscured by blackthorn bushes that had grown to a frightening height.

“Wowza,” said Alice’s mother, staring at the crumbling brick house in front of them. An eight-foot-high wall enclosed the entire backyard, as if it were a prison with the house standing guard.

“Holy Cannoli,” whispered Alice’s father, looking queasy as he stared at the broken windows, the sagging roof, and the front door hanging on a single hinge.

Alice said nothing. She was looking at the house next door. A breeze had gently lifted her hair and blown it in that direction, and now she couldn’t take her eyes off the stately dark house that hulked in the dimming light. It was as if some unknown force was beckoning.

Alice’s mother led the way inside their new home, followed closely by Alice’s father. But Alice let go of the wagon handles and wandered into the adjoining yard. She was accustomed to going where her curiosity led her.

There was a large wooden sign in front of the dilapidated mansion, one of the familiar green-and-white signs that marked every building owned by the college. The sign was overgrown with stubborn ivy and brittle mugwort, and the lawn was choked with wilted dandelions. Alice had to
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