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Dedication

For my mother and my sister, with love,

and in memory of Ed





Part I
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We
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IT RAINED ON THE SATURDAY they were supposed to move, a hard rain that filled the city gutters with leaves from trees in faraway neighborhoods. It blew against the windows with a ferocity that sounded more like a million tiny pebbles than raindrops. Telephone lines swayed and pigeons tumbled past on tilted wings, wherever the wind took them, as if they’d given up trying to actually fly.

“It’s raining cats and dogs,” Steve kept saying. “Cats and dogs. Literal cats and dogs, huh, Lulu?”

He wanted to call Lou Lulu. He wanted her to call him Dad.

“Not literal cats and dogs,” she said.

“You know what I mean.” Steve handed her a box labeled GARAGE. It seemed like every box Lou helped stack by the door of the apartment was labeled GARAGE, waiting to be loaded into Steve’s pickup truck and driven the sixteen miles to his house in the suburbs. To his GARAGE, to be exact. Their lives before Steve, going into storage.

“We’ll have to wait for the rain to stop before we can load,” he continued. “Then I have a tarp I could put over everything, but I doubt it would do much good. This is some serious rain.”

Lou set the box on top of two others. Just under the tucked-in top flap, the leathery cover and gold trim of Mom’s photo album peeked out. The special one, with pictures of Mom and Dad when they were young.

“You’re pretty strong, Lulu,” Steve said, poking at her bicep.

She pressed the box flap down. “I know. In PE, I did the flexed-arm hang for nineteen seconds.”

She moved away from Steve and headed back to the room she shared with Casey.

Lou was Louisa but had been Lou since she was little. Only Casey called her Lulu and only Mom called her Belle and only her dad got called Dad.

Casey was up in the top bunk, on her phone. She’d bought it with money she earned last summer, watching a baby while the parents were at work. She was very responsible and attentive for a fifteen-year-old, the parents said.

Or, she used to be. Now all she did was text and call her boyfriend, Daniel.

She’d fixed up the top bunk to be almost a whole room of her own, with a blanket hanging from the ceiling, like a curtain, for privacy, and a power strip bolted onto the railing so she could charge her phone at night, and a little orange safe with a combination lock for stuff she didn’t want Lou to touch or borrow or steal.

Lou stepped onto the bottom bunk and gripped the frame of the top, and pulled the privacy blanket aside. Casey was curled around her pillows with her phone close to her face.

“Steve says we can’t move our stuff until the rain stops,” Lou said.

“Good.”

“Yeah, good.” That was Daniel, his voice spilling over out of Casey’s phone. He must have heard what Lou said.

Casey spoke back to him in Spanish. Daniel had moved to the city from Peru a few years ago and now Casey could speak Spanish almost as well as her Spanish teacher, or so she claimed.

When Lou got to high school, she was going to take Spanish, too. Then she and Casey could have private conversations when Mom and Steve were being nosy. Steve, still there when Lou got to high school. That was difficult to wrap her mind around, but Mom really was going to marry him and they really were moving.

“Lulu,” Casey said. “Can you, like . . .” She waved Lou away with one hand.

Lou let the blanket fall, then jumped down and went back out to the living room.

Mom was helping Steve now, looking at the stacks and checking things off a paper she’d been carrying in her hand all day. Did she even know her special album was headed to GARAGE?

“She still on the phone with Daniel?” Steve asked Lou.

“I don’t know.” She wouldn’t be his spy.

When Mom had told Lou and Casey that Steve wanted to adopt them—after the wedding, of course—Lou’s stomach had churned. How could Mom tell them something like that while spooning out mac and cheese, the same way she would if she was telling them about her day at work?

“Adoption is for orphans,” Lou had said. Kids without parents, like in some of her favorite books. Anne of Green Gables. The Silver Crown. Orphan Island. Lou and Casey had parents. They had two parents and their dad’s last name.

They also had their own apartment, and schools and teachers they liked. Lou had a best friend, Beth, and also a group of friends who did things together like trick-or-treating, who always invited one another to birthday parties, who knew Lou was scared of ladybugs and spiders but not moths, who knew she was the best in their class at reading aloud, who didn’t care that she usually had dirt under her fingernails and went to church every Sunday.

Casey, too, had friends and a boyfriend and summer jobs.

“Actually,” Mom had said, “adoption isn’t only for orphans.”

“Mom. Don’t.”

That was Casey, and when Casey said those words they had the power to stop Mom right in her tracks. It didn’t work when Lou tried it.

Anyway, the point was that their lives had been their lives. Dad had left over two years ago now, and Mom and Lou and Casey were finally getting used to life without him in the apartment. No more walking on eggshells. No more peeking around corners, trying not to walk through a room where Dad might be drunk. No more guessing when he’d get home and what he’d be like when he did. No more wondering how long he’d be able to keep his job this time, or if he’d remember things like your birthday or your baptism or if it was a Saturday or a Tuesday.

He didn’t live with them anymore, and he still drank. But also, he was still Dad. She didn’t need a new one. She just wanted the one she had to be different.

Now they had to change everything, including houses, towns, friends, and then also schools next year. It was February; in the fall, Lou would have to start sixth grade in a totally new place with all-new people. And Casey would start eleventh grade the same way.

Steve already had furniture and dishes and everything a house needed. Which was why so many boxes were marked GARAGE. “Until we decide what to do with it,” he’d said.

We. Who was the “we” he was talking about?

Before Steve, we was Lou and Casey and Mom. Even before the divorce, that was true. We hadn’t included Dad for a long time.

Now it seemed like we was Steve and Mom, while Lou and Casey had suddenly become a separate us. And Casey didn’t even much seem to want to be part of it anymore.

“She’s on the phone with him all the time,” Steve said now, still annoyed about Daniel. He finished writing on a box with his special black marker and turned to Mom. “Maybe we should set some limits.”

There was the new we again.

“She pays her own phone bill,” Mom said. “And it’s going to be her first heartbreak. Sixteen miles is the end of the world for them.”

He laughed. “They’re still going to see each other every day at school!”

“For now.” She squeezed his arm and smiled. “Don’t you remember your first crush?”

“No. You’re the only girl I ever loved,” he teased, and then they kissed.

Lou turned away. Steve’s black marker sat on top of the boxes. She picked it up and slipped it into the pocket of her purple fleece vest. Then, while they were still kissing and hugging, she pulled the flap back on the top box, slipped the photo album out, and took it to her room before they could see.

In bed that night, after Steve was gone and Mom had tucked her in, Lou found herself talking to God. There were prayers, and then there were prayers. One kind of prayer was what she felt she was supposed to do: thanking God for the day, asking for forgiveness for what she did wrong, praying for help for other people. The kind you did in church was like that, saying the Lord’s Prayer or praying along with Pastor Richards when he collected requests.

Then there was this kind, which happened only once in a while when Lou had a lot to say from her heart, not because thought she was supposed to.

She told God how she felt about Steve and about him and mom getting married. She asked God to maybe stop it somehow, or at least make it so they wouldn’t have to move. Then, like in every kind of prayer she prayed, she asked God to make Dad stop drinking and keep Dad safe and make him . . . “Just make him better and happy.”

“Shut up, Lulu,” came a sleepy voice from above her.

Not God. Casey.

“I’m praying.”

“Yeah, I know. Do it in your head.”

And make Casey nicer, like she used to be, she added—silently. Amen.
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THE RAIN CONTINUED FOR DAYS, lashing at the windows and leaving huge puddles in the alleyway. The boxes stayed stacked by the door.

Lou’s jacket got soaked on her walks to and from school, and was still damp in the mornings even when she hung it right by the radiator at night.

The delay in moving gave Lou time to stow away more things in the tote bag she’d been keeping in the back of her closet. It now held: Mom’s special photo album, the book of nursery rhymes Mom used to read to Lou, Casey’s old stuffed lamb (Lou rescued it from the throwaway pile), and Dad’s Neil Young coffee mug—which Lou’d found in a stack of dishes meant to be donated. It was stamped with a black-and-white photograph of a man with dark shaggy hair, playing guitar. Dad’s favorite musician.

Twice now since taking the photo album, Lou had sat in the closet to look through it. It was full of pictures taken with real cameras and developed on real film, then stuck on adhesive pages of the album. A sheet of clear plastic went on top. The edges of the stiff album pages were getting yellowy and some of the pictures had gotten unstuck, overlapping each other, hiding a head here or a leg there.

Lou had three favorite pictures in the album. The current ranking was:


	Dad really young, in hiking boots and a plaid shirt, standing on top of a hill somewhere woodsy. He had his hands on his hips and he looked over and past the camera, sort of to the side. There was a small guitar—a backpacking guitar, he’d told her once—slung over his shoulder, and an old metal canteen hooked on to his belt. It was from before he’d even met Mom. He was handsome, with dark hair and eyes that flashed like Casey’s.

	Mom in high school. Her hair dyed black, her face in pale pale pale makeup but with dark dark dark eyes. Bright red lips. Glaring at the camera even though Lou got the feeling that, right then, she liked having her picture taken.

	Mom and Dad at their wedding reception in 1998, standing by a four-tiered white cake. Mom looked down at the cake, concentrating on making an even cut with the knife she held in her hand. Dad looked right at Mom like she was the best thing in the world.



One of their wedding presents was a digital camera, and there weren’t many pictures in the album after that. They were all on a computer somewhere and they never remembered to look.

Mom started to worry that they wouldn’t have time to finish the move and clean the apartment out the way they were supposed to, and the landlord would charge them for another month. Whenever Mom worried about money—which was a lot—it was like part of her was away on another planet. She would say “Mm-hmm” and “Huh” when Lou told her about her day, but then she wouldn’t remember anything about it.

“I’m sorry, Belle,” she said the next Sunday when they were doing dishes. Casey was at Daniel’s and Steve had gone home to his own house. He never spent the night. “I guess I wasn’t listening. What did you say?”

“I said Beth wants to know if I can sleep over tomorrow.”

“Monday?” Mom said, swirling a soapy plate under the hot water. “A school night?”

“We’ll go to bed at school-night time,” Lou promised.

“That’s fine, I guess. With so much of your stuff in boxes anyway, it might even be easier for you to be at Beth’s.”

They finished washing and drying, and then Lou said, “I’m going to call Beth and tell her.”

“Tell her what?”

Exasperated, Lou said, “That I can sleep over tomorrow!”

Mom pretended to hit her head with the palm of her hand. “Right!”

When Mom tucked her in that night, Casey still wasn’t home. Lou didn’t like it when she wasn’t right there above her, the frame squeaking whenever she rolled over, the glow of her phone showing through her blankets.

At Steve’s house, they were going to have their own rooms.

Mom sat on the edge of the bed and said, “Tell me two things?”

Sometimes they did this at bedtime—told each other two things on their minds, or about their days. Lou wasn’t in the mood tonight, though, because she really only had one thing on her mind: “I don’t want Steve to adopt me. I don’t want his last name.”

“I know, Belle. What made you think of that right now?”

“I’m always thinking about it.”

Mom lay down next to Lou in her bunk. “You don’t have to change your name or be adopted or any of it. Steve just wants you to know that he would. If you want to. And you can think about it as much as you want and even change your mind.”

“I won’t. I already have a dad.”

Mom was quiet. Then she said in a low voice, “I know. Second thing?”

“I don’t want Steve to call me Lulu. Or Belle.”

There was another pause, like Mom had been hoping Lou would have moved on to a new topic for thing number two. “He’s so used to hearing it from us. It’s what comes out.”

“I know, but . . .” She clamped her mouth shut. Mom should understand without a whole explanation. A name was everything. What people called you was who you felt like.

“I’m sure he’s not trying to upset you, Belle.”

“He can call me Louisa.” The name on her birth certificate. It didn’t mean anything to her.

“I’ll tell him.”

The way Two Things worked was that Lou was supposed to ask Mom about her two things. She didn’t want to. Everything was about Mom lately. Mom’s wedding, Mom’s worries, packing for Mom’s move. Yes, they were all moving—they had no choice—but it felt like Mom’s. Lou nestled close to her now, to her warmth and her quiet voice and her smell. Except Mom smelled different. A new perfume, probably from Steve. Or a new shampoo or lotion. A new something. Lou turned her nose to clear that new smell.

A year ago, Steve was just a guy at church with blond-silver hair and a beard. He drove all the way from the suburbs to San Francisco just for church, and wore cowboy boots. No one else they knew wore cowboy boots. One time, before Mom told them she was dating Steve, Casey made fun of his belt buckle while they were walking home from church. “It’s the size of a dinner plate.”

“Casey,” Mom had said. But then she added, laughing, “Maybe the size of a lunch plate.”

“Does Dad have our new address yet?” Lou asked now, shy to say the word “Dad” to Mom, or to ask questions about him, because of the way Mom’s body and voice tensed up and her eyes flicked to the side. But Lou needed to know.

“Well,” Mom said, sounding careful. “I’m not sure, Belle, that we’re going to give it to him just yet.”

We. The Steve and Mom we.

Lou tried to form her thoughts, but they wouldn’t take a shape.

“Remember . . . remember how sometimes, even after the divorce, Dad wouldn’t leave when I asked him to?” Mom continued, pulling Lou in tight. “How sometimes, when he was drinking a lot, we didn’t feel safe?”

She didn’t like to remember those times, and Mom didn’t like to talk about them. When Mom told Dad that she was marrying Steve, he’d walked up and down their block all night long, drunk, shouting and crying. Someone called the police. Mom had to go out onto the sidewalk and explain what happened and even though she didn’t think Dad was going to try to get in, could they do something about him, please? Lou and Casey had stood by their bedroom window, peeking out from behind the closed curtain, listening, sure Mom and Dad wouldn’t look up at them there in the dark of their room.

“So it might be better for us to keep Steve’s address private for a while,” Mom said. “Until we’ve all gotten adjusted.”

“But what if he needs us?” Lou asked. “How can he write to us? How can he find us?” Her eleventh birthday was coming up. He sometimes forgot birthdays until a week or two or more later, and what if he didn’t remember until they’d already moved? He might have a card to send, or maybe even a present.

“He has Casey’s phone number. And you can call him from her phone like you do sometimes. Or use email. That’s how I send him things.”

“Does he answer you?”

“Well, no.”

“He doesn’t like email. He doesn’t answer his phone.”

She felt Mom sigh: a big breath in, a big breath out. “I know, Belle. Later on, we’ll give him the new address. After the wedding and after we’re all moved in and settled down and we’re all used to our new life.”

A new we, a new our, a new life. A new life Lou never asked for and didn’t want.

Mom laid her hand on Lou’s head and murmured a bedtime prayer, while Lou imagined Dad coming to the apartment and finding it empty. Forgetting that they’d moved, that they’d gone to live with Steve. Calling her name. Lou? Loula? Lost and looking and looking and not finding her, not finding Casey, not finding home.
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AFTER SCHOOL, LOU AND BETH waited inside the main doors, sheltered from the rain. It wasn’t coming down as hard as it had been, but it was steady. No breaks. Though Beth’s house was within walking distance, her mom was going to pick them up.

“I hate getting wet,” Beth said from under the hood of her raincoat.

Lou pictured the piles of boxes by the apartment door. “We can’t really move to Steve’s until it stops raining.”

Beth looked at her, then pulled her hood back and took a few steps outside of the doors. “Actually, I love getting wet!” she shouted, face up to the rain.

Lou joined her and said, “Me too!”

They watched the rain bounce off the sidewalks and the street. There was no sign of Mrs. Tsai, and soon they both stepped back under the shelter. “Will the wedding be called off if it keeps raining?”

“No,” Lou said. She added unfortunately in her head.

“How far is it to your new house, again?”

“Steve’s house. I think like half an hour.”

“That’s not too far,” Beth said.

It wasn’t true and they both knew it. Not when it was a different town, a different school district, different streets, different buses, different everything. It could be ten minutes away or ten hours. No matter what, Lou couldn’t go to the same school as Beth next year, or someday, the same high school.

“Maybe we’ll go to the same college,” Lou said gloomily.

Mrs. Tsai’s blue car glided to the curb. Beth pulled her hood back up and they dashed through the rain, jumping over puddles as they went.

There were always good things and bad things about being at Beth’s house.

Good things: Mrs. Tsai sometimes let them fry prawn crackers and wonton skins right at the table in an electric skillet. Beth had a trundle bed. Beth’s orange tabby, Rex, would sit on Lou’s chest in the early mornings and meow softly in her face. Lou liked the warm weight, the purr in Rex’s voice, the feeling that she could give him something he wanted—a chin scratch or a handful of dry food dropped into the plastic bowl in the kitchen.

Bad things: Beth’s little brother, Alan, was very, very annoying. And her dad, Mr. Tsai, could be serious and quiet, and Lou couldn’t tell whether he liked her or not. Fathers in general made her uneasy.

Dinner for Beth and Lou and Alan that night was delivery pizza. Celebrations for the Lunar New Year were last week and Mrs. Tsai said, “I’m tired of cooking. I never want to cook again!” She and Mr. Tsai were going out to dinner. On their way out, Mrs. Tsai said something to Beth in Mandarin.

When they’d left, Alan looked at Lou. “She said be good and you better not be mean to me. And no hitting, Beth.”

Beth scoffed. “She said you better be good, or else.”

Alan took a bite of pizza and purposely let strings of cheese hang out of his mouth while he wiggled his head back and forth.

“Stop it.” Beth’s cheeks were already getting darker with irritation. When it came to Alan, her temper was very short.

“That’s gross,” Lou said, scrunching her nose.

“What?” he asked. “What’s gross?” Cheese stretched from his mouth all the way to the table, and stuck to his face in white, greasy strips.

“You’re invisible and I can’t see you,” Beth said. She turned to Lou. “What if you moved in with us? Or told school that you moved in with us? And used our address so you could stay at school next year?”

Lou was having trouble pretending Alan was invisible. He’d put a slice of pepperoni over each of his eyes. She worried he was going to burn himself or get spices in his eyeballs and it would be her fault somehow for not saying anything. “Alan, don’t. That’s dangerous.”

He stretched out his arms as if he were a zombie, cheese hanging and red circles over his eyes.

“I’m telling,” Beth said. Then she added something in Mandarin. Alan took the pepperoni off and gathered the strings of cheese and put it all in his mouth.

“That won’t work,” Lou said.

“Huh?”

“Pretending I live here, I mean.” Mom and Steve had gone around and around with what to do about school and now the whole thing was settled. Mom would give them rides on her way to work for the rest of the school year. Steve, who worked an earlier shift, would pick them up in the afternoon. Then, in the fall, they’d start at their new schools in the suburbs. It was all decided. The rain would eventually stop, and the boxes would go to Steve’s, and the wedding would happen, and she would move. Dad would be left somewhere behind without the new address and Lou and Beth would see each other less and less.

“I know,” Beth said. “It was just a wish.”

Alan had stopped eating. He was rubbing his right eye and couldn’t open it.

Beth shook her head, exasperated. “Lou told you that would happen.”

“Here,” Lou said, sliding Alan’s glass of ice water closer to him. “Hold this on your eye.”

After dinner, in Beth’s room, they did each other’s hair. First Lou sat cross-legged on the trundle bed, Beth perched above her, practicing French braids on Lou.

“I wish I had your hair,” Beth said. “It, like, stays.” Lou’s hair was a little curly, a little wavy, a little coarse. Beth could make it do almost anything.

“I wish I had your hair,” Lou said. Beth’s was always shiny and smooth, her bangs lying perfectly flat. Never a weird cowlick. Never frizzing after they’d walked home on a foggy day. Lou liked to comb it out and arrange it into a silky curtain on Beth’s shoulders.

They switched places, and Lou sat on Beth’s bed while Beth was on the trundle.

“What if . . .” Beth said. “What if we could trade bodies and then you could stay at our school next year?”

“But then you’d have to be at Steve’s.”

Beth looked over her shoulder. “I’d do that for you. So you could be where you want to be half the time.”

“I would only want to be here if you were here, too, though.”

Beth faced away from her again and Lou combed her hair, then pulled it back into a shiny ponytail. Beth sniffled. Her shoulders began to shake.

Lou felt like crying, too, but wouldn’t. Whenever she cried in front of Dad, he’d say, “Don’t cry, Lou. Don’t cry.”

“Don’t cry, Beth,” Lou said now, in his exact tone.

That made Beth cry harder. “I can’t help it!”

“Stop,” Lou said. She pushed Beth’s shoulder a little, even though she knew it was mean. A sob stuck in her own throat while Beth tried to suppress hers and crawled over to the box of tissues on the bookshelf.

Lou could see now that Beth’s ponytail was crooked. She had on the pajama bottoms with foxes on them, and her favorite green sweatshirt. The fox pants and green top were so familiar and comforting, and maybe it was strange to think about missing your best friend’s pajamas, but Lou knew she would.

“Sorry,” Lou said. “You can cry if you want.”

With delicate fingers, Beth swiped a tissue under her nose. “No.” She fixed her fierce eyes on Lou, and showed how she could keep them dry.

Lou kept waking up that night, checking for the sound of rain against the window and then falling back asleep. The third time she woke up, the sound had stopped and it didn’t start again.

It was still dark out when Rex jumped softly onto Lou’s chest. She rubbed under his chin until he stretched his neck out and closed his eyes, purring ferociously. “I have to get up,” she whispered to him, then moved around until he sprung off her with a chirp of displeasure.

The bathroom was between Beth and Alan’s rooms; they each had their own door to it. Lou locked both. She looked out the bathroom window. Under the closest streetlight, she could see that the ground was drying in patches.

Soon the sun would be up. Soon everything would be in Steve’s truck.

After she washed her hands, she opened all the drawers in the vanity. She didn’t need anything. She was just nosy and had a habit of looking. Like always, in the top drawer on Beth’s side were hair ties, combs, half-used tiny tubes of toothpaste, lip balms. Lou picked out one that came in an orange ball-shaped case. It smelled fruity and said Mango on the label on the bottom.

The drawer on Alan’s side tended to be more varied. There could be combs, half-eaten candy, more toothpaste samples, tiny toy cars, random socks, and linty action figures. This time there was a whole messy layer of small red envelopes.

They contained money, she knew, from Lunar New Year. Mrs. Tsai gave Lou one every year with five dollars in it for good luck. The envelope from this year was already packed up with her desk stuff. Eventually, she’d spend it on candy.

Imagine being Alan, though. Imagine getting piles of red envelopes and then just stuffing them in a bathroom drawer. If each had five dollars and there were dozens, he could have hundreds of dollars. Imagine being an eight-year-old—Alan, with his pepperoni eyes—with hundreds of dollars.

She took one of his envelopes and tucked it in the waistband of her pajamas. She needed extra luck and Alan didn’t. With the envelope in her waistband and the lip balm closed into her fist, she went back into Beth’s room, where she quickly crammed both into the side zip pocket of her schoolbag. Then she got back into the trundle bed and hoped Rex would come find her one more time.

Breakfast was quiet and rushed. Mr. Tsai was already on his way to work. Mrs. Tsai drank coffee and tried to smooth down Alan’s bedhead while he groggily shoveled cereal into his mouth.

“Don’t eat so fast,” Beth scolded. “It’s disgusting.”

Alan ate faster; Lou slowed down her own chewing.

Mrs. Tsai glanced toward the kitchen window and said, “You girls can walk to school. It looks like we’re finally getting a beautiful day.”
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MOM WORKED A HALF DAY and Steve took a whole day off to load up the boxes, then they all drove to his house after school. Mom made Lou ride with Steve in his truck, while she and Casey followed behind in Mom’s car to make sure nothing fell out. Lou sat as close to the passenger door as she could get, staring out at the ocean along the Great Highway, flat under a steely sky.

Thinking of Dad, she’d put on the R.E.M. band shirt that he’d given her two Christmases ago.

“Good band,” Steve had said when they’d gotten in the truck. “I didn’t know kids still knew about them.”

“They don’t. My dad gave me this.”

That got him to change the subject.

“I bet you’re excited about having your own room,” Steve said. She felt him glance at her. “You must get sick of hearing Casey talk lovey-dovey to her boyfriend on the phone all night.”

“I don’t mind. I like Daniel.”

They passed the back of the zoo and made a right turn, officially leaving the city. She watched Mom’s car in the side mirror, wondered what they were talking about, what Casey was thinking.

“Your room is smaller than Casey’s, but it has a nice big closet,” Steve was saying, as if she hadn’t already seen it a bunch of times. “I think once you get used to it, you’ll be happy to have your own space. You’re almost eleven! Too old for bunk beds and all that. You’ll see how it is.”

“I like the bunk bed.”

Did Steve even know about the history of the bunk bed? Had Mom told him? For the longest time, Lou and Casey had slept on mattresses on the floor because they couldn’t afford frames. Then one of Dad’s friends, who knew carpentry and had extra wood, had helped Dad build the bunk bed. They cut the wood. They used screws and bolts and dowels to make it sturdy. Dad painted it glossy purple. It wasn’t just any old bunk bed.

“Come on, Lulu—sorry, Louisa,” he said. “Don’t you think you’re going to like anything at my house? The back patio? Not having to go to the laundromat when you need something clean to wear? The big TV room? You know I love that TV room.”

She’d never had a back patio or a front yard or a lawn or anything else like that, so she didn’t miss them and didn’t know whether she’d like them or not. She didn’t care that much about TV. It would be nice to have the washer and dryer right in the house, but she’d walk her dirty clothes to coin-operated laundromats the rest of her life if it meant not having to move.

On her own block, she knew which squares of the sidewalk were smooth enough for roller-skating. She knew which houses to avoid because the people in them didn’t like kids hanging around. She could walk to Beth’s house and the library and the store when Mom needed an ingredient for dinner or she wanted to buy a candy bar.

Lou had been to Steve’s house; Mom and Casey and Lou spent a few Saturdays there over the holidays. It was the house Steve grew up in and he lived there with his mom before she died, and he didn’t even know what it was like to have to leave your home forever.

The house still felt old-ladyish, with pea-green carpet and doilies everywhere. Worst of all it wasn’t in the city. The sidewalks on Steve’s block were one-fourth the width of city sidewalks. You could barely walk anywhere without people looking at you like you should be in a car.

“And there’s that nice big stereo in the TV room, too, I bet you’ll like that.” Steve was still trying to convince her.

“Does it have a record player?” Lou asked.

“No, but I’ve got one from my old system somewhere. I haven’t fired it up in a long time, though. It needs a new needle. Why?”

“I just wondered.” The tote bag from Lou’s closet now held a dozen vinyl records that Dad left behind when he moved. He’d taken his stereo and most of his records, but these had been forgotten on a different shelf in the apartment. Lou took them before Mom could add them to the giveaway pile.

“Well anyway,” Steve continued, “I’m happy you’re moving in. I’m excited and blessed to have you girls in my life and to get to know you, and I’m looking forward to a time when we’re all just getting along and it feels natural. You know?” She didn’t answer, so he went on. “I know this part is bumpy but you can maybe be a little optimistic? For your mom? It’s hard for her to enjoy all this when she knows you two aren’t happy.”

“I know” was all Lou could say. It was hard for her to enjoy it, too, knowing that Mom was so happy.

When Mom first told Lou and Casey that she was going to marry Steve and they’d be moving, Lou had written a letter outlining all the reasons this was a bad idea. Steve wasn’t like them. He was kind of old; older than Mom at least. He didn’t like the city. He never just sat still and read a book. He complained about weather and Mom used to always say that complaining about weather was silly. “It’s like complaining about being alive.”

When Lou gave the letter to Mom, somewhere deep inside she believed it would work, that if she used the right words, she had the power to stop all this from happening. She’d even prayed about it, because Pastor Richards said that if you came to God with sincere faith, God would give you the desires of your heart.

But either Lou didn’t have sincere faith or Pastor Richards had lied or God was punishing her, because Mom sort of laughed at the letter and said, “Oh, honey,” and now Lou was in a truck taking the exit to Steve’s house.

She reached into the pocket of her fleece vest. Felt the marker she’d taken from Steve, Beth’s round ball of mango lip balm, and Alan’s small red envelope.

Lou stood in her assigned room. The smaller one with the big closets.

The walls were orange. The carpet was pea-green like the rest of the house, and was mashed down in the outlines of the filing cabinets and desk that used to be there when it was Steve’s home office. It smelled like dirty feet.

She went out the door of her room, turned right, and walked to the end of the hall to find the door of Casey’s room closed. They’d never lived with a door between them like this. She knocked.

“Come in.”

Casey’s room was nearly twice the size of Lou’s, with light blue walls and carpet. It had a queen bed and a white dresser with a mirror over it. Lace curtains.

“I hate it,” Casey said. “It’s so . . . frilly.” She was standing in front of the mirror, twisting her hair—darker and curlier than Lou’s—into a knot at the base of her neck. “His mother died in here.”

“Steve said that? I thought she died in a hospital.”

“I don’t know. I just hate it.”

Lou sat on the edge of the bed. It was all really happening. “I don’t want this,” she said. Don’t cry. Her hands went to fists. It wasn’t fair how Mom could decide to do this to them. Just decide.

“I don’t want it either, but guess what, it doesn’t matter what you want or what I want. We have literally no say.” Casey dropped her hands to her sides and looked at Lou in the mirror. “We’re going to live here. In this cold, moldy house with Steve and his dumb polo shirts and belt buckles, and we’re going to be stuck here until we’re done with high school.”

Lou wanted to bury her face in the blankets and rage and sob and cry. But they didn’t do that in their family. She stayed perched right on the very edge of the mattress.

“Mom said not to give Dad this address,” she said. “That’s not fair either.”

Casey turned to her and narrowed her eyes. “Really, Lulu? You want Dad dropping by?”

Lou could imagine what she was thinking about. The pounding on the door. The neighbors across the courtyard peering through their curtains, asking later if everything was okay. The sound of Dad’s wailing in the street. Mom putting her hands over Lou’s ears as they stayed close on the bunk.

But also: Him reading to them. Building their bed. Cooking her favorite meal—roast chicken and his special buttered noodles with herbs. Playing his Neil Young records at full volume and going with them to the schoolyard to shoot baskets. The ways he was Dad between drinking and between stays in rehabs and between all the times he got fired.

Those between times never lasted very long, though.

“He needs to know where we are.”

“No, he doesn’t, Lou. I’m sorry, but that’s the truth.”

Whose side was Casey on? She was against Steve but also against Dad. Against Mom. Against what Lou wanted, at least as far as Dad was concerned. “All you care about is Daniel.”

Casey shrugged. “So?”

So I want you to care about me.

Mom and Casey and Lou would drive back to the apartment tonight after dinner. They would sleep there, go to school in the morning, bring another load of stuff after school like they’d done today. A few more days like that before dismantling the bunk bed and bringing the last few things. Lou’s birthday was on Friday. And then Saturday, the wedding.

With Casey in the top bunk talking low to Daniel, Lou emptied the pockets of her fleece vest onto the lower bunk. The marker, the lip balm, the red envelope, and now an acorn carved out of wood that she’d found on a shelf in Steve’s living room.

She opened the lip balm and smoothed it on, the scent of mango strong. The acorn was solid and heavier than a real acorn, and felt good in her hand. She set it down and picked up the envelope so she could loosen the seal and get the money out. She planned to spend the whole five dollars on as much of the cheapest candy she could buy at the corner store tomorrow.

Only, when she got it open, it wasn’t a five-dollar bill.

It was a fifty-dollar bill.

A zap of heat shot from her stomach to the tips of her fingers. She’d taken fifty dollars from Alan. Stolen it. She pushed it back into the envelope and pressed the seal down again. She should throw it away. Burn it. Hide it.

Her fleece vest had a hidden zipper pocket on the inside where she kept her apartment key. She put the envelope and everything else she’d stolen in it, zipped the pocket closed, and tried to put the money out of her mind.





5

TURNING ELEVEN IS A BIG deal.

Mom kept saying it, Steve kept saying it. “It’s a big deal!” Even Casey got in on the whole thing, leaving “11” everywhere all week: on the fridge whiteboard, with two fingers streaked through the fog on the mirror when Lou got out of the bath, even writing the number inside Lou’s school copy of Where the Red Fern Grows, which she and Beth were reading for a school project.

But the real big deal was the wedding. Though it would be small and not all that fancy—people from their church and a few friends, no wedding dresses or tuxedos, no bridal party—it was still the biggest thing in their lives right now. Bigger than birthdays.

A small part of Lou worried that when Friday came, Mom wouldn’t remember. And an even smaller part of her hoped that she wouldn’t. That her birthday would not even happen. That time would somehow stop.

Time, however, did not stop. Friday morning came and Mom got into the bottom bunk with her, early, and whispered, “Happy birthday, Belle. I’m so proud of you.”

“Why?” Lou asked, slipping her arm around Mom’s warm, soft waist.

“Well, I’m proud of you because you’re smart, and you’re kind. You’re a good girl. You love God.”

Was she really a good girl? Did she love God enough? She wasn’t sure. She knew all the answers in Sunday school; she knew the right things to say. She understood what she was supposed to think and believe, but that wasn’t the same thing as thinking and believing those things. And Mom wouldn’t say she was a good girl if she knew she’d stolen fifty dollars from Alan, even if it was mostly an accident. And the lip balm, the marker, the acorn.

“Tomorrow is our last morning here,” Mom continued. “On Sunday we’ll wake up in Steve’s house. A new family.”

Lou rolled over, away from Mom. She didn’t need to be reminded.

Maybe Dad would call today, either on the house phone or on Casey’s phone, to wish her a happy birthday. And then he’d say, Lou, my Loula-Belle, I’ve got it all figured out. You haven’t heard from me in so long because I’ve been working on fixing things. I quit drinking. I got a good job and an apartment in your school district and you can live with me half the time and not change schools and . . .

No, even better would be: I got a job and I can take over the apartment after the wedding. You’ll live with me half the time and we’ll keep your room. We’ll keep your bunk bed.

Mom smoothed her hair back, “Give it a chance. It will get better with time.”

“No it won’t.”

“Oh, Belle,” Mom sighed. “Come on.” She kissed Lou on the temple
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