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DEDICATION

For my family: G and E (and also B)





THEORY #1

We come from the ocean, my brother and me. We were rolled out of sand at the bottom of the water, in the very darkest part of the earth. Our fingers were formed first, tiny branches of sand hardening into tubes. Twenty little fingers laid on the bottom of the ocean. They swung with the waves down there. Our fingers rocked under the sharks and the stingrays, under the dolphins and the guppies, far away from the coral reefs, deep down where the sea monsters might live because it’s too dark to see.

That’s where we come from.

Our fingers got sick of being fingers, so they reached for more. Two fingers worked together, making a little bead of sand, until they could squish all the beads together to form hands. Four hands made four arms. Four arms made two bodies, four legs, two heads, four eyes, four feet, four ears, two brains. Two hearts.

Then we crawled on our twenty little fingers and our twenty little toes, Julian and me. We crawled and we crawled until we tumbled out of the waves and onto the shore.

We’re the same. We’re the Onlys. We came from the ocean.





One

FAMILIES ARE CUTE AND GROSS

I’M THE TALLEST FOURTH GRADER, WHICH means I never get to stand in front. My shoulders are squished between two of the boys and I’m on tippy-toes but I still can’t see into the glass tank. The girls and boys in the front say “eww” and others say “ooh.” Some say “so cute!” and some say “yuck!”

I want to know which I think, but I can only glimpse a tiny bit of Pringles’s white fur. Pringles the Mouse is our class pet. It was my turn to take her home for the weekend last Friday, but Ms. K said I would have to wait because Pringles was very pregnant and Ms. K didn’t want my person to have to deal with mouse babies over the weekend, in case that was when it happened.

But now it’s the next Thursday. We’ve been waiting for the baby mice for four days already.

After a few minutes, there are more “ewws” and “yucks” than “oohs” and “cutes,” so Ms. K says, “If you’re in the front row sit down. Let the tall kids take the front for a few minutes.”

Ms. K might be the best person ever made. She makes me feel like my heart is glowing, like it’s the sun. She makes me feel like my brain is as sweet as cotton candy.

Sometimes I hate her, though. I’m bad like that.

The shorter kids sit down and I move up and press my nose against the glass of the tank. Inside, Pringles is curled up sitting on what looks like a grown-up’s slimy purple thumb.

“Purple?” I say.

“Ms. K, Flora’s standing too close,” a boy—Brian—yells.

“Tell her to back up, Ms. K,” Lisa says.

I don’t know why they talk about me like that. It’s almost like they think if they said “Flora, back up,” it would sound like another language to me.

I back up a few inches, without Ms. K telling me to.

I can still see Pringles. She’s sniffing like crazy, running her nose and whiskers all over the slimy thumb. She’s using her arms to rub her own furry belly and moving her nose and arms quick-quick-quicker than she ever does.

Then there’s another one. Another awful slimy purple thing being pushed and pulled from beneath her.

“Another mouse baby!” Lisa yells, and the girls who were sitting run up to try to see around the tall kids and everyone’s yelling and whooping and it’s all “cutes” and “yucks.”

I can’t decide which I think it is: cute or gross. It’s sort of both, I guess.

It’s very loud in the classroom until Ms. K says “shh.”

We’re like soldiers when she says “shh.” We’re quiet. We stand straight. We stop what we’re doing and look at her.

“That’s enough,” she whispers. “If we want these babies to stay safe and turn into good mice, we have to let Pringles care for them in peace. Return to your desks and open your religion books.”

It’s May already. Ms. K has been training us since September to listen to her. It’s like Ms. K is more interesting than purple slimy cute-and-gross mouse babies in the corner of the classroom even though we see Ms. K every day and we’ve never seen them before.

Ms. K is part genius because this stuff always works. We’re calm. We have glossy religion books on our desks with shiny pictures of a white Jesus hugging a trillion white kids even though my person says there’s no way Jesus or the kids he hugged were white.

We’ve almost forgotten about the mice when Ms. K says, “Are there any questions?”

Every single hand goes up. Except mine. I’m working on hand-raising. That’s what my last report card said.

Flora has some excellent points but she needs to work on raising her hand.

“David?” Ms. K calls on the boy next to me.

“What will we name them?” he asks.

“Hmm, that’s a good question,” Ms. K says. “How about this? For your religion homework tonight, I’d like you to each write a list of four mouse names. We’ll work together tomorrow to choose the best ones.”

Everyone nods fast-fast. That’s the best homework ever.

“Any other questions?” Ms. K says.

“Will they live in the cage with Pringles forever?” Sue asks.

Ms. K shakes her head. “Mouse mothers are different from human mothers,” she says. “Human mothers like to love their babies forever. But mice have instincts, which mean they need to live on their own soon after they’re born. They’ll stay in the cage for four weeks, then we’ll work on finding new homes for them. Some of the other teachers are interested in one of these mice as a class pet, too.”

Human mothers love their babies forever.

I feel the eyes of everyone on my braids. Everyone knows my human mother situation.

I can’t stand all the eyes. “What about the other mice?” I shout. I don’t raise my hand.

“Which ones, Flora?” Ms. K asks. “And raise your hand.”

I raise it this time but I don’t wait for her to call on me before I talk. “The ones without.”

Ms. K freezes, her mouth half open. I’ve never seen the look on her face before.

“Without what, Flora?” she asks.

I can’t say it. I know the words. I know exactly what I’m trying to say. But the most important words are too heavy. They sink to the bottom of my stomach and I’ll never get them out.

“What about the mice like me?” I ask, instead.

After another frozen second, Ms. K’s hand lands on the top of my head. “Flora, you are our one and only,” she says.

I shake my head. I’m not a one and only. I’m always forgetting how Ms. K doesn’t really know Julian, so she doesn’t know about me and Julian. And besides, there are other kids like us, in the way I’m talking about. We used to know a lot of them.

I’m sure Ms. K is going to ask me what I’m talking about. I’m sure she’s going to squat by my desk and address my question in a way that makes me feel special but that the entire class can hear and be interested in. I’m sure Ms. K is the person who can tell me where mice come from if they don’t have a mother.

But she doesn’t.

She lets out a series of commands and before I can even think, our books are open, and she’s talking about Jesus.

She didn’t answer my question.

The rest of the day, I hate her.

That afternoon I sit at the kitchen island with my religion notebook in front of me. I write the date and my name at the top of the page, the way we’re supposed to. Then I start chewing on the eraser of my pencil, thinking about mice names.

        1. Julian

My brother, Julian, is behind me watching a cartoon, which he gets to do in the afternoon because third graders only get one little worksheet for homework but fourth graders get piles and piles and piles. Julian is a good name. Julian is the only person I’ve never hated. Sometimes I’m mad at him because he steals extra food off my plate and sneaks it into his closet and I think he should only steal food from his own plate. Sometimes he cries when I want to turn his cartoons off and watch a few minutes of a show about dancing teenagers who are real actors and not drawings, and so we argue. But I don’t hate him suddenly and fiercely. I don’t hate him the way I sometimes hate Ms. K and my person and Dad and all the good people.

It’s because Julian is like me: mostly bad, a few dashes of good, and heaping spoonfuls of confused.

Ms. K is wrong when she says I’m a one and only. Julian and I, we’re two and Onlys.

“What are you working on now?” my person asks. She’s got a pot in one hand and her shoulders are crooked, which means the pot is heavy. There’s steam coming off of it and fogging up her glasses, which she’s wearing right now even though it’s before dinner, which means she had a hard day and her eyes are tired.

“Religion,” I say. “Mice names.”

“Explain?” Person asks.

I stop and think about my words. I have to make sure I say all of them and that the important ones don’t sneak out before they’ll make sense. That’s what Person means when she says “explain.”

“Pringles had babies today,” I say. “So we have to name them. We all write down ideas. We vote.”

“For religion homework?” Person says, shaking her head and pouring the hot water into the sink. “I’ll never understand that school.” She pauses. “But it could be worse, I guess.”

Now it’s my turn. I say, “Explain.”

Person chuckles. She thinks it’s cute when I say it, even though I always really mean that I want to know what she’s talking about. I don’t mean it to be cute. I never mean to be cute.

“I want you and Julian to go to that school because there are small class sizes and lots of individual attention and teachers who are contractually obligated to love you. But we aren’t Catholic so I don’t care if Ms. K makes you name mice for religion homework.”

I still don’t understand each and every word she says, but Person always says that the longer we all live together the more we’ll understand one another without asking. So I turn back to my paper without saying anything else. I want her to feel like we’ve lived here longer and longer. I don’t want to ask too many questions and make her think we’re temporary.

I have to be a good girl. I have to try to pass fourth grade. I have to make Person happy.

Person is my mom now. My very own human mother. I call her my mom when I’m talking to her or anyone else, but in my head I call her my person because there have been too too many mommies and they all have different faces that blend together in my brain until they’re one ugly face that doesn’t make sense and some of them were nice but others weren’t very nice and they’re all gone now anyway and Person says she’s here forever.

She’s not. Nothing is forever. But she’s been here a long, long time.

I call Dad “Dad” because he’s the first we’ve had even though he’s newest.

I write down 2.

“Names?” I say. Then I think the question out and try again. “Do you have ideas for mice names, Mom?”

She’s pulling salad bowls out of the cabinet. It’s almost dinnertime, that means. This isn’t my last bit of homework but I’ll tell her it is because I hate when I have to do homework after dinner and I miss the time when we all four sit on the one couch and watch Jeopardy! and eat dessert.

“Hmm . . . ,” she says. “How about Minnie?” she giggles. “Julian?” she calls.

“That’s what I have,” I say.

“Minnie?” she asks.

Julian appears next to me.

“No, Julian,” I say.

“What?” he says.

“Mouse name,” I say. “The one so far.”

“What?” Julian and Person both say at the same time.

I’m being confusing again. I hate when I’m being confusing. I know exactly what I mean; I know it makes sense the way it is in my brain. But I can’t get my words to work.

Then the phone rings. The one on the kitchen wall. The one that always means bad news.

“Will you set the table, J?” Person says. She moves toward the phone.

I sneak off the stool and tiptoe toward the bathroom. I’m not supposed to leave my stool until it’s dinner or until my homework is done. That’s one of the things Person and Ms. K and I all agreed to at our last conference. But the bathroom is the exception. I sneak in there a bunch.

“Hi, Cheryl,” I hear my person sigh as I slip behind the door.

So it’s Ms. K. I’m in trouble. Ms. K hasn’t had to call right before dinner in a long, long time. Ms. K and Person have been telling me every day how proud they are that I’m improving so much in school. I don’t want to be in trouble with her all over again. I have to stop disappointing Person so much.

Still, I’m relieved.

It’s not the news everyone keeps promising us we’ll never hear again.





Two

FAMILIES ARE TEMPORARY

THIS IS WHAT I REMEMBER FROM the last time we heard the Worst News.

        1. The phone was purple and it was on a counter in a very small room. It rang loudly with a BRRR. It never got to the innnng.

        2. The mom was loud. Gloria. I could never tell if she liked us because she was too loud and the house was too loud, too.

        3. There were kids everywhere. Crawling on walls and hanging from the hooks in the ceiling. Dr. Fredrick says “That’s your trauma exaggerating the memory” but this list is about what I remember. Not the truth.

        4. The loud mom said “Well, Flora and Julian, aren’t you lucky?” She had crooked teeth, I think. Or maybe she had braces. Or a lot of fillings. There was something with her teeth. I remember they were very close to my face when she talked a lot of the time.

        5. Or maybe a different mom had close and weird teeth.

        6. We hated her loud and crowded house, but we cried. We hated moving more than we hated anyone. And we were always moving. “I wonder if we’ll ever see each other again,” she said.

Now I can’t even see her clearly in my memory.





Three

FAMILIES KEEP SECRETS

MY PERSON IS SMILING WHEN WE sit down at the dinner table, so I guess I’m not in trouble too bad. She rubs her stomach, which she’s been doing a lot, and when she sees me looking at her hand going back and forth she says, “Wow, I’m hungry.”

Dad starts scooping mashed potatoes onto Julian’s plate. I see Julian grab a roll and shove it in his pocket.

“Ms. K?” I ask. “Phone?”

The words fall out of me.

Other people have filters, Dr. Fredrick says. I imagine them as little metal gates in people’s lungs, which they can close to catch some words before they pop into the room.

My lungs don’t have those gates. He says it’s one of the side effects of my trauma. He says that kids who have been through a lot, like I have, sometimes have trouble expressing themselves. Dr. Fredrick and my person and Ms. K are working on helping me build the lung gates, but I can’t even feel the parts from which they’ll be built yet.

“Don’t know exactly why Ms. K called, Flora,” Person says with a sigh. Then she forces a smile onto her lips but her eyes are so tired it’s like only half her face is smiling.

I have to find a way to make the other half of her face happy.

“She says you’re doing better than you’ve ever been. We’re so proud of you.”

“So proud!” Dad adds.

“She says as long as you keep up this improvement, you’re bound for fifth grade!” I nod without looking at Person so she can’t see that this doesn’t make me happy the way it’s supposed to.

“Ms. K wants to meet with us in the morning,” Person says.

My fork freezes on its way to my mouth.

Person and I keep going in early to meet with Ms. K. They sit there and talk all about how I need to work on hand-raising and doing my homework and paying attention in class and how it’s been almost two years we’ve been with Person now, so I really need to try to catch up, and how I’m already a year older than everyone in the fourth grade and it wouldn’t be good if I had to do fourth grade again next year, with Julian. I’m eleven now and it wouldn’t be good if I turned twelve while I was still in the fourth grade. I’m supposed to hate these meetings, and I do, but I also sort of love them. When Ms. K and Person talk like this about me, their words are like a blanket, and if these little tiny things like grades and hand-raising matter to them, then I must really matter to them.

So I love the meetings, but they still make me angry. Worried. Scared I’m not a normal kid, not the kid my person dreamed about before she met me.

At the last meeting we agreed on a homework system. I start my homework at the kitchen counter at four o’clock. I work there with Person or Dad or the babysitter until dinner at six thirty. Person or Dad or the babysitter checks my assignments. They sign off on them in my assignment notebook. And if I finish everything early, I get to watch the dancing teenagers show on TV. And if I’m still working at six thirty, Person writes a note and I don’t have to do the rest of the work. But that’s only if I’ve been working hard the whole time and not staring into space.

I do a lot of staring into space. But I don’t know I’m doing it. So how do I stop that?

The homework system has mostly been working. I’ve even been working on hand-raising sometimes. Why does Ms. K want another meeting? Does she know I figured out the bathroom loophole?

“The bathroom?” I say.

“You need to go?” Person says. “You can be excused.”

“No, does Ms. K know?”

“That you need to go to the bathroom?” Person says.

“No!” I say. This is the thing about a missing lung filter. The words that get out sometimes sound all messed up to other people so they don’t know what I mean and they lose patience. Ms. K is the first teacher I’ve ever had who tries to understand me.

I put the words together in my mind. Then I say them. “What are we meeting with Ms. K about this time?”

Person pats my cheek. “I’m not sure, honey. She only said she wants to talk to us.”

I’m staring at my plate. I’m ignoring her hand on my cheek. It’s starting to feel like needles.

“Let’s leave it until the morning, OK?” Person says.

Then she stares at me. Her eyes scratch my face. Her forced smile weighs on my heart. I want the attention. I need the attention. I hate the attention.

“Julian has a roll,” I say.

Julian is going to pass the third grade no problem. Julian talks in a way that everyone understands all the time. The only bad thing left about Julian is the food in the closet, and he’s returned most of it to Person by now. Julian is almost a normal kid. Julian is leaving me behind.

“Put it back,” I say.

Person holds her hand out. “Sweetie?” she says. Julian takes the roll from his pocket and hands it to her.

He sticks his tongue out at me and he hates me and I don’t care because at least we are the same again. Both trouble. Bad. Onlys.


I’m being buried in rolls. Thousands of rolls are falling all over my face and body and bed. They’re filling my room. They aren’t all-the-way real and I can’t feel them or smell them or taste them but they’re here in the darkness and they’ll suffocate me anyway.

Down the hall, Julian is screaming for a roll. That’s in my imagination. I’m imagining him screaming for a roll. In my head, he’s terrified he’ll never eat again because that roll isn’t hidden in the folds of his pants or the back of his shoes.

He’s crazy. Food is one thing we don’t have to worry about here.

But he’s a kind of crazy I understand.

I crawl out of the bed and my socks slide across the gold carpet in my room.

Dad and Person kissed me good night hours ago. The water has stopped running and the TV is turned off and everything is quiet except for the rolls and Julian’s screaming, which I know are in my imagination but in some ways they’re real.

I tiptoe into the kitchen.

When Person adopted us two years ago, we moved into this apartment in New Jersey. She had just moved in too. She bought the apartment for us even though she didn’t know who we were yet, which is something she tells us all the time like it’s super important but it makes me feel squirmy because I can’t figure out what it means.

It felt like a huge apartment for three people and then Dad moved into Person’s room when they got married, but there’s still lots of space. I have my very own room. It’s off of the living room and kitchen, which is one big room with a counter in the middle where Person and Dad chop vegetables and I do my homework. At the end of the living room there’s a little nook with our table where we eat breakfast and dinner. And past the nook there’s a hallway with two more bedrooms and the bathroom.

I have to be very quiet when I sneak into Julian’s room at night because it’s right across the hall from Person’s.

In the kitchen, I open the breadbasket and pull out a roll. This is allowed. You are always allowed to eat food in the kitchen and the kitchen will always have food. Person tells us that all the time because it’s supposed to make Julian stop hiding bread and carrots and chocolate bars and yogurts in his closet. It won’t ever work, not all the way. I could tell Person that, but it’s the sort of thing that would come out the wrong way and get all confusing.

With the roll in my fist, I tiptoe into the hallway and put my hand on Julian’s doorknob.

That’s when I hear Dad talking.

“I thought we were going to tell them today,” he whispers.

Person sighs. “Me too, Jon. Me too. I wanted to. I just . . .”

“Chickened out?” he asks.

Them is us. Me and Julian. Them is always us.

“I got worried when Cheryl called,” Person is saying. “I’m not sure I’m ready to . . . I . . . what if it destroys them?”

“You have to have a little more faith in them,” Dad says. “They’ve proven they’re pretty resilient.”

“Resilient,” Person says quietly. “But . . . we’ve all been working so hard at it. Things are going better than ever. You see the progress they’re making. Julian showed me his whole closet tonight—he only has four pieces of food hidden in there. And he showed them to me! He’s starting to trust me. Us. And Flora’s progress report this week showed only two missing homework assignments. And did you hear her today? Asking me to explain? She’s learning how to communicate with us . . .”

It sounds like Person is almost crying, which is impossible because Person doesn’t cry. Even when I scream “I hate you” to her face, she doesn’t cry. Even when Julian killed her goldfish—on purpose—she didn’t cry. Person feels good stuff or else she feels nothing.

But no. I hear sniffling. She’s crying.

“I know I have to tell them,” she says.

“We’re running out of time,” Dad says.

“I know, I know. But—” She gasps a huge sob and I feel tears building in me too. I have to go away before the tears come out. I haven’t learned to cry quietly. “I feel so selfish,” Person says.

I hold my breath to keep all the tears inside until I’m safely in the bathroom. Then I turn on the water and I breathe deep deep deep like Dr. Fredrick taught me. I stand there and breathe breathe breathe until the crying stops.

It’s not happening again, I tell myself.

It will never happen again.

You have to believe.

It’s the only promise Person has ever asked us to make.

She said, “Believe me. Just believe me that I’m here forever. The moving is over. I’m your mom forever,” she said. “Just promise me that you’ll try your hardest to believe. If you do that, we can get through anything.”

So I try my hardest. I tell myself We’re here forever.

And it’s true, so far.

Five minutes later I sink into bed beside a sleeping Julian and press the roll beneath his nose. He jumps awake and grimaces but then he grabs the roll and shoves it under his pillow.

There’s some moonlight spilling in through his window, highlighting our differences. Julian is a little darker than me, but we’re both darker than almost everyone else we know, and we’re both lighter than Dad. Julian is short and everything about him is tiny: his fingers, his feet, his nose. I’m tall and long and skinny. We’re both skinny, too skinny, still. Even after two years with Person and all of her food. But if you look at us closely you can see the things that make us brother and sister. We have the same round, brown eyes. We have the same hair that’s somewhere between curly and straight, but I keep mine long and tied up in puffs or twists or braids, and Julian keeps his cropped close to his head. We have the exact same smile. Or, we have the same smile when I’m happy and when Julian uses his real smile. So you don’t see our smile that much. But when you do, it’s exactly the same.

“Thanks,” Julian says, squeezing the roll.

“Team,” I say.

He smiles. He knows what I mean. I don’t need to say things a million times and use all the little in-between words. Julian understands what I mean when only the important words come out.

We’re a team. We’re Onlys.

I shouldn’t have told on him about the roll.

“She said she has to tell us something,” I say. “I heard her say that to Dad on my way to your room.”

Julian sits up and turns around so he’s looking at my face as I lie on his pillow. “No,” he says. “It’s not—”

I shrug. “I heard. Through the door.”

Julian shakes his head back and forth, back and forth.

“I’m sorry. It’s . . . a meeting with Ms. K . . . I’m . . . I’m bad.” I’m not saying all the words but I know he understands me. It’s my fault, whatever Person has to tell us. I’m never going to be the kid Person dreamed about before she had us.

“No. No more moving. Mom promised.”

“Are you believing?” I ask him.

In some ways Forever feels like Tinker Bell in the scene from Peter Pan. The one when she’s dying and she’ll only live if you believe in fairies and clap clap clap. We have to believe in it. We have to tell ourselves constantly to believe in it. And the minute we doubt, all the things that come with Forever will slip away.

Julian sighs. “I . . . you . . . Mom . . .” He shakes his head. I wonder what he was trying to say. Julian doesn’t have my problem with the wrong words slipping out. He somehow managed to grow the right lung filters even when we were in foster care.

He says, “Yes. I believe. That’s what Mom says. Just believe.” He pastes this crazy smile on his face. I hate that crazy smile. The smile has too many teeth and it wrinkles his cheeks even though he’s only nine years old and shouldn’t have wrinkles.

I haven’t seen that smile in a long time, I realize.

That smile means he’s lying or close to it. It means he’s afraid of the truth.

So I have to tell the truth. “It’s hard.”

Julian sighs. “I know,” he says.

“That’s why you hide food,” I say.

“Are you believing?” he asks.

I shrug.

“I believe, Florey,” he says, this time without the crazy smile. “It’s just . . .”

“OK,” I say. I don’t want him to say it. We both feel the same way but if we say it out loud something terrible could happen.

We believe in Forever. We do. But our belief is thin. It’s a tightrope suspended above a deep, dark canyon. We stand on it and wobble. The minute someone shakes the rope, we could fall into the dark abyss of foster care.

So yes. We believe in Person. But we can’t help preparing for the fall.

“It’s different,” he says. “It’s different this time. Anyway, I know what she’s talking about and it’s not us moving.”

“What?” I say. “How?”

Julian gets out of bed and walks over to his closet. He stands on his tiptoes and reaches into his pile of folded jeans. I expect him to shove his roll right into that spot, but instead he pulls out a few pieces of paper.

“What’s that?” I ask.

Julian turns around. He crosses the room and tosses the papers onto my lap.

I look at them. Postcards. A beach scene. A roller coaster. An illustration of fish and crabs. One that’s just black with the worlds “MARYLAND AT NIGHT” printed on the top.

“What’s this?” I ask.

“Postcards,” Julian says. “I found them in the mailbox. Found the first one a few weeks ago. I found this one yesterday.” He points to the black one.

“You’re stealing mail now too?”

Julian shakes his head. “I’m not stealing,” he says. “They’re ours.”

I flip over the MARYLAND AT NIGHT card. There’s messy kid-writing scrawled on the back.

Hi, Flora and Julian!

Isn’t this postcard funny? I haven’t heard from you at all so I hope you’re getting these. We miss you at Gloria’s. We have a new baby now, only a few months old. Sometimes Gloria lets me hold her. I’ll give all of the dogs a pat for you. I hope you’re liking your new mom.

Megan B.

I point at her name.

“Remember her?” Julian asks. “From the last foster house?”

I nod slowly. I haven’t thought about her in a long time, but I do remember. She was a little older than me, pale white skin with dark brown hair. We used to play together in Gloria’s house, the one with too many kids.

“She was nice,” I say.

“She’s still with Gloria,” Julian says.

“How did she even mail this to us?” I ask.

Julian points to the address part. It’s not addressed to our house in New Jersey, it’s addressed to our foster-adoption agency in Maryland, with a forwarding sticker attached. “The agency is sending them?” I ask.

“I think so,” Julian says. “Here, read this one.”

I pick up one with a beach scene on it.

Dear Flora and Julian,

I hope you’re enjoying your new family. I just wanted to tell you that I still think of you often. I wish I could get up there for a visit, or at least hear from you. I hope you’ve received the other postcards from me and the kids. We are all praying that you’re happy and we all know you’re safe and loved. But we still miss you sometimes.

Love,

Gloria

“That was the mom,” I say.

Julian nods.

“She misses us?” I say.

I’ve never thought about the moms we left behind missing us. I’ve never thought about them even thinking of us. I always thought I was too bad, too quiet, too confused and scrambled in the brain to be missed.

“The kids do too. I’ve found three cards from Megan B.”

He points to another and I flip it over. It has our names at the top and then a hundred smiley face stickers all over the rest of it. I smile back at the stickers.

“That’s what Mom’s going to tell us. Finally.”

I look up from the stickers. “What?” I say.

“That she stole some of these,” Julian says.

“But she didn’t. You have them.”

Julian shakes his head. “We’ve been living here for almost two years. Do you really think Megan B. and Gloria waited that long to write to us?”

“I don’t know,” I say. I can see what he means, but I don’t want it to be true. I want it to be impossible.

Person can’t steal from us.

Person is good.

We’re the bad ones who do things like steal.

“Flora, she took some of the cards. This one from Gloria is the first one I found and it says she wrote to us before.”

I shake my head again.

“I don’t . . . I can’t . . . no talking,” I say.

Julian sighs. “OK,” he says. “But you better talk when Mom tells us about these. The other ones.”

I nod.

“You remember Megan B.?” he says. “I don’t think I do. I remember Gloria, though. And a kid named Phillip and a tiny little girl named Rita.”

“Megan, yes,” I say. I’m too tired for full sentences. She had a dollhouse and she let me play with it. We’d spend hours in the girls’ bedroom making those dolls walk up and down the stairs.

“Do you remember moving out of Gloria’s house?” Julian asks.

“I think it was raining,” I say.

“Was that the gray house? Or the brick apartment?” Julian asks.

“There were dogs. Remember the wet dogs? I sort of remember wet dogs. They smelled.”

Julian giggles. “That was a good house, right? Gloria’s? With the dogs?”

It’s something slightly different between us. We both talk about bad houses, bad moms, bad kids. But Julian calls the others “good.”

I call them nothing.

Nothing is good if it slips away so often.

I shrug. “I know I liked the dogs,” I say.

Julian nods. “You love dogs.”

He lies down next to me and tears a piece of crust off the roll. He hands it to me.

“I thought you were saving this,” I say.

“We don’t have to, Florey,” Julian says. He shrugs. “We believe, right?”

I stare at him.

“I might have to stay back in the fourth grade again.”

Julian nods. “Maybe Jon is moving out again. Dad, I mean. Back to Elena and Meredith?”

“Maybe something’s wrong with Elena,” I say. “Or Meredith.”

“Maybe she’s still sad about the goldfish.”

That’s not true. The goldfish was over a year ago. But I can tell we both feel better. Person says we can mess up and mess up and no matter how upset she gets we aren’t going back to foster care. So we do this when we feel the belief-tightrope start to shake: we list all the ways we could mess up and that she’d still keep us afterward.

“Tell me your first memory again,” Julian says.

“OK,” I say. “It was a white house. Everything was white. I was standing in a long line, inside a house. And I was small, tiny. It was too bright, so I reached up along the white wall and I turned off the light. I hit the light switch. I remember being amazed I was tall enough to turn off a light. Then someone started yelling at me. I was scared, but I don’t remember why. Or where we were. Or anything. I know you were there, behind me in line. Your hand was on my shoulder.”

“Why were we in line inside a house?” Julian asks.

“I don’t know,” I say. “That’s the memory. It happened. Ever since then I’ve been growing.” I take a bite of roll. “Tell me yours.”

“I’m in a kitchen,” Julian says. “You’re there too. We’re sitting next to each other at a tiny table, but it’s OK the table is tiny, because so are we. Everything is white too, the table, the floor, the walls. And there’s a lot of kids at the table. And there’s a little bit of food in the middle, but there’s a lot of kids. And I’m hungry.”

“Yup,” I say. “It’s the same house. Yours and mine. The white house.”

Julian nods. “It’s the same place. It’s where we first were.”

We sigh next to each other at the exact same time. Onlys.

“I don’t have a second memory though,” Julian says. “There’s a bunch of like colors and faces and feelings.”

“But nothing goes in order,” I say.

“We don’t even know which parts of it were real,” Julian says.

“We just have a first memory. We only know where we started and where we are now.”

“With a little Gloria mixed in,” Julian says.

“And a little Megan B.,” I say.

I don’t want to think about Megan B. though. I don’t want to know why Person would hide her postcards, why Person would hide the good stuff. The good stuff is so easy to forget and it leaves my brain with only the bad stuff.

“Another theory,” I say. “Do you have one?”

Julian shoves some bread in his mouth and chews, thinking. Finally he says, “Dogs. Maybe we come from dogs.”





THEORY #847

We come from dogs, my brother and me. We were roly-poly puppies with a whole bunch of others. We would jump on each other in piles, nipping each other’s ears, chasing each other’s tails.

But then all the other puppies grew longer tails and ours got shorter. The other puppies learned to bark and we learned to talk. The other puppies walked on four legs but we started to walk on two. Our paws grew into hands. Our snouts became noses.

We spoke.

And when we tried to play with the other puppies, we would yell. Their teeth were too sharp. Their nails were too hard. We couldn’t nip and scratch and growl anymore in our human skin.

All the playing started to hurt.





Four

FAMILIES HAVE NORMAL DAYS

“GOOD MORNING, EMILY,” MS. K SAYS the next day. She keeps talking to Person.

Person and I are sitting across from her big desk. Person is wearing her blue scrubs because she has a work day so we are here very, very early. Six a.m. Person’s shift starts at seven. Ms. K is wearing the dark green dress that she wears every other Friday. I don’t think I was supposed to notice that she wears the same ten outfits over and over again but I did. I’m wearing my plaid skirt and white shirt uniform because after this meeting I’ll go down to Early Care and then I’ll go right into school.

“I’m sorry,” Ms. K says.

I scratch my ankle. I’m thinking about Ms. K’s green dress and the recent dog theory and how Dad will be the one to pick us up today because Person will be at the hospital until seven tonight but how it’s Friday so we’ll probably go out to eat ice cream and I won’t have to do my homework to earn Jeopardy! family time.

I’m thinking about stolen postcards, even though I don’t want to. I’m thinking about how to be a better, normal-er kid to make her happier.

I’m waiting for them to finish the adult chat and talk to me.

“Did you hear Ms. K, Flora?” Person asks.

I look up. “Huh?” I say.

“I
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