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PART ONE

TEACHER
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It was the first day of second grade and Billy Miller was worried. He was worried that he wouldn’t be smart enough for school this year.

There was a reason he was worried. Two weeks earlier on their drive home from visiting Mount Rushmore and the Black Hills of South Dakota, Billy Miller and his family stopped in Blue Earth, Minnesota, to see the statue of the Jolly Green Giant. Billy instantly recognized the Giant from the labels of canned and frozen vegetables. The statue was spectacular—so tall, and the greenest green Billy had ever seen.
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Billy was wearing his new baseball cap that said BLACK HILLS in glossy silver embroidery. It was a blustery day. The flag on the nearby pole snapped in the wind. Billy raced ahead of his family—up the steps to the lookout platform. As he stood between the Giant’s enormous feet, a sudden gust lifted his cap from his head. His cap sailed away. Without thinking, Billy stepped onto the middle rung of the guardrail, leaned over, and reached as far as he could. He fell to the pavement below.

The next thing Billy remembered was waking up in a hospital. His parents, whom he called Mama and Papa, were with him, as was his three-year-old sister, Sally, whom everyone called Sal.

After tests were done, the doctor proclaimed Billy miraculously unharmed, except for a lump on his head. “You fell exactly the right way to protect yourself,” the doctor told him. “You’re a lucky young man.”

“And Papa got your hat back!” said Sal.

When they returned home, Billy proudly showed his lump—and his cap—to his best friend, Ned. He called his grandmother on the phone and told her about the incident, too. Everything seemed all right until a few nights later when Billy overheard his parents talking in the kitchen.

“I’m worried about him,” said Mama.

“He’s fine,” said Papa. “Everyone said he’s fine. And he seems fine. He is fine.”

“You’re probably right,” said Mama. “But I worry that down the line something will show up. He’ll start forgetting things.”

“He already forgets things,” said Papa. “He’s a seven-year-old boy.”

“You know what I mean,” said Mama. She paused. “Or he’ll be confused at school. Or ...”

That’s all Billy heard. He snuck up to his room and closed the door. And that’s when he started to worry.

Billy didn’t tell anyone that he was worried. Sometimes, he didn’t know how to say what he was thinking. He had words in his head, but they didn’t always make it to his mouth. This happened often, even before the fall.

“Happy first day of school,” said Mama.

“Happy first day of school,” said Papa.

Billy had noticed long ago that one of his parents often repeated what the other said.
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Without taking the time to sit at the table, Mama rushed about the kitchen, stealing a few bites of Papa’s toast and a gulp of his coffee. She hoisted her big canvas bag onto the counter and reorganized its contents.

It was Mama’s first day of school, too. She taught English at the high school down the street.

While Billy was eating his pancakes, Papa reread aloud the letter that Ms. Silver, the second grade teacher, had sent during the summer.

In the letter Ms. Silver greeted the students and said she was looking forward to the new school year. She said that she and her husband had a baby boy at home. And two dogs. She said that second grade would be “a safe, happy year of growth” and “a wonderful, joyful, exciting challenge.”

Billy stopped chewing when he heard the word challenge. He put down his fork and touched the lump on his head. He didn’t want a challenge.

Papa continued. “Ms. Silver says you’ll be studying colors and habitats and the world of names.”

“That sounds like fun,” said Mama. “My students will be studying Beowulf and Paradise Lost.”

“I’d rather be in second grade,” said Papa, smiling.

Unlike the other fathers Billy knew, Papa stayed home and took care of Sal and the house. Papa was an artist. He was waiting for a breakthrough. That’s what he always said. He was currently working on big sculptures made of found objects. Pieces of old machines, tree limbs, and broken furniture filled the garage and spilled out onto the driveway. They were scattered across the yard, too. Billy loved watching Papa work. There was always something lying around that was fun to play with.

“Gotta go,” said Mama. She kissed Papa on his bushy orange beard. She kissed Billy on his lump. “Have a fantastic day,” she said. “And kiss Sal for me when she wakes up.”

Just like that, Mama was gone, the smell of her lemony shampoo hanging in the air for a moment.

Papa cleared his throat and shook Ms. Silver’s letter with a flourish. Billy could tell he was trying to be funny. In a deep, rumbly voice he said, “This utterly fascinating letter concludes by stating that currently this is, in fact, according to the Chinese, the Year of the Rabbit.” Papa used his regular voice again. “That’s pretty great, don’t you think? The Year of the Rabbit.”

Billy shrugged. Normally this would have interested him, but he was preoccupied.

“Maybe you’ll have carrots for a snack every day,” said Papa.

Silence.

“Papa?” said Billy.

“Hmm?”

“But, Papa, will I be smart enough for second grade?”

“Of course you will,” said Papa. He was looking right at Billy, directly into his eyes.

Billy glanced down at what was left of his pancakes. With his thick, work-gnarled finger, Papa lifted Billy’s chin. Their eyes met and held. “Ms. Silver and the great nation of China might think that this is the Year of the Rabbit,” said Papa. “But I know—and I know everything—that this is the Year of Billy Miller.”

Billy smiled. He couldn’t not. He repeated Papa’s words in his head. This is the Year of Billy Miller.
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Billy was waiting by the front door. “I’m ready,” he said.

Papa was waiting at the bottom of the stairs. “We’re ready,” he yelled up to Sal.

“I’m ready, too,” Sal called back from the upstairs hallway. “It’s the Drop Sisters who are slow this morning. They all have to go to the bathroom.”

“Well, tell them to hurry up,” said Papa. “We need to leave.”

“Coming,” said Sal. The toilet flushed.

Then Sal descended the stairs dragging a grungy pillowcase behind her. The pillowcase was full and lumpy, and it bumped silently down each step. Inside the pillowcase were the five Drop Sisters: Raindrop, Dewdrop, Snowdrop, Gumdrop, and Lemondrop. They were nearly identical, pale yellow plush whales. Each had blue button eyes and water spouts made of glittery white yarn.
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Raindrop was the original Drop Sister and was the most worn, the most beloved. The others had been bought by Mama and Papa or given by relatives in case Raindrop was ever lost. They’d been hidden in Mama and Papa’s closet. One day Sal found them by accident and adopted them instantly.

“I think you’re smarter after you go to the bathroom,” said Sal.

“I didn’t know that,” said Papa. With his hand on her shoulder, he scooted Sal along. “We don’t want to be late.”

“I wish I could go to school,” said Sal.

“You will,” said Papa. “Soon enough.”

“I wish I could go now,” said Sal.

“I wish you could go for me,” said Billy.

“Go, go, go,” said Papa. “Everybody go.”

And they—Billy, Papa, Sal, and the Drop Sisters—were off to Georgia O’Keeffe Elementary School in Constant, Wisconsin.

Billy’s best friend, Ned, was leaning against the stop sign at the corner. His mother, Amy, was standing beside him, fluffing his hair. She glanced at her watch.

“We’re running a little late,” said Papa, leading the way, nearing the corner. “Sorry.”

“Hi, Lumpy,” Ned said to Billy. He laughed. “Hi, Papa.” He ignored Sal.

“My lump’s almost gone,” said Billy. He hoped that when the lump disappeared so, too, would his worrying.

“Don’t call him Papa,” said Sal. “He’s not your papa. You should call him Cliff.”

Ned paid no attention to Sal.

Ned always called Billy’s father Papa. Billy thought this was funny, but it bothered Sal. Ned called his own father Dad; everyone Billy knew called their own fathers Dad. When he was little, Ned had thought that Papa was a name like Billy or Cliff or Sal. Now he knew better, but it was a habit hard to break and a joke everyone but Sal enjoyed. Lately Billy had considered calling Papa “Dad” in public. He wondered if the word Papa sounded babyish. It was one thing for Ned to use it for fun, but another thing for Billy to use it for real.

“I can’t believe you two are second graders,” said Amy.

“I can’t believe you’re walking us to school,” said Ned.

“Just today,” said Amy. “Give your poor mother a little joy.”

“And we’ll stay a safe distance behind you,” said Papa. “We won’t embarrass you.”

It was only five short blocks to school. Billy and Ned walked as fast as they could, to get away from their parents. Walking fast made something click inside Billy. He felt as if he had a motor embedded in his chest, independent of his control. The motor was revving up. “Let’s run,” he said.

After several long strides, Billy heard the joyful, rowdy sounds of his schoolmates, and was drawn to them as if he were being pulled by a strong invisible force. When they reached the edge of the playground, Billy turned around. Papa, Sal, and Amy were more than a block away. He and Ned waved good-bye and then plunged into a noisy group of kids charging around the playground like a pack of dogs.

The bell rang much too soon for Billy. Everyone lined up along the fence by grade. Mr. Tuttle, the principal, kept saying, “Welcome back!” with a megaphone. Billy and Ned pretended they held megaphones and yelled, “Welcome back to you!”
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And then, at Mr. Tuttle’s command, Billy’s line moved. Caught up in the motion, he was pushed and pulled until he found himself funneled into the old brick building and entering Room 2.
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