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part one 

Amir's Story




To Whom It May Concern: 

I am looking for my aunt, Gloria Jones. I am also looking for my brothers and sisters. Their names are Olivia, Shawn, David, and Sharon. I think they all live in Manhattan, in New York City. We were separated about 2 ½ years ago when my parents died.

If you are Gloria Jones, or know where she is, please write to me at 324 Sylvan Lane, Syracuse, New York 13299. I have another brother, Ronald Daniels, who is seven years old, and we live together in Syracuse with Grace and Alvin Smith, our foster parents. My brother Ronald has been living with the Smiths since he was two years old. I've been here for the past three months. Before moving to Syracuse I lived in the Bronx, and before that I lived in Manhattan and Brooklyn.

Thank you very much for any help you can give me.

Sincerely yours,

Amir Daniels



Amir reread the letter very carefully. He wanted to add, If you are Aunt Gloria, I'm sorry for what I did. But he didn't. He'd apologize to her face if he ever saw here again in life. He read the letter once more and recalled one of his father's favorite sayings: You got to make a good first impression if you want folks to pay attention.


Amir made sure that every word was spelled correctly. He had another thought. In detective stories the cops always wanted to know the missing person's age. In his small, neat script that looked almost like printing, he included the ages that the children would be now: Olivia, 12. Sharon and Shawn (twins), 11. David, 9. I am 14 years old, he added. 

Amir rewrote the letter and wondered whether he should add the Smiths' telephone number. No, better not—there'd be too many telephone calls, and some of them might be crank calls. The Smiths would be upset. You gotta make things happen—can't just sit and wait for something to happen. This time his father's deep voice ringing in his ears strengthened him, making him confident that his letter would end his long search. It would make something happen.

Amir planned to send the letter to the fifteen G. Joneses and two Gloria Joneses that he had found on the page torn from a Manhattan telephone book. He decided to draw pictures of himself and the children on another sheet of paper and include it with the letter. They would look a little different after all this time—but not that much. If his aunt saw his sketches, she'd know that his letter wasn't a fake.

Amir took his sketchpad and pencil case out of his backpack. He opened the drawer of the end table by the side of his twin bed and took out his pencil sharpener. While he sharpened his pencils to a fine 
point, he saw in his mind's eye the faces of his brothers and sisters as clearly as if they were standing before him; however, he decided to draw himself first, since he was the oldest. 

He studied a recent snapshot of Ronald and him at the lake. He always thought it was kind of weird to draw yourself. Do people really know how they look? He quickly sketched his long, narrow face, high cheekbones, thin lips, and eyes so large and luminous that his friends in the Bronx used to call him Mr. Lightbulbs. He shaded in his face to suggest his rich brown complexion. Amir frowned at his self-portrait. One day he'd draw how he felt on the inside, if that was possible. He began to draw his sister Olivia next. His father used to say that Olivia had a "Grand Canyon smile, just like her mama's." He wondered whether Olivia still laughed a lot.

Amir didn't know how much time had passed and was beginning to draw the twins when the screen door slammed downstairs, startling him. "Hey, everybody, Big Papa's in the house," Alvin Smith boomed from the kitchen, as he always did when he came home from work.

Grace, Alvin's wife, giggled like a young girl and murmured a few words, but Amir couldn't hear what she said because her voice was so light and soft.

"I saw Ronald outside. Where's my other boy?" Alvin boomed loudly again.


Amir flinched as though he'd been pricked with a needle. 

"Come on down here, Amir. I have something to tell you."

Amir put the letter and the sketches into his backpack and ran downstairs.

Alvin Smith's bulky six-foot frame seemed to take up all the space in the small kitchen. "I have some news," he said as he washed traces of dirt and cement off his hands.

Grace Smith sighed as she dried a mixing bowl. "Alvin, can't you wait for our family devotions?"

Alvin Smith wiped his hands and sat down heavily, motioning for Amir to sit opposite him at the kitchen table. The aroma of a freshly baked pound cake made Amir's mouth water as he forced himself not to get excited. Mr. Smith came home with good news every other day, but somehow it always turned out to be disappointing.

"I called my cousin Max, the social worker, today at lunchtime."

Amir nodded, his heart beginning to race despite his struggle to keep it still.

"Well, he told me your sisters and brothers had been living in separate foster homes at one time, but now they might be with your mother's sister in Queens. Seems like your aunt moved around a lot. He's checking that out for us. As far as he can tell, 
your brothers and sisters are with your aunt or other relatives in Queens. He's almost sure of it." Alvin Smith paused, taking out his handkerchief and wiping his wide dark brown face. 

Amir tried not to feel anything. "But I don't have relatives in Queens. My aunt always lived in Manhattan." He thought of the fifteen names he'd found in the Manhattan telephone book and wondered whether he should tell Alvin Smith about the letter he'd just written.

The lines around Mr. Smith's mouth deepened. "Maybe they moved to Queens." He reached across the table and put his large hand on Amir's narrow shoulder. "Hey, don't look so sad, son. We've just about found them. It's only been three months that we been doing this serious search."

Amir's shoulders sagged slightly, but he quickly straightened them. Buck up, you guys. Can't win the fight of life with your heads bowed. Won't see what's coming at you. Be determined. His father's words again. Amir fastened his large eyes squarely on Mr. Smith. "But it's been over two years since I last seen them. That's a long time."

Grace Smith wiped her hands on her apron. "He's got a point, Alvin."

"But no one was seriously looking for them. Right, Amir?" Mr. Smith said.

"I was. I always asked everyone about them. The 
counselors and caseworkers ..." His voice drifted off as he wondered again whether he should tell Mr. Smith about the letter he'd written. 

"What could you do, son? You're just a kid. Max is a social worker and knows how to search the records. You'd be surprised how papers—records and all—get mixed up."

"What about, uh, what about sending a letter to every Jones in Queens, then, or in Manhattan and the other boroughs?"

"You asked me about that once before, and I told you that I didn't think it was such a good idea." Mr. Smith fingered his mustache, which was sprinkled with gray. "I mean, that be like looking for a tiny splinter in a pig's butt." He reared back in his chair and laughed loudly at his own joke.

Mrs. Smith shook her head, but a slight smile appeared and vanished. "Alvin, please. Why can't you just say a needle in a haystack?"

"That's corny and ordinary."

"So is your joke," she said, as she carefully opened the oven door to check on the cake.

Amir didn't like the joke either, and for a moment he wondered whether Mr. Smith was making fun of him.

Be determined. "But Mr. Smith, I wrote a letter to send out."

Alvin Smith continued talking as though he 
hadn't heard Amir. "My cousin is searching all kinds of records and addresses through his computer. That's the way you get information nowadays." He fingered his mustache again. "Anyway, we've already checked out every Jones we could find in the Bronx and Manhattan. Didn't miss a one—Ruth Jones, George Jones, Gregory Jones, June Jones, Mother Jones, and every other Jones in the book." 

Amir lowered his eyes. He felt so stupid. His aunt was married, and perhaps her phone number and address were under her husband's name, Zachary. He'd have to look up Zachary Jones, too.

Mrs. Smith wiped her hands on her apron. "What did you say in this letter, Amir?"

His eyes brightened as he ran upstairs and quickly returned with the letter. He studied Grace and Alvin Smith as they read it together. Grace pursed her lips, and Alvin shook his head. "No, son. No. You'll have all kinds of nuts calling up here."

"But I didn't put in a telephone number."

"It doesn't matter, and like I told you before, this ain't gonna work."

Grace touched Amir's arm. Her glasses cast a silvery glow on her rounded cheekbones, and her voice was as smooth as her caramel-colored skin. "Amir, this is well written."

Mr. Smith handed the letter back to him. "My father would've torn this up in tiny pieces right in my 
face. I don't want to do you like that, 'cause I know this letter is about your life, and you put your heart into it, but I'm trusting  you to tear it up."

Amir waited for Mrs. Smith to contradict her husband and tell him to save the letter and maybe send it out later. Instead she said, "My husband is right, Amir. This letter won't help, and it might attract some unwanted people."

She wiped her hands on her apron again. Amir knew that meant she was agitated or upset; her voice, though, always remained steady and soft, forcing you to listen in order to hear her. Amir liked her calm manner, but he couldn't understand why the letter worried her, too.

Mr. Smith put his arm around his wife. "Mama, you always have such a sweet way of expressing yourself. Amir, you'll attract some kind of psycho nut is what she doesn't want to say. Just have a little more patience. We'll find your aunt. You mentioned another aunt and uncle—the ones you ran away from that time. They live in Queens?"

"They weren't really my aunt and uncle, and they lived in Brooklyn. They took me in when we kids was separated."

"You sure, Amir?"

"I'm sure. They were some people my mother and father knew."

Mr. Smith removed the small notepad that he 
always carried in his breast pocket. Sometimes he Amir of a news reporter or a detective instead of a bricklayer. 

"Yes, that's right. I have their names here," Mr. Smith said. He smiled encouragingly at Amir. "We'll get through this red tape and bureaucracy mess, son. We're just one step behind them. I want you to relax and stay hopeful."

Mrs. Smith opened the oven again and removed the cake. But Amir knew that she was listening, even though her back was turned to them.

Mr. Smith stood up and walked over to the door. "We'll find out where they are. You're sure there're no other relatives—real or make-believe?"

"No, sir. Like I said, only my aunt, my mother's sister. She used to visit us sometimes...." His voice trailed off, then he blurted out quickly, "I don't think the letter will do any harm. It might help."

"Trust me on this one, son," Mr. Smith said."I know the devious things people do—especially to a kid. Between me and Max, we'll find them. I'm sure of that."

Mrs. Smith turned away from the oven. "Don't say sure, Alvin. The only thing we can be sure of is death and taxes."

"But I can feel it, baby, deep, deep down in my bones."

"That's your arthritis you feeling."

They both laughed, and even Amir smiled slightly.


Hesitating before he opened the door, Mr. Smith said, "You know what will help us solve this mystery of where your aunt is—if you can remember the last place you lived in when you and your whole family was together. I still don't understand why you can't remember that." 

"Sometimes there are things people don't want to remember," Mrs. Smith said before Amir could answer. She walked over to her husband. "That's enough discussion for today." She turned to Amir. "We won't speak to you about this again until we have something definite to tell you. Isn't that right, Alvin?"

"Yeah, yeah, but I don't want him to lose hope." Mr. Smith opened the door. "Let me remind Ronald that we're having family devotions after I take my shower." He stopped and turned around again, as though he'd forgotten something. "Why don't you come on out here with your brother, son? School's over. Relax your mind for a while."

Children's laughter and the bap bap bap of a basketball drifted in from the front yard. "No, sir. Maybe later." He turned to Grace Smith. "Do you want me to help with the dishes tonight?" he asked.

"No, that's okay," She said. "It's Ronald's turn. Put on the television if you like. This is your home, too, you know."

Alvin Smith stood half in and half out of the doorway. "That's what I been telling him. And listen, 
you don't have to say 'sir.' Call me Pops. All of the younger guys on the job call me that." 

Amir sighed and lowered his large eyes. "Yes," he mumbled.

Mrs. Smith gently pushed her husband out of the doorway. "You're letting in flies."

Amir hurried up the stairs, but he heard Alvin Smith trying to whisper, "What's wrong with him? Is he depressed? He's just too quiet."

He couldn't hear Grace Smith's response.

Amir sat on the edge of his bed and stared at the letter he'd written. Then he tucked it away in the end-table drawer under some old school papers. What difference would it make if he tore it up or just put it safely away? Mr. Smith had said the letter was about his life. How could he destroy his life?

Lately, the only way he could control the unhappiness that had begun to throb in a small corner of his brain was to either draw or write a letter to his best friend, Doris. Amir carefully tore a few sheets of paper out of his notebook. Whenever he wrote Doris, he was transported back to the Bronx, where, for a short time, he had been happy.


June 19th

Dear Doris,

How are you feeling? I hope you are happy. I'm writing you because I don't want to watch television 
or stand outside and look at my brother and his little friends play basketball. I'd rather "talk" to you. 

What's happening on 163rd Street? Your last letter about graduation "madness" really made me laugh. I smile everytime I think of what you said about Yellow Bird's pants falling off his hips during graduation rehearsal. I hope Bird never forgets how you helped him with his school work. If it wasn't for you he might be repeating the sixth grade.

And what about Big Russell and T.T.? Are they still arguing over who's the best basketball player? And Mickey and Dotty, the twins? Have they calmed down? Or are they still acting immature, like you said. And Lavinia? Is she still being bossy? I guess everyone is excited about graduating from Dunbar and going to the seventh grade in September.

And how about those five sisters from Union Avenue, the ones you used to call the Nit Nowns because the baby sister said "nit nown" instead of sit down. Are you still friendly with them? Guess you're glad that summer vacation has almost begun.

Everything here in Syracuse is okay. This was the last day of school. I passed all of my subjects and will be going into the ninth grade. Thank you for the page from the telephone book. Hope nobody in your house needs it. I need another favor. See if there is
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