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    For Lucy and Elizabeth, who are both Joy in their own way
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I woke to the monotonous drone of the early-morning news anchor in my ear and the uncomfortable sensation of a small head buried in my ribs and couldn’t quite hold back a groan. Somehow I had known it’d come to this, from the moment I let the sanctity of my own room be breached “just for tonight.”

The rule had stood for months under revisions and emergencies of all kinds, but somehow the chaos of that one night had been enough to crack my resolve. A pitiful blonde toddler thrashing and screaming in the throes of yet another sleep terror. The heavy, frightened eyes of the children who needed to be up before dawn for their transport. Nyla’s thick, wheezing coughs as she lay propped on her elbow trying to calm them. And now, two months later, here I was, having apparently surrendered my bed, in addition to the ranch, the house, and my room.

I lay still for a few moments, listening to the latest government statements about malicious foreign propaganda—more correctly true refugee stories—but it was only the usual bitter complaints and flimsy justifications. No mention of arrests, which would certainly have been highlighted if they’d found any of the smuggling ring helping those hated witnesses to the truth of the war across the border.

Silencing the news report, I slid out of bed as carefully as I could, but it was no use. The second my body lost contact with the wispy blonde hair, Joy stirred uncomfortably and nestled closer to where I had been, then her eyes popped open and searched the room frantically until they found me. The worry on her face melted into an adorable smile, and she held out her hands to me with no care for her upside-down and sideways position.

“Hi, Mummy!”

My heart broke a little as it always did, especially first thing in the morning. Whether I truly resembled her mother or was merely the closest available substitute—whether she had purposely adopted me or simply latched on to a comforting fantasy—whether her insistence was born of conscious make-believe or some trauma-induced break in her developing brain, I had never been able to tell. But whatever its origin, the pretense was obviously a comfort to her, and I didn’t have the heart to fight it.

“Good morning, Joy.”

“We get kids?”

I let out a half-sigh, half-chuckle and reached down to pluck her off the bed.

“First we need to get dressed. Then I need to make breakfast. And while I do that, you can watch and see if there are any kids for us to get. Okay?”

“Yay!” Joy clapped her hands like I’d promised her favorite movie, and I sat her in the ancient rocking chair and dug through the drawers until I found a little brown corduroy jumper and a light green sweater that didn’t even clash with it.

“We’ll need to do laundry pretty soon,” I muttered more to myself than Joy, but she bounced in her seat and clapped her hands again.

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
ANGIE THOMPSON






