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Dedication
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To my brother Andrew.

So grateful to have shared so much of my journey with you.
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Prologue 
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“I’m not going in that house, and you can’t make me!” I slammed the door that Mama left open and settled into the seat, crossing my arms tightly across my chest. Mama, who had waited for me on the porch, shook her head and went into the house, without me. Finally.

There is great safety in being stubborn. It can be like a giant, comfy cocoon. Just ask Sam-I-Am’s friend. He had no desire to eat those nasty green eggs and ham. I totally get that. I wouldn’t have either, not today or not tomorrow. Not in a van or with a tan. I find it to be a great tragedy that Sam-I-Am’s friend finally gave in and ate that green gook. He lost my respect, then and there. If I were there, I’d have put my arm around his shoulder and told him to stay strong. And I’d have told Sam-I-Am to get lost. As for me, I’m keeping my stubborn. It’s strong, and I’m glad. 

What’s this all about? Well, guess who’s in there, inside of that sprawling, beautiful, off-white Cape Cod style house with the two big dormer windows? Mama, Bean, and Jerry. My not-so-smart family, that’s who. 

I can just picture them, strolling around the spacious rooms with the new, plush white carpet and freshly painted walls. Did I mention there’s a separate laundry room? Who needs that? 

They’re looking at details, soaking it in, trying to look like they fit inside of those starched walls. The hoot of it all? That place belongs to a rich family. They act like we might someday live there. I say, Get Real. 

And me? I have taken refuge in the great safety of Mama’s bumble bee yellow Dodge Colt, we call Buzz, parked on the curb of Evergreen Drive. I’m just shaking my head in disbelief at the whole idea. 

I have refused to budge from Buzz. I refuse to pretend that I’m going to live there someday. Not me. The nicest house I’ve ever lived in was a moved-in-from-the-country, about two Taylor Swift songs away from being torn down farmhouse. When people see my house, they’ll say, “Poor Heidi. She has it so rough.” That farmhouse cost two-thousand dollars. For the whole thing. I’m not ashamed to say that. Now we can’t even afford that.

I bet my whole life, people will say that about the place I live in. It’s okay. I don’t mind. I may be only fourteen—almost—but I know about getting your hopes up. 

The main thing is that life just isn’t easy, and you’ll probably not really ever get what you want. Especially underdogs like us. I wish my family would stop fooling themselves; stop playing games. 

I feel kind of sorry for them actually. Getting your hopes up just makes it all that much harder when the truth catches up to your dreams. And doesn’t it always? I’ll keep my scabs securely attached, thank you very much. 

Recently, at my Monday night Alateen meeting, our sponsor Mike said it’s okay to want things for yourself, to tell yourself you’re worth it. 

Okay, Mike. I want to move into the Schluter mansion on Main Street in Graceford, Illinois. Should I start packing?

I’ve been down this road before—well, not Evergreen Drive exactly—and I’m not letting myself hope.

I expect them to be back any minute, probably all dreamy-eyed and scramble-brained. And then we can get back to real life. At least I will. Scabs in place. The rest of my family, well don’t be surprised if they’re just a little bloody. Serves them right.

When it comes to a life, if anyone tries to tell you that they have the whole story, about anyone, they are wrong. Sure, every earthly life has a physical beginning and a physical end. But none has a real, true beginning or true end. Birth and death are important, but they aren’t the bookends. Our stories wrap around each other, one weaving in and out of another, like each individual strand of hair in a braid. A new birth may be the beginning of a new person on a birth certificate, or ‘it’s a girl’ or ‘it’s a boy’ sort of way. But no baby comes into the world without connections to parents who have histories and experiences. We all have a story.

It’s sort of like a photo. You can get a really good feel for what’s happening at the split second when the shutter is opened, but you don’t know what voices were there or who might have been standing just outside the border. 

But, then again, a photo doesn’t have to be complete to be beautiful. I think that’s my point. 

I’m about to tell the story of Bean and me, Bean who is in that sprawling house with Mama and that Cowboy-Hippy Jerry. Then maybe it will make sense why I’m out here in Buzz, and Bean and the others are in there, volunteering for a punch to the heart. 

Our story is really a giant mix of said and unsaid stories. But I’m going to search for the guts. There is beauty in the middle, and I’m going to try to find that creamy filling. You know the creamy center? It’s the very best part.
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Chapter One 

A Fresh Start
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Heidi’s favorite beginnings:


	Mine, beginning on my own birthday.

	Bean’s, one year and one week before mine.

	The first day of summer vacation.

	The first chocolate chip cookie about five 




minutes after coming out of the oven.



	Wearing brand new shoes.


The first person I noticed when Bean and I were ushered into the eighth-grade classroom at Graceford Grade School was Simone Schluter. She was sitting, front and center, posture perfect, her deep brown hair brushed so that it moved as one piece, like a waterfall. Hand under her chin, she sported a great big smile for her two new classmates. 

“Can she sit next to me, Mr. Verbrecht?” she asked in a saccharine voice, both eyes and teeth gleaming. Then she glanced to her seat neighbor and gave her just the slightest raise of an eyebrow. 

Her seat neighbor quietly giggled. There was no room next to Simone. 

I decided right there that Simone could be trouble.

My brother and I found two empty seats toward the back of the classroom. I lowered my head as I walked down the aisle, but in order to see where I was going, I looked up just in time to see a sweet, friendly smile. A girl with long, wavy hair and smiling deep brown eyes gave me a little wave and motioned with her thumb to the empty seat next to her. I gave her a little smile back and then slid into my desk. 

“Hey, pal,” the smiling girl leaned toward my desk, speaking softly. “We start with English class.” She then faced back to the front. 

Thank you, I thought, and I took a breath maybe for the first time since I had entered the room. 

It was early October, and the school year was well underway. Mama had finally decided that she was leaving our Daddy, Frank A. Walker, for good. We had been on our own in Evanston for at least six months. Daddy, who was absent more than he was present, had been gone too long. Mama filed for divorce, and finally decided that she, Bean, and I would move to tiny Graceford, about three hours south. Mama’s hometown. Before, it was the place we came to know through holidays and week-long vacations. Now, we would call it home.

I loved my daddy. But I was not sad that he was gone. Mama was my anchor. I often pictured her during the early years of their marriage as a young lady, feet firmly planted on the ground. In her hand was a string. At the end of the string was a kite; a beautiful, colorful kite that flew high in the air. Mama sure loved that kite, but it was far away. Daddy was the kite at the end of that string. The wind blew that kite round and round. I never understood where that wind came from. But it was strong. 

After he lost a job, Daddy would be gone for sometimes days and sometimes weeks at a time. Mama would say, “Nobody but me understands him.” But eventually, she realized she needed to open her hand and let the string go, love it or not. 

So, she did. And the three of us came to Graceford. The Walker Trio. 

When we entered our apartment above the Graceford Bank, I wanted to love it. In fact, I was determined to, but there was no doubt about it. It was really, really tiny. 

“I know it’s small, but we won’t be here for too long. I’ve got to save up some money. I just need to get my first paycheck. I already have plans in the works for a cute little house.” Mama was trying to make all of us feel a little better. Including herself. 

“It won’t take long.” Mama had been hired to be a work supervisor in a rehabilitation center for disabled adults; brain injuries, mostly. She was excited about her new job.

Mama and I would get one bedroom, and my brother Jeffery, known to me as Bean, would get the small one. For a while, it had been hard to say who was going to get their own room; Bean or Mama. 

I just knew for sure that it wouldn’t be me. 

As tiny as it was, I didn’t mind. I was thrilled the three of us would be together. And free of Daddy. 

“How far is it to Grandma Baker’s house from here?” I asked while we took our clothes out of the totes and put them into the dresser drawers. I propped Harey, my bunny with the silky ears my Uncle Billy had given me on my fifth birthday, against the bed pillows. I never sleep without Harey. I'm not sure I even could.

“Five minutes,” was Mama’s answer.

Five minutes from Grandma Baker’s house. I couldn’t believe it. “Wait. Walking or driving?”

“Walking. It takes a minute to drive there.”

Five things to know about Grandma Baker’s House:


	Her doorbell. It rings to the tune of “Hit the Road, Jack.” She thinks it’s hysterical.

	There’s a Bible in every room. 

	Uncle Billy can only practice his guitar from ten am to seven pm.

	Smells like cinnamon rolls all the time—Yummy!


	If she offers you food, take it. She’ll get mad if you don’t.



Grandma Baker, Mama’s mother, lives in a small, red brick gingerbread-looking bungalow tucked away on Morningside Court, on the edge of Graceford. It’s one of the coziest homes you’ve ever seen and one where some sort of music always lives. Either through her own beautiful voice or something low in the background on her music player. 

Grandma is a gardener. She can grow nearly anything. In the summer, the flowerpots below her windows are brimming with bright, colorful blooms and long, hanging vines in varied colors of green. 

During the holidays, she puts boughs of pine in the boxes, and at night, lights of all colors glimmer brightly from them. Her porch wraps around the east side, with more plants and flowers displayed all around. On the porch, we sit in big white wooden rocking chairs to watch the sunset.

Grandma Baker loves beautiful things.

Uncle Billy lives with her. It’s just the two of them.

My Uncle Billy, Mama’s much younger brother, has always been one of my very biggest fans, and I am his. When we visited from Evanston, he would spend lots of time with me, doing whatever I wanted. I liked to play Princess when I was little, and I would assign Billy the role of the Evil Queen. He relished it. Eventually, he even somehow obtained an Evil Queen outfit just for such occasions. “You’re the evil queen,” I’d say. Billy would cackle wickedly, disappear for a moment, and return in a stunning purple iridescent dress and headpiece unashamedly. 

All for me. 

Billy always made me feel special.

A few weeks after we arrived in Graceford, Addy, my little cousin, and I walked to Grandma Baker’s after school.

While we walked, a grown woman walked by us, looking disheveled and talking to her baby doll. I tried not to stare at her when she went past, and when she was out of earshot, I asked Addy who she was.

“That’s Mrs. V. I don’t know her real name.”

“Is she a crazy?” I asked my little cousin.

“Na. Mommy says she’s just different.”

Different. Seemed like a better way to put it.

It was a Thursday, and on Thursdays, we had what Grandma Baker called a ‘permanent date.’ Until Christmastime anyway. The three of us were going to complete a handmade advent calendar together. 

On this particular Thursday, we had completed six of the twenty-five ornaments for the Advent calendar when Uncle Billy, a senior in high school, snuck through the kitchen door and tried to avoid his mom.

“Going somewhere, William?” Grandma said, killing his plan. “The school called today. Mind telling me where you went after lunch? You do understand that you can’t just leave school?” she asked, sewing a beaded black eye on a Christmas penguin, maybe a bit too aggressively.

Billy stuck his head around the corner, careful not to make eye contact with Grandma. “Hey, Mighty Heidi. Hey, Addy Able.” He headed to his room; no greeting for Grandma. The slamming door shook the living room.

“Don’t have children,” she said to us, laying her sewing supplies in her lap and cupping her squinched face in her hands. 

Addy and I, wondering if Grandma knew she just wished away our existence, looked at each other with surprise. 

Though I loved just walking to her house, with my cousin, no less, there was always some sort of drama with Uncle Billy. I wished Billy would stop getting in trouble, but I also really thought Grandma was mean to him. 

Grandma did know how to needle someone. Uncle Billy calls it nagging. When she needles me about Mama, it’s a little hard to take.

“Heidi, what time did your mom make it home from work? Did she make you dinner?” These were the kinds of questions I would have to answer. 

What really surprised me were the nasty things she would say about Daddy, and how her comments made me angry. “Heard from that no-good Pa of yours, Heidi? I can’t believe Frank hasn’t scheduled a visit with you and Jeffery lately. Something’s really wrong with that man ...” Somehow, she made the word ‘pa’ a cuss word, I just didn’t think it was necessary. And though she didn’t call me no-good, it sure felt like she did. 

But none of that would keep me from going to one of my very favorite places on earth. Remember the cinnamon roll smell? And if Uncle Billy was home and everyone in a good mood, that would just be a bonus. 

“I can’t wait for the game to start,” Grandma said, practically giddy. “I think the Cubs just might do it this year.”

“Do what?” I asked honestly.

“Win the World Series, Heidi.”

“Did they win last year?” I was serious.

“Last year? Heidi, they haven’t won since 1908.”

A voice carried down the hallway, “Do you remember it well?” Billy asked his Mom.

“Very funny, William. Very funny.”

Grandma Baker was a Chicago Cubs fan. When we moved to Graceford, the Cubs were in the M.L.B. playoffs, and some were saying that they might win. I was at Grandma’s during one of the games against the Dodgers, watching while we sewed more ornaments for the calendar. Inning by inning, I got more interested in this team. Baseball was fun—who knew? 

Uncle Billy watched, too, usually wearing a Cubs jersey with a big ‘23’ on the back. Some old player named somebody Sandberg, I guess.

Addy, poor kid, wasn’t allowed to stay for the games, which were on pretty late. That was the excuse that Aunt Nettie and Uncle Toad gave. But I knew the real reason. Uncle Toad was a Cleveland Indian fan. Indians. Now there’s another word, Indians, that Grandma Baker can’t say without spitting it out as quick as possible.

A Walker Trio Extra: Favorite Stories

Me: Pots and Pans

MRS. WILKERSON SAID, “Good morning girls and boys. Who would like to share a little about your weekend?”

This question came from my first-grade teacher on a Monday morning and was how we started our day pretty much every Monday. Many of us raised our hands—students giving typical examples such as movies, family picnics, and birthday parties. I was excited to finally have a report; sometimes life at our house was plain boring. Finally, Mrs. Wilkerson called on me.

Mrs. W.: “So Heidi, how about you?”

Me: “My dad got in trouble by the cops for hiding pots and pans.”

Mrs. W., her facial features squeezed together toward the middle of her face, “In trouble? For pots and pans, Heidi?”

Me: “Uh-huh. Well, Daddy called Mama to say that when he got pulled over, the cops looked under his seat and found pots and pans. Then Daddy spent the night in jail.”

Mrs. W., whisking me into the hallway to have a private conversation, “You might not want to tell the whole class if your dad gets arrested, Heidi.”

Me: “Are pots and pans bad, Mrs. Wilkerson?”

Mrs. W., “I’ll let you ask when we call your mom at recess.”

***
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Bean: Bubble Lights

HE’S A MAD SCIENTIST, Bean. And I, unfortunately, am his long-time and semi-retired lab assistant. 

When we were about three and four, Mama bought bubble lights for our Christmas tree. You know the ones; a glass ball with a tube at the end that contains a liquid that bubbles? They’re really old-fashioned. Like so many things Christmas, our tree looked dazzling. Magical. Tasty? Bean thought so. 

He convinced me that the liquid was some sort of magic juice. “Would it make us fly? Take us to the North Pole?” I was so naïve. When Mama took a nap, we plunged them in, biting the ends off of those glass ornaments—you see the problem here—draining the contents. I broke only one and was sorely disappointed to find basically no taste to this magic liquid whatsoever. But my misplaced optimism, taken directly from Bean, lead me to hope the sugary flavor lay on the bottom of the bulb. 

Needless to say, Mama was furious with us, and had to contact her person at the Poison Control Center. Again. Bleach. Aspirin. Birth control pills. Everything had to be locked away. Bean was as relentless as I was loyal. 

***
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Mama: Cops are Coming

THE TIME THAT I WAS most proud of Mama? Not long before we moved to Graceford, we were in the car, and Mama was driving through Evanston to pay a power bill. 

Something caught her eye. “Hold on, Heidi,” she said calmly as she jerked the wheel and turned the car around. She drove, fast, up to some random house, and I saw a man whom I had never seen before choke-holding a woman whom I had also never seen before. Mama evenly said, “I’ll be right back. Stay here.” 

I rolled my window down to hear what was going on. My heart pounded.

Mama stepped right up to the man and shoved her finger into his face. In a strong, steady, and loud voice she explained, “Listen, asshole. You get your hands off my friend here, get in your car, and drive away. Now. I’ve called the cops. They’re on their way.” 

The man scampered away quickly. The woman went in her house, and Mama returned to the car, put it in drive, and we drove off.

“Mama?” I asked. “Who was that?”

“I have no idea,” Mama answered. And that is the last she ever said about it. 
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Chapter Two 

A Real Home
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What to Know About Graceford Grade School (with a lot of help from Madari Swinford):


	You are a Graceford insider if you were born in Champaign County.

	You are an outsider if the above does not apply to you.

	People know your family’s business, often before you do. Want to know what’s going on in Graceford? With your own kin? Check with Nosy Norma Sampson.

	Mr. Verbrecht, the eighth-grade teacher, is the best teacher ever! Rumor has it that he makes tasty treats all the time in science—his favorite—class. Just stay on his good side.

	We’re about to live in the newest old house in Graceford!



Things were really tight in our little upstairs storefront apartment, and not long after our Graceford adventure began, Mama said we were in for a treat. We were moving into a real house. Bean and I had only ever lived in apartments. 

Bean and I were celebrities for a day as Mama saved a small farmhouse that was to be demolished and moved it into the town on wheels. The price? $2,000. Now that seemed like a lot of money to me, but when adults heard that we bought our house for that amount, they would act astounded. 

“Two-thousand dollars? For a house? Oh, Joy, that is unbelievable,” grownups would nearly gush.

The whole school came out to the front schoolyard mid-morning as the house was wheeled through Graceford, heading to the empty spot at 110 South Walnut Street. 

Bean and I fielded questions from every direction. 

“Which is your room, Heidi?” 

“Will it have cracks all the way through?” 

“Will they be moving the basement, too?” 

“How will it stick to the ground?” 

“Are the sink and toilet still working while the house moves on the road?” 

Even Simone Schluter showed some rare interest. “That house was my aunt and uncle’s before they built their brand new one. It has only one bedroom.” 

“Where are you all going to sleep?” 

I, of course, knew the answers to very few of these questions, except that the one bedroom was going to be mine. But I loved that my classmates asked. I felt ‘a part’ instead of ‘apart.’ It was pretty cozy on the inside of that circle. But I knew it wouldn’t last. 

My bright spot was Madari Swinford. 

“Hey pal, you saving this seat?” she asked on my first day of school at lunch. Bean and I were together, but there was space right next to me. 

“For you, pal,” I answered back, and we were off. 

Madari, born in India, had long wavy black hair and beautiful dark eyes. The Swinfords, her adoptive family, wanted her to be called Madison, but she liked the name Madari, and so did I. Madari and I became close, a friendship bonded mostly through being underdogs. I tried to remember to call her Madison when I was at her house, but I usually forgot. Only to be corrected by her mother or father.

“Look, I’ll never be one of the Graceford originals,” Madari said when we were in her room one day after school. “I wasn’t born here. I look different.” She shrugged. “Suits me fine. To be a Graceford original means to be mean. A few years ago, they started to call me names, like Jungle Girl. I pretended like I liked it.”

“Liked it? Did you?”

“Of course not. But I wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of knowing that. I actually thanked them. That stopped it.”

I laughed. I couldn’t imagine thanking someone for being nasty to me. I’d have to think about that one.

Bean bonded quickly with Tommy Milton. Tommy moved a few years earlier from Galena, a town in northwest Illinois, but never really felt accepted either. Tall and bold, Tommy demanded attention. The four of us became our own team of sorts, standing outside of the tight circle of insiders, and grateful not to be alone. 
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