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Chapter 1: The Promise of Sunday






Sunday mornings in our apartment always had their own smell. There was coffee and a hint of sweetness, as if yesterday’s toast still lingered. The radiator knocked and hissed in the bedroom, and the thin curtains let in a gray light that made everything look like old newspaper. But this Sunday was different. This Sunday had a plan.

I woke up before my mother. That by itself was unusual. Most Sundays, I could sleep past nine, hiding under my blanket and pillow to block out the street noise and the couple upstairs who argued in Polish every morning. But not this Sunday. By seven-thirty, I was already at the kitchen table in my nightgown, staring at the clock above the fridge as if it owed me something.

The zoo. We were going to the zoo.

My mother nodded once and had said it the week before, almost as a throwaway line while she pinned a hem on a skirt for Mrs. Samples down the hall. "Next Sunday," she said, with two pins between her lips, "we go to the zoo." She said it so quietly and simply that I wasn’t sure I heard her right. I stood in the living room doorway for a few seconds, my heart beating in a strange way. That nod meant it was settled. My mother's single nods were as binding as a signed contract.

I thought about it all week. At school, I drew elephants in the margins of my math worksheet. I told my friend Ruthie, who had been to the zoo twice and talked about it like she was an expert. She told me about the monkeys and how they screamed if you got too close. She also described the smell, saying it was very bad but somehow made it sound exciting. I remembered everything she said, as if I was studying for a test.

Now I was at the kitchen table, and the clock read seven forty-two. I heard my mother’s footsteps on the bedroom floor, then her shuffling to the bathroom. Water ran, and I heard the medicine cabinet creak open and shut. These were the sounds of someone getting ready to go out. I pressed my knees together under the table and clasped my hands, almost like I was praying.

She came into the kitchen in her housecoat, her hair pinned back, and dark circles under her eyes that I’d always known. She wasn’t a big woman. She was thin, not in a delicate way, but in the way working women are—worn, like fabric washed too many times. But she stood straight. She always did. 

She turned to fill the kettle at the sink. "Get dressed," she said. "We leave at ten."

I was dressed by eight-fifteen, which left me an hour and forty-five minutes to sit in my good dress on the edge of the couch without touching the back cushions because my mother had told me not to crease them. I sat with my hands in my lap and watched the clock and tried to remember what Ruthie had said about the penguins.








