

  [image: Cover]




  DEAR LUCY




  Julie Sarkissian




  [image: Logo Missing]




  www.hodder.co.uk




  First published in Great Britain in 2013 by Hodder & Stoughton




  An Hachette UK company




  Copyright © Julie Sarkissian 2013




  The right of Julie Sarkissian to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.




  All rights reserved.




  No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.




  All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.




  A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library




  ISBN 978 1 444 76761 2




  Hodder & Stoughton Ltd




  338 Euston Road




  London NW1 3BH




  www.hodder.co.uk




  To Mom and Dad




  PART I
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  Since the Beginning of You




  LUCY




  Everyone is asleep but me.




  I look quick in every room to see that nobody is missing and nobody is. That is good because if someone is missing I have to leave to go find them and then who would get the eggs? Because they have never known a girl who was as gentle with the eggs.




  I go down the stairs quiet like I am something without any weight. I open the door in the dark and the cold sucks my skin towards it. It is the morning but there is no sun yet, just white light around the edges.




  It is the time to get the eggs. Time for my best thing.




  The foxes I can hear them still digging. They come in the chicken house at night. We try to keep them out with wire. Sometimes they dig under the wire. If you think a fox is a smart animal then you are right. What do the foxes do after they dig under the wire? Well, they eat the chickens and break the eggs is one thing.




  But they are scared of the day and of me, so they are gone.




  The eggs they shine with their white and I do not need the light to find them. The foxes need no light either. I am a little like the fox, he is a little like me.




  I get the eggs for our breakfast. They are alive. When you eat something that is alive you take the life for yourself. You can’t think of it as taking life from another thing, you think of it as giving life to yourself. That is what Samantha told me when I asked about eggs for breakfast.




  Samantha knows. There is something growing inside of her too.




  Every person gets three eggs but Samantha, she gets four eggs. I count the eggs, one two three for me, one two three for you, one two three four for her. Missus makes her have extra so the baby will be big enough when it comes out, but Samantha, she saves the extra for me. I say, what about the baby? and she says, the baby’s fine, you take it.




  Mister thought I would not be as gentle with the eggs but I am as gentle with the eggs. My favorite is to put them in my apron pockets because then I feel them against my body underneath. Then I know something but I can’t say it. It’s not a secret but I don’t have the words yet. I am still looking for them. But even without the words, I know how to be so gentle.




  My pockets they are heavy but they rub against my legs and it feels nice like someone who would hug your legs. It isn’t really a place to hug but that is why you would want it. Because you thought nobody would remember that place.




  I touch one of the eggs with my cheek. The egg, I feel him trying to kiss me through the shell. He is trying so hard for the kiss. I know about trying so hard. It is when there isn’t even one piece of you that isn’t trying so hard. I kiss him back, and it is probably his last kiss because what happens next is that he is opened up and put on the skillet. That is part of what breakfast is.




  I tell the egg to find the baby in Samantha’s stomach and give all his life to her. Then he is not scared about being opened up. He knows it is time for him to give his life to the baby and knowing that makes him brave, which is doing something even if you think you are too scared. Then I hear the bell. Mister is gonging the bell, which means time to get up. No, not for me. For the others who are still sleeping. I wonder if Mum mum hears that it is time to get up. She is in the city, which is with Monte.




  But I am still inside where the chickens live, which is called the chicken coop. Now I know I am late bringing in the eggs. I rush to bring them home. Rush, that word means do something fast and try not to drop anything.




  I come back to the house holding my apron with the eggs like kittens. They sleep all wrapped together so when one wakes up the other says, it’s okay, go back to sleep. The light in the kitchen it looks like how warm feels. I see Samantha on the inside because her hair glows. That means light is made inside it. It is a big braid like a rope you could climb up to be near her face, which is the prettiest place in the kitchen. Her eyes are green and if there was something on the other side of them you could see through to it. Do you know how to remember green? Well, it is the same as grass while it is growing.




  I take one hand to open the door and keep one around my apron. An egg jumps out.




  “Lucy, use a basket. When you don’t use a basket, then the eggs break.” Mister is standing next to the skillet. When the skillet is hot with oil he puts his beard inside his shirt. “Then we don’t have food for breakfast. And everyone is hungry.”




  “I am gentle with the eggs, Mister,” I say. “Missus said, ‘Have you ever known a girl who was as gentle with the eggs?’”




  Missus doesn’t say anything. Today Missus forgot to tell her face to wake up. She is stirring a bowl and watching the grits turn around and around by the spoon. Mister he makes the eggs and Missus she makes the grits and that is what breakfast is. Missus, Missus, say how good I always am with the eggs. That is my wish but she doesn’t look up. A lot of the times wishing doesn’t make things happen any better than they would without your wishing. But it is something hard to learn, not to use your time to wish things.




  “Missus, Missus.” I have to say it louder because her ears are still asleep. So I say it louder and louder, “Missus, did you ever know a girl who was as good with the eggs?”




  Because my first job, it was getting the eggs. And when I brought them my fingers were so gentle and soft with them and they weren’t scared of me so they didn’t break. And Missus said that she had never known a girl who was as good with the eggs and her face looked like when Mum mum found an earring that fell off. It made me feel good inside myself like I found it for her. Even though I didn’t.




  “Lucy, give it a rest,” says Samantha. “Come sit by me and leave Missus alone.”




  But Missus is the only one who knows about me being the best girl with the eggs. Samantha, she only does the weeding because of the baby making her heavy. So she doesn’t know about being gentle with the eggs. Only Missus knows and I need to find the words to make Missus say to everyone how good I am with the eggs and they will let me stay on the farm so Mum mum will know where to find me. But sometimes when I don’t have the words to say something one side of my body goes one way to find them and the other side goes the other. Then none of me is left to remember the words with.




  “Missus.” I am using all my air to carry the words to her.




  “Lucy, be good and bring Mister the eggs,” Missus says.




  But if Mister says how many times do I have to tell you to use a basket and everyone is hungry, then Missus has to tell Mister that I am the best girl with the eggs. So he will know too. So everyone will know I am doing a good job at being Lucy on the farm.




  “Lucy, you are usually gentle with the eggs, but look what’s happening now,” Missus says. “The eggs are breaking. You have to pay attention to be good with eggs.”




  And she starts stirring.




  The skillet is hot and dancing with oil. Mister makes sure the skillet is hot when I come inside so he can crack the eggs and not use any time waiting. He wants to get to the time where he tells us all what to do that day and then we do it and then he sells some of the things we do and some of the things that grow. That is what a farm is.




  “Damn it, Lucy,” he says, which is not a thing you are allowed to say. “Get over here.”




  He takes the eggs out of my apron. He is fighting to get them all out but they aren’t ready. They are flipping like fish if you get them out of water. An egg jumps out again. It is a noise I hate to hear.




  “Get that one off the floor,” says Mister. “We can’t waste any food. I have to keep you all fed.”




  I get that one with a spoon and bring it to Mister. Mister flops the rest on the skillet and it sizzles, which is a word I know. It means the noise of the eggs when the pan is hot enough to cook them and the sound when you almost step on a snake.




  Then Mister says, “That corner there, that’s for you. The rest of us aren’t going to eat off the floor because you carry the eggs in your apron.”




  I look at the corner. That corner means that Mister does not think I am as gentle with the eggs. I want Missus to say it to him but she is not saying it to him so I will do it.




  “I am gentle with the eggs, Mister, have you ever known a girl who was as gentle with the eggs?”




  “That’s enough!” Mister says very loud, which is yelling, and he bangs the skillet, which is hot with oil. It is noise you hear during the rain and makes you want to stay under the blanket. It is a noise that means he does not think I am as gentle with the eggs.




  Missus has to tell him I am gentle with the eggs. But she is stirring and watching the grits go around and she is not saying anything. I think it is the stirring that makes it so Missus cannot remember how I am good with the eggs. I need to make her stop.




  I take Missus’s stirring elbow with my strength because the stirring is making her forget because of how many times the spoon goes around and around. She stops stirring. Now is when she will say it! She closes her eyes longer than blinking. Then she opens them. Now she needs to open her mouth too, so the words will come.




  “Now say it! Now say it!”




  But she still doesn’t say it. Her mouth stays closed and small.




  Mister grabs my arms, harder than I could grab the stirring elbow.




  “Lucy, come sit by me!” yells Samantha.




  But Missus still doesn’t say it.




  And now I know. I know the grits being stirred is what is making it so Missus cannot remember I am the most gentle. I use my strength to push over the pot full of all the forgetting. Now it is on the floor. Now Missus will remember how I was the most gentle.




  “Say it!” I say. “Say it!”




  But she still doesn’t say it. And now I know the grits on the floor are making her forget I was the most gentle girl with the eggs. The forgetting grits are too hot to hold and they slip through my fingers but I still hold on. I open the kitchen door and throw them away, far enough away so Missus won’t be able to forget anymore and I say, “Say it! Say it! Say that I am the most gentle with the eggs!”




  Then Mister takes my arm again and I am getting thrown away. Thrown away on the porch with the forgetting grits in between my toes, making my toes forget how gentle I was. Mister bangs shut the door. I use my forgetting grits hands on the door but the door forgets how to open. So I bang on the door loud enough to make them remember, make them remember, it was me. I was the girl who was gentlest with the eggs. Make them remember so they will let me stay on the farm where Mum mum can find me.




  MISSUS




  Life constantly reminds us of all the things that could have been different if betrayal weren’t in human nature. I have heard people in church ask, if the Lord had wanted us to be perfect and not make any mistakes, then why did he make us capable of sin?




  Those people don’t understand. He gave us free will because He loved us. He trusted us. And we betrayed it. We didn’t deserve it. We did wrong by Him. Not the other way around, and we continue to pay and pay and pay for it. Nobody is spared. We all pay.




  Stella betrayed us, that is true. I would never deny that. Though when I feel she did so out of spite, I have to remind myself that it was because of her condition, our condition, the human condition, born from our original betrayal of Him. I have to remind myself that nobody is spared, that we are all indebted to pay for that first mistake.




  LUCY




  When we are weeding I take my arms out of my dress. I know that you mustn’t ever, not ever, take your clothes off in front of other people. Because when Mum mum came out and saw me she said, “How could you lift your clothes up in public like that? You’re going to get yourself into big trouble. What would have happened if I hadn’t come out when I did? What did you expect was going to happen to you?”




  Well, I didn’t lift them up because of what did I expect. I did it because of the sun on my legs and the game with no words.




  That was when she said to me, “You mustn’t ever, not ever, lift up your clothes in front of other people.”




  But now nobody is here except Samantha and she isn’t other people. I take my arms out of my dress and tie the sleeves around my waist and lift up the skirt and the sun does its dance all over. The sun’s feet tickle and press and I make music with my breathing because music is what you need when you want to do a dance.




  “Lucy, how do you plan on weeding with your dress balled up like that? You’re going to have to do most of it. I can barely lean over my belly to get ahold of anything. Come on, Mister wants this done quick.”




  The weeds take the life out of the plants, that’s why you kill them. The way you kill them is pull them out of the ground. They might tell you they want to stay in the ground and they might look pretty but you have to pull them out anyway. The farm is about taking the life from something and putting it somewhere else.




  But we are so far from the house it doesn’t matter about having my dress balled up like that or how I am going to have to do most of it. Here we can open our mouths to swallow the sun and Samantha can braid my hair like water pouring over me with no wetness. Here there is no Mister to yell when it’s not done quick or an egg falls out during breakfast.




  “Mister, he did not believe about how I was the gentlest with the eggs,” I tell Samantha.




  “Oh, he thinks you’re fine with them.”




  “But then he was yelling.”




  “Yeah, but you were provoking him.” Her hands in my hair, it is a feeling I never want to end. “He’s nice enough if you don’t provoke him. Which you’ve got to stop doing.”




  “Which is provoking?”




  “Doing things you know he’ll yell at you for.”




  “I don’t do anything so he’ll yell at me.”




  “I know that’s not why you do it, but when you see it’s happening, you gotta quit it, get it?”




  “Yes.”




  “I can’t always be there to help you, but you know I would if I could, right?




  “Right.” Right is a thing you say when the other person says right.




  I open up the back of her dress. She lets me. She is afraid of the burning but she wants to feel the sun more than she is afraid. She lets her arms go loose so I can take them out of the dress. That is how she tells me that she wants to be outside of her dress. Not every time is a time when you need words to tell things. Then I tie the sleeves behind her back, so she can feel the sun and so the sun, it can feel her too.




  “I can take care of myself,” Samantha says. “I just worry about you.”




  “Don’t be scared, Samantha,” I say.




  “Take care of yourself, then, and I won’t be.”




  “Okay,” I say, and she smiles. So I know what I said was a right thing to say. Then I touch the best part of her, which is her hair. I practice my braiding so I can show the baby how to braid his hair.




  “Samantha, will the baby have orange hair?”




  “No way to know,” she says.




  “Even though he’s made out of you?”




  “Well, he’s not all me. He’s part me and part someone else.”




  “Who is the someone else?”




  “A boy. It takes a boy and a girl to make a baby. Don’t you know that?”




  “Which boy? Wilson’s boys?”




  “No.” Samantha pulls on a weed but it doesn’t come up. She tugs and tugs but its roots are grabbing fists of the underdirt. “A boy from a long time ago. From when I lived at home. Plus, Wilson’s boys are too young to make babies.”




  “Why did you make a baby with the boy? So you and the boy could love it together?”




  “Something like that.”




  “And be there from its very beginning? Since its very first day?”




  “Sure.”




  “What else is there about the boy?”




  “Not much.”




  “But what?” I go into the dirt where Samantha was tugging. I am careful not to dig into the tomato root. I am good at helping the plants grow ever since I’ve been Lucy on the farm. I know how you have to be loving in your touching the dirt like it is the thick fur on a wild animal. You don’t want it to get scared and hurt you, or run away. I use my fingers to be gentle and strong at the same time and get the weed that wouldn’t let go.




  “Stuff, I guess.”




  “What stuff?”




  “Let me think of a way to say it, so you’ll understand it.”




  “Okay.”




  “Okay.” Samantha says it in a funny voice that sounds like a smile and messes up the braid she made in my hair.




  Samantha wants to say something so I can understand it. Not just shake her head like flies are trying to land on her and say, I just don’t know about you, Lucy. That is all some other people do when I say things. They just shake and shake their heads and maybe laugh and say, I just don’t know about you, Lucy. I just don’t know.




  Well, what don’t you know? Whatever you want to know, I will tell you.




  That’s what I will say when someone asks me that again.




  Then Samantha says, “Isn’t it funny how the world is always turning?”




  “How does it turn?”




  “Turning, like this.” Samantha gets up and spins in a circle.




  “Why does it turn?”




  “It turns because of the moon. Or the sun. Or something. I learned why in school.”




  “I don’t feel any turning.”




  She sits down. She puts her hands on the ground. She puts her ear near the dirt so it almost touches like listening for a secret that is about to come. “I know. It’s weird. But it’s true.”




  Now there has been some time since Samantha said she had to think of a way. I put my head down near to the ground to be next to her and the secrets.




  “Did you think of a way yet?” I ask.




  “A way to what?”




  “To tell me about the boy.”




  She laughs, but not because of a joke. “That was like a minute ago. So, no.”




  “But how did you choose him to be the other half?”




  “Sometimes you get to choose the other half, and sometimes you don’t.”




  “But—”




  “No, Lucy. No more questions.”




  MISSUS




  The situation was not good, we learned from the doctors at the hospital. In fact, it was very bad. I was missing half a cervix. It was only half the size necessary to hold a fetus full term. If an egg did implant, there was no hope for life.




  Back at the farm, we couldn’t look each other in the eye. But neither could we avoid it. There had been no shyness between us all these months of happy marriage, and now a space was between us, the size of the missing half. I was to blame, but Mister acted like the guilty one. I should have said, stop, it’s my fault, I’m to blame, it’s my missing half, not yours. But I couldn’t say it. I was ashamed I couldn’t say it, and the sounds of the animals made our silence louder.




  Sometime later Mister said, “What do they know?”




  I was outside sewing. We had a rocking chair on the front porch. After dinner, I sewed and rocked. I always got my best sewing done on the rocker. I grew up with store-bought clothes, but my mother had taught me to sew to make sure that she never forgot, and then I never forgot either.




  “I have an idea,” Mister said.




  He got down on his knees. He took my sewing out of my hand. It felt romantic, like a grand gesture, like we were going to try something new, he was going to carry me to the bedroom or have me right there on the porch. It felt like my husband was capable of anything.




  But instead, he clasped our hands together, he bowed his head, and he said a prayer.




  He told the Lord that if He were to bless us with a child, we would love it like no other child had been loved because it would be a reflection of our love for Him and our love for each other. Take pity on us, Lord, let us be with child. We know God helps those who help themselves. We will do anything.




  He looked up at me. His eyes were glistening. I wanted to tell him I loved him, but I couldn’t. I felt the nothing stir, inside the missing half.




  LUCY




  Samantha sits on her bed and writes in her book. It lives under her pillow. When you love something you sleep with it close to your face. Because then it will be the first thing you see when you wake up. She pats the bed next to her, which means that is a place for me to sit. We look in her book together. What she is writing is words.




  “Which word is this?” I say.




  “These words say, get out.”




  “Which word is this?”




  “These words say, of here.”




  Then she laughs so I do too. That shows how I know that she is funny.




  “Which word is that?”




  “That word says, Lucy!”




  “This is the Lucy word?”




  “That’s the one! Practice copying it. Then when you’re famous you can give people your autograph.”




  She takes out a paper from her very own book and gives me her pencil to make the word and I use the pencil to touch the paper. I practice looking just at the Lucy word, just at the Lucy word. But the Lucy word feels me looking at it. It doesn’t like how heavy it is to have me look at it. It starts running over the page, sneaking behind other words. When Samantha sees my eyes chasing it she points to where it is hiding.




  “It’s here. Don’t let your eye wander off it.”




  “Which word is your baby’s autograph?”




  “I don’t know yet.”




  “Why not?”




  “Because I don’t know him yet.”




  “Then why do you know he’s a boy?”




  “I don’t actually know. That’s just something Missus thinks.”




  “Why does Missus think that?”




  “Who knows?” Samantha braids a piece of my hair with a piece of her hair. It makes me laugh because you don’t think a braid is made with two different people’s hair, but then it is and it is even prettier.




  “But I’ve heard,” says Samantha, “that sometimes a baby will whisper their own name to the mother, just to make sure she gets it right?”




  “What does he think the name will be?”




  “Who?”




  “The boy that made half the baby.”




  “I’m not sure.”




  “Why don’t you ask him?”




  “Because I don’t know where he is.”




  “Even though he is half the baby?”




  “Yeah.”




  “Why?”




  “Well, because people don’t want us to be together.”




  “But you are the family.”




  “Yeah, but they think it’s an evil thing that we were doing and that when we get together again we’ll do more evil things.”




  “Did you do an evil thing?” Sometimes I do not have a lot of good behavior and people tell me what I am doing is a bad, evil thing.




  “Of course not. It can’t be an evil thing because it’s what makes babies. God wouldn’t give people babies for doing something evil, would he?”




  “No.” God only gives you things if you are very grateful and have good behavior, which is maybe why God has not given me a lot of things so far.




  “It wasn’t an evil thing, people are just stupid and like to have things their way all the time. You know.”




  “Is this his word?” I point to a word in her book.




  “Whose word?”




  “The boy that’s half your baby?”




  “No.”




  “Which is the one?”




  “How come you wanna see it?”




  “Because he’s the other half.”




  “Well, it’s not on this page.”




  “What is his name?”




  “You can call him the father.”




  “His name is The Father?”




  “No, but you can say, when you want to say his name, the father of the baby.”




  “Why not his name?”




  “Because.” Samantha closes her book.




  “Because why?”




  “Because people like to talk too much.”




  “What do people like to say?”




  “All kinds of stupid things.” Samantha puts the book under her pillow. “I wouldn’t want you to get confused about what’s what.”




  “I never had one.”




  “Had what?”




  “The father of me.”




  “Everyone has a father of them.”




  Then the door opens and it is Mister that opened it because now he is in the room.




  “This came for you today,” Mister says.




  He gives Samantha a paper that has a letter inside it. On the front of the paper it says these letters SAMANTHA and then these letters ALLEN and some numbers. I am looking at the letters and some numbers but Samantha is not looking at them. She is looking at Mister.




  “Gee, thanks,” she says. But thanks is not how her voice sounds.




  She does not look at it. She is looking at Mister and Mister is looking at her because maybe he wants to know about the insides of what he gave her. That is what I want to know about. But I also know that whenever Mister gives Samantha the things that come for her she never looks at the insides and I just wonder and wonder and never know.




  “All right,” Mister says, and shuts the door again.




  Samantha does not open up the paper, even though that is what I would do if someone gave me that kind of thing. Mum mum, she would give me those same ones if I had enough words to know what was inside. Because when you are away from someone and you love them, then you write down all the things you would say to them if they were there. Like what Mum mum does for Monte. Then you hope that they read all the things you wrote down. Samantha puts the paper behind her bed and I hear the noise it makes when it hits the floor. And now all the things the person is trying to say, they are underneath the bed.




  “Why don’t you read the insides?”




  “Because I already know what it says.”




  “How do you know already what it says?”




  “I’ve heard it all before.”




  “Which things is it that you’ve heard all before?”




  “Same old things.” She shakes her head and our braid swings like the low branches in the wind and then comes apart.




  “Because you are very smart, you know about things even when you’ve never read them.”




  “No, not that. Just this person is not so hard to figure out. Anyway, I promise it’s boring inside that letter.” Samantha puts her hands in her hair and it waves like sheets on the clothesline.




  “Let’s talk about something more interesting. So, what about your father?” Samantha says. “What do you know about him? Other than your mom never let you meet him.”




  “I know that I never had one.”




  “Lucy, everyone has a father. Remember what I told you about how you need a boy and a girl to make a baby? There aren’t any exceptions.”




  “Mum mum told me I didn’t have a father.”




  “She probably told you lots of things that aren’t true. That’s part of the fun of having kids, right? You get all the control.”




  “No, Mum mum told me only true things. Like how to be good. Mum mum knew how to have good behavior and she was always trying to make me learn it too.”




  “She just said you were bad so she didn’t have to deal with you.” Samantha lies on the bed and looks at the top of the room. I do too so I can see the same things as Samantha does. Which is nothing except one crack. I look at the crack. “How do you think you ended up here?” she says. “How do you think I ended up here?”




  “Because this is a place where I can get taken care of. Other places I might go people wouldn’t know how to.”




  “Your mother should have taken care of you.”




  “I didn’t have any good behavior so it was too hard.”




  “What about school?”




  “School couldn’t know how to take care of me.”




  “Nobody here takes care of you either. Here you just have to work all the time.”




  “You take care of me.”




  “You and me, we could live some other place and I could still take care of you. There’s nothing here that helps you any. It’s not about you, it’s about her not wanting to deal. That’s how your mother sees it.”




  “That is not how Mum mum sees it.”




  “Yes, it is. She’s just looking out for herself.”




  “No. She thinks that I will wait here and never leave the farm and then she will come to get me.”




  “Don’t play dumb, Lucy.”




  “I’m not playing.”




  “Then don’t be dumb, Lucy. You don’t need to be here. After I get this baby out, then we’ll figure something out together.”




  “I’m supposed to be here so I can wait here and Mum mum will know where to find me. She knows what the best place is because she is my family. She has been there since the beginning of me.”




  “But where is she now?” Samantha’s words are angry and scared. She is angry and scared because she thinks Mum mum will never be coming, but I know that Mum mum will be coming. “Who cares if someone is there from the beginning if they just end up leaving you?”




  “Don’t worry, she will be coming.”




  Then I put my arms around Samantha to quiet the thing inside her. She sucks in some of her crying through her nose. She hits the bed with her hand one time and another and another and puts the blanket in her mouth and bites on it and the noises she makes in her throat can’t come out her mouth.




  Then she puts her hands on the sides of my face near my ears and looks at me and looks hard. Her eyes they are big and green and glass and beautiful and I try to look to see what is on the other side of them but there are just her eyes and her eyes. She whispers. That means secret. That means listen and don’t tell anyone else.




  “Lucy, we can’t count on them. They think they know what’s best for us, but they don’t. We gotta figure it out on our own. You hear me? We can’t count on anyone but each other.”




  SAMANTHA




  Mom slipped this into my bag before I left.




  A safe place to keep your thoughts. She wrote that on the first page. Love, Mom.




  I think what Mom means is, here’s somewhere to bury my thoughts, so nobody will ever have to hear them and find out what kind of daughter she has.




  So here it goes. Here’s what I’m hiding underneath all the dirt.




  Allen came around after school. He wasn’t really my friend, but I guess he wasn’t really not my friend. I didn’t have many friends so there wasn’t much to compare him to. I never invited him. He’d just show up. Sometimes he’d bring Rusty and we’d play fetch or we’d just sit on the back steps and he’d draw and I’d dream up exciting things that seemed highly unlikely to ever happen to me.




  He’d stay for dinner and after we ate he’d beg to be alone with me.




  “Let’s go to your room, just for a minute. I won’t try anything, promise.”




  Sure he wouldn’t. I’m sure he just wanted to look at my posters.




  I’d say, “Oh, no, my mom would never allow it.”




  His mouth twisted up, but he tried to hide it and said he understood and that sometimes it was hard to do the right thing. I figured that was just something he was saying. Back then I didn’t know he actually meant it.




  Then one night I met a real man, and everything changed. I was sitting on the bench outside the DEPOT reading a magazine someone left. There’s not much to do in this town.




  He got off the bus and lit a cigarette. He was wearing a uniform and was the most handsome man I had ever seen, even counting any guy from any movie.




  “Can I bum one?” I said.




  “For you, the world,” he said.




  Then he asked what people did for fun around here.




  “Oh, lots,” I said.




  We walked along the river. We talked about everything. I never knew I had so much to say. He put his jacket down under the bridge. That jacket had been to so many amazing places, I buried my face in it and smelled them all. Afterward he scratched our initials on a tree with a pocketknife.




  “Now this tree will never forget what he saw tonight,” he said.




  “Me neither,” I said. “I mean, what happened.”




  We stayed up past midnight at the Diner Car sitting on the same side of the booth, drinking coffee. I felt like I’d been sleeping for a year and finally woken up, not because of the coffee.




  Until the police came. I begged them to let me stay. I dug my nails into his arm. Gotta come with us. No way around it. Your folks are looking for you, they said.




  “You gotta go, little darling,” my uniform said. “Can’t worry your folks.”




  “Who cares about them? Let them worry.”




  “A gentleman wouldn’t let a girl’s folks worry about her.”




  “Then don’t be a gentleman!”




  “Go on. We’ll see each other again.”




  “How?” But I didn’t want there to be an again. I just wanted to never not be seeing him. I was being dragged away.




  “Just know it.” He was smiling, I was dragging.




  My mom cried and my dad paced around.




  “Who were you with?”




  “I was with Allen,” I told them. “Swear.”




  “You’re lying, we know, we spoke with him.”




  “He was lying so we wouldn’t get in trouble.”




  “We spoke to the police, Samantha.”




  “They don’t know what Allen looks like.”




  “How can you lie to us like this?”




  “Truth. Cross my heart, hope to die.”




  I waited by the tree. I waited in our booth. I waited in all the places we’d been together. I never saw him again.




  LUCY




  The moon is winking, winking at me.




  I hear you, I hear you, I tell him.




  Don’t ignore me, Lucy, get up.




  But I was dreaming.




  We all dream, and we all have to get up.




  I know.




  It’s time, it’s time.




  I open my door one little littleness at a time so there aren’t any creaks. I climb the stairs to Mister and Missus. I push open the door gentle as whispers. Mister, his smell is there. Which is the last dying parts of a fire and bark stripped off trees and the sour that floats around his words. Missus sleeps like when a person dies and you put them in a box to stay hidden in the ground, with hands on her heart on top of the covers. She has scarves for the day and for the night so her hair will stay warm.




  Missus has lipstick too, but, no, not for the everyday. The letters on the bottom are these: CAJOLING CAROL. I will buy Mum mum the same kind when I get to live in the city with her after everything is ready for me to come home and she will call me Dear Lucy. I know how pretty it would look on Mum mum. Monte, he likes her to wear makeup because of how pretty she looks. I wear Missus’s lipstick sometimes, but I take it off very fast after I look in the mirror and kiss my hand.




  I float down the stairs. Samantha’s door is my favorite. Favorite, that means it is the one you love the best and think about the most. You can smell her if you are next to it because her smell is between the threads of the wood. It is fruit that is almost too heavy for the tree, but still there for a little bit longer. I am at her door, I hold myself against it like I am so tired and falling into bed. I breathe it open and there is Samantha, but she is not doing what the others are doing. She is sitting up and writing in her book.




  “Come here, Lucy. Practice your name some more.”




  And I come here and I practice my name and she writes in her book until I know that the gonging is almost going to happen, so I go to do my most gentle thing, which is get the eggs.




  Samantha comes with me while I feed the pigs. They eat slop. That sounds like a noise but really is a word that means it is made of everything. And Mister says pigs eat anything, so they like to eat a food that is made of everything.




  “That smell is so gross,” Samantha says. “I don’t know how you can be around it.”




  She sits on the fence and I am inside with the pigs.




  “In fact, it makes me want to be a vegetarian.”




  “What is that?”




  “It means someone that doesn’t eat any meat, or eggs or butter or anything.”




  “What about breakfast?”




  “I’d have to find something else to eat.”




  “But the eggs don’t smell like slop.”




  “Yeah, but there’s something about eating eggs that makes me a hypocrite, you know? I have a baby growing inside me and I’m eating what might as well be a baby chicken.”




  “Why is an egg a might-as-well-be-a-baby-chicken?”




  “Because that’s where the baby chickens come from. They come from the eggs.”




  I poured the pigs all their slop and now they are eating it fast, each pig faster than the pig next to them.




  “The eggs become baby chickens?”




  “Yeah, didn’t you know that?”




  “No.”




  “Guess you missed that day in health class. Yeah, we just eat them before they’re ready to hatch. If we didn’t eat them, they’d hatch into baby chickens. Come on, I’ll show you. Help me down, will you? I’m getting so fat.”




  Then we go and Samantha shows me that the eggs are might-as-well-be-the-baby-chickens. They start in their shells. They do secret growing inside their shells and then the shells break and they do the rest of their growing out in the world so everyone can watch. And I know Samantha is right about things that grow inside because there is something growing inside of her too.




  After the chickens we walk away from the farm to the place by the river because Samantha says her feet are killing her. When she says that she means she wants to put her feet in the water and have the water run over them.




  “This is pretty much my favorite place,” she says.




  “In the whole world?”




  “Yeah, I love it down here. It’s pretty much the only place that doesn’t make me wish I was somewhere else. What about you, Lucy?”




  “Yes,” I say. “Pretty much.”




  And I make a pile of all the hottest stones and press them against my face one and then another and then another until all their hotness runs inside me now, like the lives of the going-to-be-baby-chickens, inside the eggs.




  At night I dream the eggs are saying to me, Lucy, Lucy, you’ve just got to keep us until we’re ready to hatch. Lucy, listen to us, if you leave us here in the chicken coop, we’re just surely going to die on the skillet or get sold in the market. Lucy, we want to be born.




  They say, Rescue us and you can be our mother. In the dream I am smiling with them and they are smiling with me.




  Rescue us, Lucy, rescue us and you can be our mother.




  I run down the stairs. I fall on the last step but it doesn’t hurt the way falling usually feels. Because all the hurt is in my insides so I can’t feel any of the hurt on my outside.




  The sky is getting more white around the edges. I am late with the eggs. Some of my jobs on the farm is to get the eggs. The foxes, we keep them out with wire, but at night they dig under and what they do when they’re inside is they break the eggs and eat the chickens.




  I go with my feet with my no shoes and the dirt is smooth as stones and now I am in the coop and there are the eggs all broken and the fox is chewing with his fangs and I am saying, get out! Get out! But he just smiles at me, happy as he can be, there is no sound in my voice, all the sounds are stuck inside my head.




  Get the eggs, get the eggs, get the eggs, save them all!




  They are broken all on top of me. I am trying to lick them up, save them in my mouth.




  Then I wake up. Dreams aren’t real, except the things they tell you. And I know this morning I need to beat the fox, he is almost at the coop, I can feel it. I need to get the eggs for the baby. He can’t get them for himself. I am the only one gentle enough. I need to rush more than I did before, down the steps faster, out the door faster, through the cold faster, save the eggs faster. Grab this one faster and that one faster. And some are breaking but I need to keep taking them for the baby. Taking a living thing, giving its life to another.




  MISSUS




  Stella. He is saying her name in his sleep. It keeps me up and finally I nudge him awake, so I can get some rest.




  We had always loved Stella. Even after her betrayal, we never stopped loving Stella. We had loved her since the first time she was mentioned to us by Rodger Marvin. He told us not to get our hopes up, but we already knew she was ours. We knew because of all that we had been praying and because we knew the Lord keeps his promises and he had promised both of us. We couldn’t have both got it wrong.




  We never doubted it, we just wondered to Him and to each other, when will it come? Will it be soon? Every day until the day she came, we wondered, will it be today?




  “I’m sorry I had to wake you. You were talking in your sleep.”




  “What was I saying?”




  “I couldn’t make it out.”




  I don’t want to weigh him down with her memory, first thing like this, to stay with him throughout the day. It’s better to start the morning with the people who are still with you, not the people who have left you.




  Better to start the morning with hello.




  Not with good-bye.




  Good-bye, Mother, good-bye, Daddy.




  LUCY




  We sit on the outdoor steps in the time before the bell gongs for us to get into bed.




  Samantha says, “You’re shivering. Go put on a sweater.”




  But I do not have a sweater so I do not go put one on.




  “Go put on a sweater. Don’t you have a sweater?”




  But I do not have a sweater so I do not say.




  Then Samantha is gone, and then she is back and I put on a sweater.




  “Didn’t your mom pack you any warm clothes? God, my mom packed me enough for ten pregnancies.”




  But I do not have any warm clothes so I do not say.




  “It’s okay, you can keep mine.”




  Then Samantha asks, “Are you upset about what happened with the eggs this morning, Lucy?”




  But I don’t say. All my words are inside. They can’t come out. Inside, inside they are fighting each other, all the yeses and the noes and the shoulds and shouldn’ts. They have mended me shut from the inside out.




  “You can still visit them. The only difference is now you don’t have to do any work when you’re there. It’ll be more fun that way.”




  “But Mister said I can’t even go near the coop.”




  “You can hang out with the other animals.”




  “But those other animals knock me down and ruin my dress.”




  “So you’ll stay at a safe distance. The other animals are more interesting anyway.”




  “But I was trying to get the eggs for baby, so he’ll get big and strong. Baby still needs the eggs.”




  “He’ll still have them, don’t worry. And you know what? You can think about the eggs, even though you can’t be with them. That’s something Mister can’t take away from you.”




  “It that like you and the father of the baby?”




  “Is what like that?”




  “Is that the same way that you are sad that you are not with the father of the baby?”




  “Uh-huh.”




  “You can think about him, even though you are not with him?”




  “That’s right.”




  “And what do you think?”




  “What do I think?”




  “When you think about him, what do you think about?”




  “Well, let’s see. When he looked at me, he made me feel like we were the only two people in the whole world.” Samantha smiles at her hands. She is moving them like rolling a ball of dough. “Like we had the whole world, just to ourselves.”




  “How does he make that feeling?”




  “Because even though we had just met, he knew me better than anyone else ever had, or ever could.”




  “That’s the same as a mother and her baby.”




  “No.” Samantha puts our hands together like sewing. “It’s not the same at all.”




  “What else about the father?”




  “He likes his coffee black. And he’s a gentleman.”




  Samantha drops our hands apart. Her smile drops away too. I want to put us back together but her hands are hiding in her pockets now.




  “Tell more, Samantha.”




  “Later.”




  “Okay.” Later means a promise that something will happen, but just not yet. “And now I can think of the eggs.”




  “Yeah, you can think about them now, even if you can’t be with them now.”




  But something more is inside me. It started down deep inside me but now it rises up up and through my mind and out of my mouth.




  “Samantha?”




  “Yes?”




  “But what is his name?”




  “Why do you want to know?”




  “If I ever meet him or see him or hear his name I will know that he is the one. That loves you so much to make a baby. To be there on its very first day.”




  Samantha sighs. I know her face. It is the one I have when I am trying to have good behavior but it is hard to make it come out. “If you must know,” she says, “it’s Allen. But don’t go gabbing that all around town.”




  “Allen.” That is a word that will never go missing.




  Then Missus rushes out and says, “Girls! Come look, come look!”




  “What is it?” Samantha says.




  “Girls!” Missus says. “Come look!”




  We follow Missus to the front steps and under the front steps is the cat on the farm. She is lying on the grass under the steps and also what is lying on the grass under the steps are tiny baby cats sucking on their mother. The cat on the farm blinks her eyes at me and tells me it is okay to stay and watch as long as I am very gentle.




  “Gross,” Samantha says. “They look like skinned mice.” She goes inside.




  And Missus and me, we sit on steps and watch the babies suck and suck and grow. Even though we can only see the sucking part we are watching the growing part too.




  “The miracle of birth,” says Missus.




  SAMANTHA




  It didn’t take much more than a month for me to realize I was in a situation. I didn’t try to tell myself anything different. I’m not stupid.




  I needed a place where I could hear myself think, and that wasn’t school, or my backyard with Allen breathing over my shoulder. I started spending the day at the bus depot. The people waiting there weren’t from around here, and I knew the guys who worked there wouldn’t tell my parents. They saw plenty of people coming in from trouble and going back to trouble. They didn’t mind one more. People left their brochures and magazines lying around and I read those.




  When I got bored, I walked along the river and picked up rocks I liked the looks of. I made paths and little walls with the rocks, going nowhere, keeping nothing at bay. I put my feet in the water until they turned red from being cold and couldn’t feel anything. I dropped rocks onto my toes and felt nothing. It was a great feeling, though I couldn’t feel it. I sat under the bridge, traced our initials in the tree, gave myself splinters, sucked them out, and listed all the things I remembered about him, each one like a little candy I was saving for later, but would never get to eat. Then when the time was right, I went back home and pretended I had been in school.




  “How was school, dear?” asked my mother.




  “Great!”




  I had to think of something. It’d been weeks and so far I’d come up with nothing. Allen had to climb a fence to get from his house to my house. He’d shown me a couple of places with holes in the boards so he could climb up and over without any help, but I’d never done it. Until now.




  I stuck my finger in the hole and hoisted myself up. I almost broke off my finger, but I managed to get one leg about half over. I clawed the rest of me all the way up and balanced at the top, trying to picture how to fall so I wouldn’t get too hurt, so I wouldn’t break anything, wouldn’t have to explain anything, so my normal life, that didn’t feel normal at all anymore, could continue.




  Just belly flop, I guessed.




  I took a deep breath. I scooted my butt off the top of the fence and tried to position myself parallel to the ground. But before a thought could go through my head I was in the dirt on my shoulder, both hands on the ground, one in front of me, one to the side.
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