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. 1 .


Endings and Beginnings


Birdy sat in the moving train, staring out the window, sucking on a strand of hair. She tried to tune out the obnoxious guy on his cell phone a few seats back. She had a lot on her mind. Quiet would be nice.


It was nighttime, and the train was leaving New York City behind as she and Mouse rode upstate with “Aunt” Mitzie. Birdy was eleven, and leaving the city was a big deal. They’d never lived anywhere else. She knew every sign, every store owner, every garbage can on the streets of her Hell’s Kitchen neighborhood, knew all the people in all the apartments in her building, knew how the subways and buses worked. All her memories with her mother were there too—and here she was on a train hurtling away from all of it, probably forever.


When they told her that her mother had finally died, Birdy lay on the floor of the McGraths’ apartment (they had been next-door neighbors for Birdy’s whole life), sirens wailing outside, and thought the world would stop, but it hadn’t. After a while, she heard noise on the street below: people shouting, taxis honking. The world kept spinning. When the McGraths brought home chocolate ice cream that night, it tasted good, which was surprising. Life moved forward.


Her mother had said, “When you see the moon, Birdy, I want you to think of me,” which had sounded lovely, but now it made Birdy sad to see the moon out the train window. She looked down at her little brother asleep against her. He was scrawny, with those long eyelashes of his. He’d asked her a hundred times, “Do you think they’ll like us?” What could she say? How should she know?


She wished that the guy on his phone, going on and on about “derivatives,” would shut up. Her mother had decreed that “shut up” was a swear. Shut up, she thought toward the phone guy. Shut up.


Mitzie sat across from Birdy, her mouth hanging open as she slept. She had curly white hair and cherry-red glasses. She looked kind of sturdy to Birdy, but she reminded herself that this woman was a total stranger. Until the social worker intervened a few weeks ago, none of them had even known about one another. She’d come to get them the day after school ended—the same day they got on the train. “I’m not exactly your aunt,” Mitzie had said when they were introduced earlier that morning in New York City. She had on a long, bright red cotton dress that matched her glasses, and wore a hundred bracelets that clacked around when she moved her arm. “I’m more like a third or fourth cousin once removed on your father’s side, but calling me Third-or-Fourth-Cousin Mitzie would be a mouthful. Well,” she’d said, when no one laughed, “where are your suitcases? We have a train to catch.”


There had only been one suitcase between them, filled with stuff the McGraths had bought them: new toothbrushes, pajamas, a little bundle of important papers stuffed in a Ziploc bag. Mouse’s science textbook from the lost and found was in there too (he was super smart, a “brainiac”), as was a bag of walnuts in the shell. The McGraths had given that to Birdy as a farewell present. She’d said thank you, even though it was pistachios she loved. Her mother had kept a big glass bowl full of pistachios on the kitchen counter, when there had been enough money.


It wasn’t the hugest deal on earth that the McGraths had gotten it wrong, except that it showed how no one really knew them anymore. And well, pistachios were one of the easiest things to know about Birdy. Like, if you didn’t know that about her, chances were you didn’t know anything about her.


Birdy twirled a piece of hair and made a list of all the endings she’d had recently.




	Her mother was gone, had been dead for six entire weeks. There was no ending on earth bigger than that.


	Goodbye, New York City. Another ending.


	The school year had been over for twenty-four hours. Good riddance.





Then she thought about beginnings.




	Moving to Constable in upstate New York.


	A new school.


	A new home with Mitzie and Shadow. (She wasn’t ready yet to call them “Aunt” and “Uncle.”)





She and Mouse were supposed to stay with them for six months until the social workers figured things out, but now that Shadow was in the hospital with a broken ankle and maybe a broken hip, who really knew?


Birdy never said it out loud to anyone, but her mother’s death had been a little bit of a relief—a horrible thing to think, but still true. She had been in and out of hospitals for years fighting her cancer, and it was awful to always worry about her, awful to watch her hair fall out, to listen to the watery cough that eventually turned into something worse.


It was still shocking and sad. Every day Birdy had to re-remember that her mother was gone for forever, that her mother would never fix her hair in a loose braid at the back of her head again, would never share a bowl of popcorn with M&M’s in it again.


She leaned her face against the cool window, remembering how her mother hadn’t ever been ideal, even way back when she’d been healthy. Everyone wanted Birdy to look at the bright side, to pretend that things had been perfect before Mom was sick maybe, before Dad (whom Birdy didn’t remember except from pictures) had died, but they’d never been perfect, and she didn’t like people trying to cheer her up.


She made a list in her head of things that she knew were true.


True




	Her mom had worked hard at some awful jobs to try and make life better.


	Her mother had tried to keep pistachios on the counter for her.


	They were always so worried about money.


	Her mom had been sick, when you counted the first time she had cancer, for pretty much as far back as Birdy could remember.


	She’d also been mean sometimes, mostly when she was sick.


	She’d been overwhelmed.





Nice memories? She had to think.


Well, the whole reason her mother worked so hard was because she loved Birdy and Mouse, that was for sure. She hugged really well, and had smelled like lemon peels and the way cotton curtains hanging in a sunny window smell—heaven. Sometimes Mom would lie on the couch and let Birdy climb under the blanket with her. Her mother would read to her, or twirl pieces of Birdy’s long hair with her fingers.


“Waaaaay upstate,” the social worker had said, explaining why they’d never met, much less heard of, these distant relatives, Mitzie and Shadow. Birdy knew this beginning might be horrible, but she also knew she’d survive it.


She scrunched down in her seat, moving Mouse’s head so she could get comfortable. He blinked his eyes open and asked, “Where are we?”


“On a train,” she whispered, not wanting to wake Mitzie, whose red glasses were sliding down her nose.


“A train?”


“Yes. To Constable, remember?” She’d told him this a thousand times. His torn-up cuticles made her feel tender, though, and the scab on his knee, and his long, long eyelashes. “Eyelashes like a movie star,” their mother had said. No one had seen them the way their mother had.


“Go back to sleep.”


“Do you think they’ll like us?” He yawned.


“They’ll like you for sure.”


The urgent thing was to stay together. The only thing they carried with them of any value now was one another.


Once his eyes closed, she put the hair back in her mouth. The guy on the phone had finally stopped squawking. Everyone around her was asleep, so she could do what she wanted. Birdy closed her eyes. The way the train rocked, and the noise it made clattering around on its tracks in the misty dark, helped Birdy’s mind settle down until she could finally fall into a light sleep.
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. 2 .


Spring Peepers


“May?” Mitzie was leaning over Birdy, whispering into her ear. “We’re getting off at the next stop. Time to get up.”


Birdy sat up and said, “Come on, Michael.” He looked around, red-eyed. “Just follow me. And don’t pick at your knee.” He pulled his hand from his scab. “Pull up your socks,” she whispered. He never pulled up his socks.


It was after midnight when they stepped off the train, and the nighttime air smelled wet and sweet.


Mitzie asked, “Can you hear the peepers?”


“Peepers?”


“Okay, well, listen for a second.” Mitzie bent down between the two kids. “You hear that chirping sound?”


“Peepers?” asked Mouse.


“Yup. They’re frogs,” she said, straightening up. “They come out as soon as things thaw around here in spring, and then they sing all summer long.” Birdy could see that Mitzie looked tired, which made Birdy feel uncertain. “I used to camp out on the porch in summers when I was a kid and I loved listening to the spring peepers. You feel like you have company when they’re out.”


It was dark in the parking lot, and Mitzie fumbled around with the keys. “I don’t usually drive,” she said. “Shadow’s the driver.”


The kids buckled their seat belts in the back seat as Mitzie started the car and adjusted her rearview mirror. “What happened to him?” Mouse asked, Birdy shushing him.


“Oh, well, he was helping me set up your bedrooms last night and fell backward… slipped is all. Nothing big, but he landed funny and broke his ankle and they’re keeping him in the hospital to make sure his hip’s okay.” Birdy could see Mitzie’s eyes in the rearview mirror, and they didn’t look like everything was going to be fine. Birdy tried to make her eyes smile when they met Mitzie’s in the mirror. “Oh, but he’ll be okay. I just wish he was here with us now, is all.”


“I’m cold,” Mouse said. Birdy shushed him again, and put her arm around him as Mitzie backed up and began the slow, careful drive through the darkness to their new home.
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. 3 .


“Home”




They pulled onto a long gravel driveway that went through the woods to a little red house with a screened-in porch.


They followed Mitzie (who was carrying their one suitcase) into the house and upstairs.


“This is May’s room,” she said, flipping on the light. It was a big, almost-empty room with a large bed in the far corner by the window. It was so big and empty it was almost echoey. “We have to find you some more furniture,” she admitted. “And right over here is Michael’s room.” It was tiny as a closet. She flopped the suitcase on his bed and unzipped it. “Okay, looks like you have your toothbrushes here and something to sleep in.” Birdy had followed her into Mouse’s room. “You don’t have much, do you? Hmmmm.” Mitzie tapped her finger against her lip, thinking.


“We don’t need much,” Birdy said. There were a few T-shirts, but not much else, which was pretty embarrassing.


“We’ll have to find you two some clothes after Shadow gets back.” She pointed over her shoulder with her thumb.


“The bathroom’s just over there. There are towels in the closet. Anything else you need? Are you hungry?” Mouse was yawning, and Birdy could hardly keep her eyes open. “Okay, then, brush your teeth, go to sleep, and I’ll wake you up for breakfast. We’ll go over things in the morning.” She started to leave the room but hesitated in the doorway. “If you want to, leave the bathroom light on. Leave your doors open.” She looked apologetic. “Whatever you want to do is fine.”


“Okay,” said Birdy. She thought of saying a lot of things, like thank you for taking us and thanks for keeping us together and thank you for coming all the way to New York City even with your husband in the hospital, and for not asking a lot of questions, but Birdy hated saying thank you all the time. It made her feel needy, which she guessed she was. “Okay,” she said again, to fill the quiet of her missing thank-yous.


“Good night, you two.”
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. 4 .


Birdy’s Heartbeat




Birdy lay in bed in the dark, her heart still beating on New York City time, out of sync with the quiet around her. Not even a TV was on, and there were no horns honking or trucks backing up outside her window. There were no streetlights either, or car lights, or billboards blinking. It was dark and quiet, and she thought she might suffocate.


She didn’t want to worry about clothes or whether these people would turn out to be jerks. A guy named Shadow was probably ominous, right? What if they’d want to talk about her emotions or her grades? Would they hassle her about sucking her hair, or would they find new things to bug her about, things that she couldn’t even yet imagine?


Every single inch of her body and mind were so exhausted that she didn’t think she had any room for something new to worry about. She wanted to wrap up inside twelve blankets and just rest for forever.


She tried not to think about her mom dying all alone in the hospital without the two of them there, coughing a lot probably, no one to hold her hand. The painful thoughts spooled out from Birdy like she was a ball of misery twine. She didn’t want to think about how much she missed her mother, or how mad she was at her for dying, or for being so sad, or for leaving Birdy in charge all the time. She was mad at her mother for having to work so much, and for being impatient. Once, she shouted right into Mouse’s face when she’d been in one of her moods. Birdy could still see his long eyelashes blinking against the shouts. “Are you stupid?” Mom had shouted at him. Shut up, Birdy thought. Shut up!


There were plenty of unwanted memories like that, memories she wished she could forget. But the room was quiet and her thoughts filled it up.


Then, just as she thought she might jump out of bed and scream, there was a tiny sound at her door. Birdy propped herself up on her elbow. “Hello?” she said into the darkness, wiping at her eyes.


“It’s me,” said Mouse.


“Oh, Mousy. Good.” She could see her brother’s shape in the moonlight as he padded over to her bed. “What are you carrying?” He lifted up his science textbook.


“It’s really quiet here,” he said, climbing under the covers. “And my throat is all filled up with tears.”


“Me too,” said Birdy. He curled up in a ball with his back against her and hugged his book.


He yawned. “Do you think I’ll get in trouble for sleeping in here?”


“I’ll protect you if she’s mad,” she said, “but I don’t think she’ll be mad.”


“She seems all right,” he said. “But what if they don’t like us?”


“I don’t know. I mean… I don’t know. I hope they like us, I guess.”


“I hope we get to stay,” he said into the darkness. He smelled good, like what a bird’s nest probably smelled like. “I feel like I might never cry again for a hundred years and someone’ll have to use a crowbar to get all the dried-up tears out of me when I’m old.” He sounded sleepy. Birdy sat up and with great effort got the window next to the bed to slide open a few inches. Cool night air rushed in.


“Hear that?” she said, lying back down. It was the peepers. “Try to pretend it’s like noise from home, garbage trucks backing up or something.”


“Right.”


“And stop picking at your scab,” she said softly, and she could feel his body relax. “You can cry if you want to.”


“My throat’s too full.” He was falling asleep, and his words were muffled and drowsy. “Are you sad?” he asked.


“Sure,” she said.


“Me too.”


Birdy focused on the sweet smell of the air coming in the window, and on the peepers. She tried to make their song fill her head so that there was no room to think about anything. Her brother’s warm back pressed against her, and his steady breathing helped her relax.


At some point, she heard the bedroom door swing open. A slice of light from the hall cut into the room, or maybe she dreamed it, maybe it had just been the moon pouring into the window onto them, the moon that was supposed to remind her of her mother. The slice of light narrowed then until it was just the width of a razor blade before blinking out. Birdy let the sweet throbbing sound of the peepers swell up over her like a giant wave. She wrapped herself in the croaking frogs of June, and in the cool dark outside the window, and in the sound of all her brother’s uncried tears, and finally drifted off.
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. 5 .


Scoping Things Out




“You guys sure have a ton of stuff,” said Mouse at breakfast, his mouth full of waffle. There were framed paintings on every wall, and a lot of unframed paintings too, leaning against tables and couches. There were drawings taped and stuck with magnets to the fridge, plus doodles on torn pieces of paper scattered around, and there were piles of books everywhere, and plants too. It was crowded, but it was a nice kind of crowded. Cozy.


“They’re Shadow’s,” said Mitzie. “He’s an artist. Okay, you two, we’ll have to figure out some rules,” she said, chewing on her left thumbnail. She looked out of her depth, Birdy’s mother would have said. Birdy wanted someone to be in charge, and it didn’t seem like Mitzie wanted to be. Were the circles under Mitzie’s eyes because she hadn’t been able to sleep?


“When’s he getting out of the hospital?” Birdy asked. Maybe Shadow would be more in charge and then Birdy could relax a little.


“We’re not sure yet, and I have to go visit him today, bring him the mail, talk to the doctors, and I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with you two while I’m gone.”


“We’re fine here,” said Birdy. “I just turned eleven.” That didn’t sound as persuasive as she’d wanted it to. They had been left alone a lot, but she didn’t want to say that. “We never get in trouble or anything.” This was true, but Mitzie looked unsure.


“It’s your first day here and it just seems wrong.”


“Have breakfast with us,” said Mouse. “And then you can go to the hospital.”


“Maybe you two should come with me,” but before she’d even finished that sentence Mouse was shaking his head. Birdy got still and quiet, and Mitzie asked, “You want to come with me?”


“No, ma’am. No thank you,” said Birdy, trying to sound polite about it. “We’d rather not go to the hospital, if that’s okay with you.” She was still trying to erase the final image of her mother there, with a thing over her mouth helping her breathe, and yellow-purple bruises on her arms from where the nurses had poked at her with needles.


“Right, right,” said Mitzie. “Hospitals are no place for kids. Well”—she poured some batter into the waffle iron—“I’ll have a waffle with you before I go.” Clack clack clack went her bracelets.


Birdy wondered why Mitzie and Shadow wanted them. She had thought maybe they were broke and wanted kids there to do chores. Why else would two old people take kids into their house? It didn’t seem like that, though—they didn’t seem broke.


Mitzie got her phone out. “Hey!” she said. She sounded upset. “Hey!” she said again, looking at Mouse. “Did you touch my phone?”


Birdy looked at him. He smiled and said, “I just switched her wallpaper to a picture of me.”


Mitzie showed Birdy the phone, and sure enough, there was Mouse making a goofy face. “Don’t take my phone without my permission,” Mitzie said in a voice that wiped the smile off Birdy’s face. “That’s a rule. And put your dishes in the sink, which is another rule. I’m too old to be your maid.” Then as if to soften the harshness of what she’d said, she added, “I won’t be gone long.” Birdy gave Mouse a withering look.


When Mitzie left, Birdy said, “You have to behave.”


“I thought she’d think it was funny.”


“Yeah, well, she didn’t. Come on.” She and Mouse opened up the fridge and stared inside.


It was packed. There was hamburger meat and American cheese; an unopened loaf of bread; guacamole in a package; an enormous, bright green head of lettuce; and a jug of milk, and on the counter was a big bowl of apples. She pulled a chair up to climb on the counter and opened every cabinet. More food—boxes of spaghetti and cookies and hot chocolate mix, cans of coffee, jars of roasted peanuts. Mouse laughed as she held up three boxes of cake mix and more boxes of Rice-A-Roni. In the pantry was a sack of potatoes, along with a canister full of unpopped popcorn, and bags of corn chips, potato chips, and pretzels. There was a can of olive oil the size of Birdy’s head and bunches of garlic braided together and hanging from a nail. They both said, “Ew,” at the ten cans of tuna fish stacked on the shelf.


There might be plenty to worry about, but they wouldn’t be hungry. Still, she took a jar of peanuts from the way back that wouldn’t be missed and hid it up in her closet just in case she or Mouse got hungry in the middle of the night and didn’t want to have to ask for food.
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After snooping around the kitchen, they went upstairs to Mitzie’s room.


“It smells like old people in here,” said Mouse.


“Yeah,” said Birdy, “like soap or something.”


They opened drawers and looked at the names of the books piled on the bookshelf and on the bedside tables. “No kids’ books,” said Mouse, “and no science books either.” Birdy nodded.


“Art books,” she said, “and cookbooks.”


When they’d finished looking through everything, they ratted around, lying on Birdy’s bed for a while. They looked for the remote for the big TV, but when they found it, they couldn’t figure out how to turn the TV on. They were just getting hungry when they heard the sound of a car door slam and there was Mitzie coming in the kitchen door.


“Hi,” said Mouse. “Welcome home!” His sweetness made Birdy worry about him. She had to protect him. Everyone was a friend, as far as Mouse was concerned, even people who might hurt him.


“Hi,” said Mitzie, working up a little smile.


“Is it okay if we eat a cheese sandwich?” he asked.


“Oh!” she said. “For heaven’s sake, it’s after one already! I should have left sandwiches for you. You don’t have to ask—take anything you want. But here, I’ll make you two some lunch. You must be starving.”


Mitzie made grilled cheese sandwiches and cut up a few carrots and put big glasses of milk on the table in front of them, and then sat down and ate with them.


“How’s Uncle Shadow?” asked Mouse.


“He’s doing pretty well, actually. He’s making the nurses laugh. He has a cast on his left foot that he says weighs a ton. But they had him up and using a walker today, and this afternoon he’ll try out crutches.”


“When’s he coming home?”


“Tonight probably, if we’re lucky! I’ll have to leave you alone one more time so I can go get him in a few hours. I’m pretty much one hundred percent sure that if the social worker stops by and we’re not here with you, we’ll be in trouble, so I promise, this will be the last time.”


“We won’t tell anyone,” said Birdy.


“Oh, honey,” Mitzie said, “I know you won’t, but you just got here and I hate to do it.” She looked weary and sad enough that when Mouse went over and patted Mitzie’s hand, Birdy was glad he’d done it.


“Don’t worry,” said Mouse. “We’re okay.” And it just about broke Birdy’s heart because he’d had to say that to people who were supposed to be taking care of him so many times already in his life, and he wasn’t even seven and a half yet.


“And listen, Michael, I’m sorry I got mad about my phone. That picture of you is adorable. I showed it to Shadow and it made him laugh. I just got nervous is all, you taking my things without asking.” Mouse went over where she was standing by the sink and rested his forehead on her hip for the tiniest second. “We have to be able to trust each other if we’re going to live together.”
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They worked for a few hours moving furniture around so that Shadow could sleep downstairs. They opened the couch into a bed and put fresh sheets on it. They moved a little table nearby and put a lamp on it so he could read in bed if he wanted to, and they moved some piles of clutter to make a nice wide path from the front door to his bed in the living room, and from the bed to the bathroom.


Mitzie stood with her hands on her hips surveying the room. “Looks good to me,” she said. “You can go outside and play for a few hours. I’ll call you inside when I have to leave.” Birdy and Mouse looked at each other and slunk out the kitchen door onto the screened-in porch and stared at the wilderness beyond. They looked at the long driveway, and at the tall trees on either side of it. There were a few small red buildings nearby, a shed and a garage, and a fenced-in area that was for a garden.


“Go outside and play?” Mouse said, looking up at Birdy. She shrugged and, trying to be obedient, pushed the screen door open and said, “Go on.” They stood in the driveway just in front of the house, not sure what to do.


It was late June so it would be light out for a while still. They stayed close together and walked around the shed once, slapping away the tall grass that tickled their ankles. “She’s watching us,” said Birdy, raising a hand toward the house in a wave. Mitzie waved back from the kitchen window and then disappeared. “We should try to look like we’re having fun,” although being outside was just confusing.


“We can’t go back in till she calls us,” said Mouse, who kicked a little stone with the toe of his sneaker. Birdy kicked it a little bit too, and then Mouse did, and they walked along, kicking the stone back and forth, looking in the garden at the plants that were tied to stakes. Then they kicked the little rock around the outside of the garage, where something rustled in the long grass and made them jump and lose the rock. They peered into the garage at the tools. There was something on the floor that might have been a rope but could have been something else, so they decided not to venture inside. “There might be bats in there,” said Mouse, “or rats. Or snakes. Or ghosts.”


“I know,” said Birdy. They stood in the doorway and then decided to walk around the whole outside of the little red house.


“Let’s go counterclockwise,” said Mouse, so they walked counterclockwise around the house starting at the porch and the front door, then to the windows of the living room that Shadow would be looking out while he was waiting for his foot to stop hurting, and then a room that was mostly windows. They could see that inside there were a bunch of unfinished paintings, and paintbrushes and jars of dirty water, and an easel. “I guess he paints in there.” They cupped their hands around their eyes and looked in at the paintings of winter scenes filled with trees and fields of snow. “They’re pretty,” said Mouse. “I wonder if it snows a lot around here.”


“Probably,” said Birdy. They kept walking counterclockwise until they came back to the porch, and then, because they couldn’t figure out what else to do, they just went in and sat on the porch until Mitzie came and got them.
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. 6 .


Nighttime Worries




Mitzie was leaving after dinner to pick Shadow up, and then going out to get stuff at the pharmacy. “So go to bed without us, and you can meet Shadow in the morning, okay?”


Birdy got into bed but couldn’t find anything to read but an old cookbook. She flipped through the pages for a while when Mouse showed up at her door with his pillow. “Hey,” she said. “Did you brush your teeth?” He nodded. “Then go get your blanket.”


When he was settled in bed with her, she asked, “Want me to read to you?” which she did, reading the parts of the cookbook that came before and after the recipes, until she could hear he was doing his sleep-breathing thing. After a while, she folded down the edge of the page and put the book under her pillow for company, the big overhead light still on, but she didn’t want to disturb Mouse by getting up to turn it off.


She lay there worrying about things, as usual. What was Shadow going to be like? What if he and Mitzie got tired of them and they had to leave the little red house in Constable before six months were over? Even if they managed to stay for six months, then where were they going to go? On and on with the worries about money and friends and clothes and homes. What if Mouse wet his pants in his sleep (which had happened before)? What if Mitzie wouldn’t let Mouse sleep in her room every night, or punished him in some way that meant Birdy had to fight her, and then they both got kicked out? What if, in the fall, the kids at school were mean? And of course, why was she even worrying about that? The kids at school would be mean. She was going into sixth grade, and the only kids who would be nice to someone new in sixth grade were outsiders themselves. And they’d probably have to change schools in the middle of the year anyway when six months were up, so why even try to make a friend?


Back in New York City she had tried to always have five dollars on her so that she could buy a few ramen soups and some apples if there was nothing to eat at home. She had five dollars now inside her sock that the McGraths had given her, but she worried about how she could find more money, about how she’d find enough to take care of them. How much would a train back to the McGraths’ in New York City cost? Where could she find more money?


Because the light was so bright, Mouse had put his hand over his eyes in his sleep to block it out, the way she’d seen kittens do. She listened for the night sounds outside the window. They were loud and out of tune, like the school orchestra. She tried to amplify them in her mind, tried to make them loud enough to swallow her up as she lay there.


At some point she opened her eyes and the room was dark. Mitzie must have snuck in and turned off the light.
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