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For my grandfathers
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PROLOGUE

A week before the January thaw finally arrived in February, I found myself hanging like a bat from a rafter inside a church steeple, face-to-face with a bell made by Paul Revere.

If you’d have told me a month ago that I’d find myself in this position, I would have said you were crazy.

But then, a month ago my life was completely different. A month ago, my career as a middle-school private eye hadn’t begun.

And by the way, it didn’t begin inside a steeple. Absolutely truly not.

It began the day my report card made it home before I did.
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CHAPTER 1

“What is THIS supposed to mean?” my father demanded as I followed my brother through the front door, our arms full of boxes. My father stalked across the entry hall, waving a slip of paper at me with his good hand.

Hatcher flashed me a sympathetic look and vanished upstairs. I didn’t blame him; I’d have done the same thing in his place. No one wants to face the wrath of Lieutenant Colonel Jericho T. Lovejoy.

“An F plus in pre-algebra?” The chill in my father’s voice could have single-handledly reversed global warming. “F plus, Truly?”

Yes, that’s really my name. It’s a family thing.

“Does that mean you almost passed, or that you failed spectacularly?” My father pinned me with one of his signature glares.

I hadn’t counted on this—I thought it would take at least a week for mail from Texas to reach the East Coast. And I’d counted on being able to snag this particular envelope from the mailbox before anyone else spotted it.

“Um,” I said.

“This is unacceptable, young lady.”

Silence is the best strategy when my father gets like this.

“I don’t understand it,” he continued, pacing back and forth. “Not one bit. Lovejoys can do anything! We’re naturally good at math.”

Actually, there’s a whole long list of things I can’t do and that I’m not good at. Usually, though, math isn’t one of them. It’s one of my favorite subjects, in fact. But how was I supposed to concentrate on stupid pre-algebra when my world had been turned upside down? The F plus wasn’t my fault; it was his, and I said so under my breath.

My father stopped midpace. “What was that?”

“Nothing, sir,” I mumbled.

My father isn’t one of those hypermilitary dads—when we lived on the base in Colorado, I had a friend whose father used to do actual room inspections for her and her brother every Saturday morning in full dress uniform, white gloves and all; still, all of us Lovejoy kids have been trained to add “sir” to the end of our sentences when we’re talking to our dad, especially when we want to be on his good side.

And with a math grade like mine, that was definitely the side I wanted to be on.

My father grabbed his coat from off the banister. I resisted the urge to offer some help as he swung it awkwardly around his shoulders. No point adding fuel to the fire. “Wait until your mother hears about this.”

That wasn’t a conversation I was looking forward to. When my father’s mad, at least everything’s out in the open and you know where you stand. With my mother, whenever one of us messes up, she just looks at us sorrowfully and shakes her head, like we’re the biggest disappointment in the history of the world. Which I probably am.

“Finish unpacking the car,” my father said. “I’m heading back to the bookstore. And don’t forget, you and Hatcher have Kitchen Patrol tonight.”

And with that he left, slamming the door behind him.

I slumped down on the hall bench and banged my forehead against one of the boxes I was holding. It was so unfair! The math grade, the move—everything! Why couldn’t we have just stayed in Texas?

This time, there wasn’t even the prospect of moving someplace decent again in a year or two either. This time, I was stuck. Forever. In population you’ve-got-to-be-kidding-me Pumpkin Falls, New Hampshire.
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CHAPTER 2

Bumpkin Falls would be a better name for it, I thought bitterly. I still couldn’t believe we’d traded Austin for this peanut-sized blip on a map. And a very cold blip too. Winter lasts six months out of the year in Pumpkin Falls, and the likelihood of anything interesting ever happening was about the same as that of me sprouting wings. The nearest mall was an hour away. The town didn’t even have a movie theater. It did have a swimming pool, at least. That was some consolation.

I stacked the boxes on the bench, carrying the one labeled TRULY’S BIRD BOOKS over to the bottom of the stairs. I’d take it up to my room later. “Hatcher!” I yelled. “Get yourself down here on the double! Dad wants us to finish unloading!”

I could hear my brother rattling around up there, and wondered what he was doing. Usually, the first thing that happens when we move into a new house, which is often since Dad is in the army, is that Hatcher and Danny run inside to stake out their territory. Mom always lets them, because they’re the oldest, I guess. This time, though, there was no territory to stake out. We all knew this particular house like the backs of our hands, and Mom and Dad had decided our room assignments back in Texas.

I opened the front door and was struck by a blast of icy wind. Shivering, I ran to the minivan for another armload of boxes. Dropping two of them on the sofa in the living room, I took the third into the dining room. We were traveling light this time, most of our furniture headed for storage since we wouldn’t be needing it. The stuff here was much nicer than ours, anyway.

I rummaged in the box for place mats. I wouldn’t win any brownie points with Dad if I shirked Kitchen Patrol—better known as “KP,” Lovejoy shorthand for setting the table, helping with dinner, and doing the dishes.

“Where’ve you been?” I snapped as my brother finally galumphed down the stairs.

“Didn’t go so well with Dad, huh?”

“Nope.”

“Want to talk about it?”

“Nope.”

If there’s one good thing about Hatcher, it’s that he knows when to leave me alone. He shrugged and vanished out the front door.

Counting out seven place mats and seven napkins, I arranged them around the table. One set for each of my parents, a set each for my two older brothers and my two younger sisters, and a final set for me, smack-dab in the center of the Lovejoy lineup.

“Truly-in-the-Middle,” Dad used to call me, back before he turned into Silent Man. He had a nickname for our family back then too—the Magnificent Seven. The theme song from the old movie used to be the ringtone on his cell phone.

The war changed all that.

Since he came home from Afghanistan, Silent Man doesn’t joke around anymore, and there’s no fun ringtone, and he hasn’t once called me “Truly-in-the-Middle” or referred to our family as the Magnificent Seven. I don’t know if we’ll ever be that family again. “Magnificent” isn’t exactly the word I’d use for us these days.

Six months ago, though, things were different. Six months ago, my life was perfect.

We were living in Texas, for one thing, instead of Nowheresville, New Hampshire. We’d moved to Austin after school got out in Fort Carson, Colorado, at the end of June, so that we could get everything ready for Dad’s homecoming. He was set to return from his final tour of duty after Labor Day.

We were giddy the day we moved into the new house. My brothers and sisters and I could hardly believe it—a real, permanent home of our own, at last! And a nice one too, with a swimming pool out back and a big family room with a fireplace, and enough bathrooms so that us girls didn’t have to share with Hatcher and Danny. No more rentals or temporary base housing, no more barely-unpacked-before-we-had-to-pack-everything-up-again lifestyle, no more switching schools every two years, along with teachers and coaches and neighbors and friends.

For the first time in my life I had a bedroom all to myself, and best of all, I was living in the same zip code as my cousin Mackenzie. Mom found us a house just down the street from Aunt Louise and Uncle Teddy’s, which was the most awesome thing about moving to Texas as far as I was concerned.

Mackenzie and I were born a week apart, and the two of us have been best friends since we were in diapers. When we were little, we actually used to pretend we were twins. Not that anyone would ever mistake us for them. Mackenzie totally has the Gifford genes. She’s just over five feet tall and cute as a button, with curly strawberry blond hair just like Uncle Teddy’s, and just like my mom’s and my little sister Pippa’s.

I, on the other hand, have straight brown Lovejoy hair and am not even remotely petite. I’ve always been the tallest one in my class, but this past year, shortly after I turned twelve, I shot up to just under six feet. I felt like the scene in Alice in Wonderland after she eats the cake and grows that weird long neck and says good-bye to her feet, which she can hardly see anymore because she’s such a giant.

I wish I could say good-bye to my feet. They grew right along with me, unfortunately. I wear size ten and a half now, and my shoes look like something a clown would wear. Especially next to Mackenzie’s.

My cousin is a really good best friend. She knows how much it bothers me to be so tall. My father calls me an Amazon. They were warrior women a zillion years ago, and I guess it makes sense for him to call me that, being a soldier and all, but still, that’s a nickname I don’t want to get stuck with. Anyway, Mackenzie promised to take me under her wing and introduce me to everyone when school started, so for once I’d be ahead of the curve. I’d be the cousin of cute, perky Mackenzie Gifford, instead of just the freakishly tall new girl.

After our family’s move to Texas, Mackenzie and I had the best summer ever. I talked her into trying out with me for the summer swim team, and we rode our bikes to the pool every morning for practice, then hung out for the rest of the day at my house or hers. We had sleepovers and backyard barbecues, and she helped me pick out paint for my new room—a really pretty shade of aqua called “Mermaid.” We went to the movies and shopping and to Amy’s for ice cream at least once a week. July and August were heaven.

Then came Black Monday.

That’s what Mom called it, afterward.

I was practicing the piano that morning while I waited for Mackenzie to finish breakfast and come over. Hatcher and Danny had gone fishing, and Mom was paying bills and keeping an eye on my younger sisters, who had made a fort under the dining room table and were playing zoo with Lauren’s hamster, Nibbles, and Thumper, her rabbit.

I didn’t pay much attention at first when my mother’s cell phone rang.

“J. T.!” she cried happily.

I looked up. She was talking to Dad! As I watched, though, her smile faded and the color drained from her face, until she was as white as the sheet music in front of me. My fingers stumbled on the piano keys, leaving a jangle of sour notes hanging in the air. Something was wrong.

My mother listened for a minute, then stood up abruptly, sending her chair toppling backward onto the floor. She pressed her cell phone against her chest and turned to us. “Go upstairs, girls.”

My sisters poked their heads out from underneath the table.

“But, Mom—” Lauren protested.

“Now.”

“Yes, ma’am,” my sisters chorused. Wide-eyed, they scrambled out of hiding.

“Make sure y’all take those animals with you.” My mother turned her back on us and raised the cell phone to her ear again.

Automatic pilot kicked in, the kind that obeyed without question when given an order. I crossed the room, scooping up an armload of critters and hustling my protesting sisters up to the room they shared.

“What’s happening?” Lauren asked me. “Is everything okay?”

I wasn’t sure, and I didn’t want to scare her. She’s only nine. “It’s probably nothing,” I said, and steered her and Pippa over to Pippa’s Barbie house.

I waited until they were busy building a new zoo, then slipped out of the room. I heard the front door open, and tiptoed over to crouch at the top of the stairs. I didn’t care if it was bad news—I needed to know what was going on.

“Dinah, I’m so sorry.” It was Aunt Louise. Uncle Teddy was with her, and he had his arms around Mom. She must have called and asked them to come over.

I squeezed my eyes shut tight. Please, Dad, still be alive! Please, please, please!

“He only had a few days left!” my mother sobbed. “Just a few days!”

My heart nearly stopped.

“He’s just wounded, Dinah,” Uncle Teddy murmured. “He’ll be safe at home again soon.”

My heart started again. Wounded was better than dead.

“What happened?” asked Aunt Louise. “Was it a helicopter accident?”

My father was an army pilot.

Mom shook her head. She drew a shaky breath. “IED,” she replied.

My stomach lurched. I knew what that meant. Every military kid with a parent serving in a war zone knew what that meant: “Improvised Explosive Device”—a homemade enemy bomb.

I saw Aunt Louise and Uncle Teddy exchange a glance.

“How did he sound when you talked to him?” Uncle Teddy asked gently, and my mother let out a soft sound, halfway between a sigh and a moan.

“Not like himself!” She started to cry again, and Aunt Louise patted her shoulder. After a few moments, my mother drew another shaky breath, then added, “He’s in the hospital in Kabul, but he’s being transferred soon to Germany. I want to book a flight just as soon as possible.”

“You leave that to me,” my uncle told her.

Everything was a bit of a blur after that. As the news of my father’s injury spread, the rest of Mom’s family started to gather. My mother has six brothers scattered all over Texas, so there were a lot of aunts and uncles and cousins underfoot for a couple of days.

In the end, while Mom flew to Germany to be with Dad, Aunt Louise, Uncle Teddy, and Mackenzie came to stay with Danny and Hatcher and my little sisters and me. Over the next few weeks there were lots of phone calls at odd hours, and whispered conversations between the adults, and then, finally, a videoconference with Dad. He didn’t say much, but I was relieved to see that he looked like himself. Well, mostly. If you didn’t count the fact that where his right arm should have been there was a whole lot of nothing.

“Upper extremity loss,” the military calls it.

“He’s alive,” Mom reminded us every time she called to talk to us, first from Germany and later from the military hospital in Maryland. “We need to be grateful for that. Not every family is as fortunate as we are.”

She meant the Larsons. Dad’s best friend, Tom Larson, had been in the same transport hit by the IED, and he wasn’t coming home. I couldn’t even imagine how his family must be feeling. We’d spent lots of time with them over the years—we’d even gone to Disney World together last spring break.

“Your father’s going to get through this, and so will we,” Mom told us.

I didn’t see how, though, and I couldn’t stop worrying about it.

Not that anyone noticed. You wouldn’t think I’d be that hard to overlook, given the fact that I’m now the family Clydesdale. Somehow, though, I still tend to get lost in the shuffle.

My cousin Mackenzie is an only child, and after just a few days of looking after the five of us Lovejoys, I could tell that Uncle Teddy’s and Aunt Louise’s heads were spinning. I guess they decided that divide and conquer was their only hope of survival, because pretty soon my uncle was busy having lots of man-to-man talks with my brothers, while my aunt turned her attention to us girls. Which mostly meant Pippa.

My baby sister is a Drama Queen with a capital DQ. Pippa may just be a kindergartner, but she knows how to grab the spotlight. She can turn on the waterworks at the drop of a hat. And with her halo of blonde curls, two missing front teeth, and pink sparkly glasses—well, hardly anybody stands a chance. Pippa had Aunt Louise wrapped around her pinkie finger in nothing flat.

Mackenzie and I were assigned to keep an eye on Lauren, meanwhile, which pretty much left me to fend for myself. I didn’t say anything, though, because I knew everybody was doing the best they could.

By mid-September, my father was deep into physical therapy, learning how to use his new temporary prosthesis—the fake arm he’ll have to wear—and adjusting to life as a lefty. I could only imagine how that was going. My father is not the world’s most patient person.

“He’s a real trouper” was all my mother ever said, but from the tone of her voice I could tell that wasn’t the whole story.

Somewhere in the middle of all this, school started. Before Black Monday, I’d actually been looking forward to it, which is kind of unusual for me. Since military families move every couple of years, you’d think I’d be used to changing schools. This is our normal. For me, though, I’d always dreaded that first day, especially since I turned into Truly the Amazon. Austin had felt different, thanks to Mackenzie, and for once I didn’t have butterflies stomping around in my stomach during the weeks leading up to it.

After Dad was injured, though, I didn’t think about school at all one way or the other. It just kind of snuck up on me. I was pretty dazed that first week, even though Mackenzie took me under her wing just like she said she would. Her friends were all really nice to me and everything, but somehow it all felt wrong, like I was sleepwalking or something.

I tried to act normal, and I tried to focus on my classes, and I made an effort to get involved, the way my mother’s always urging me to do whenever she catches me moping after one of our moves. I continued swimming, and I even joined a bird-watching club, ignoring Mackenzie’s snarky little comments about my bird obsession.

Which isn’t an obsession. Not really. Well, okay, maybe a little bit.

It didn’t help that Mackenzie had suddenly become interested in boys. And not just boys in general, but one boy in particular: Cameron McAllister, seventh-grade star of Austin’s Nitro Swim Club. All my cousin wanted to talk about was how cute he was, how funny he was, and how she was pretty sure that he liked her back.

Crushes were the furthest thing from my mind. It was all I could do just to get through each day. In spite of my efforts to blend in and be normal, underneath I was anything but. Underneath, I was “Hi-my-name-is-Truly-and-my-father-just-lost-his-arm-in-the-war.” I thought about Dad all the time. I couldn’t help it. I wondered if he was scared when the bomb exploded. I wondered how he felt about losing his best friend. And I wondered if he’d ever be able to fly again.

The one thing my father loves more than anything else in the world, except maybe us, is flying. Being a pilot was his life. Would he still be able to fly, with just one arm? I had so many questions.

And then he finally came home, and my life turned upside down again.
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CHAPTER 3

“J. T., what are you thinking?” I overheard Mom ask as my father hung up the phone in the kitchen. He’d been back in Texas less than a week. “They made it very clear they want you, despite—you know, everything.”

“A one-armed wrestling coach?” Dad scoffed. “That’s about as useful as a one-armed pilot. It wouldn’t be fair to the team in the long run, and I don’t need their pity.”

“That’s just pride talking and you know it. You have plenty to offer.”

My brother and I, who were doing our homework at the dining room table, looked at each other wide-eyed. We probably weren’t supposed to be hearing this conversation.

“Did Dad just turn down UT?” Hatcher whispered.

“Um, I think so,” I whispered back.

“That can’t be good.”

The whole reason my parents had decided to settle in Texas—besides the fact that my mom’s family was there—was because my father had two job offers lined up. The airline he was going to fly for was based out of Austin, and on top of that, the University of Texas had offered him a part-time job as an assistant wrestling coach. Dad had been an all-star wrestler for the Longhorns, recruited out of high school on a scholarship, and UT was where he’d met Mom. After college, he’d joined the army, but he and his former coach had stayed in touch, and when UT heard he was retiring, they’d jumped at the chance to add him to their coaching staff.

All of this was before Black Monday, of course. Since the injury, my father’s plans for flying had been dashed. Apparently commercial airlines aren’t exactly lining up to hire one-armed pilots.

And now it looked like his wrestling days were over too.

Dad wouldn’t reconsider, despite Mom’s pleas. Lieutenant Colonel Jericho T. Lovejoy has a stubborn streak.

After that, he turned into Silent Man. He barely went out, and none of us kids quite knew how to act around him. We’re used to Dad either barking orders or joking around, but while the barking continued, the joking did not. Our fun-loving father seemed to have vanished into thin air. He still got up every morning, still shaved, still got dressed in khaki pants and a white shirt, his usual off-duty uniform. But he rarely wore his prosthesis—the hook at the end of it scared Pippa—so one shirtsleeve was usually empty, and there was an emptiness to the rest of him too. Mom tried to make up for it by being extra cheerful, but by Halloween, her upbeat attitude had wilted, and she was looking strained and pale.

And then Gramps and Lola showed up.

The two of them arrived unannounced in early November, a taxi having deposited them on our doorstep one evening just as we were finishing dinner.

“We thought it would be fun to surprise you!” Lola told Dad, giving him a hug. She stepped back and looked him up and down, then patted his good arm. “You’re looking well, J. T. Much better than when we saw you in Maryland.”

My grandmother turned and spotted me. “Truly!” she cried, flinging out her arms.

“Lola!” I cried back, flinging myself into them. We’ve always called her Lola instead of Nana or Grandma or anything like that. Mom says it’s because her name is catnip to kids, the way it rolls off the tongue, like “lullaby” or “lollipop.”

“How’s my most beautiful eldest granddaughter?”

I laughed. “You mean your only eldest granddaughter, right?”

“You’re still beautiful,” she replied, kissing me on the cheek.

When Lola says something like that, I almost believe her.

Lola and Gramps are two of my favorite people in the whole world. They live in New Hampshire, where Dad grew up, and where they own a bookshop. We usually go to see them every summer, but this summer, because of the move and because of Dad’s injury, we didn’t make it there. Having them turn up in Texas was a nice surprise.

The real surprise came the next morning, though, when they sprang the true reason for their visit on us.

“We’ve joined the Peace Corps!” Lola announced at breakfast.

We all looked at her like she’d said she was planning to take up belly dancing.

“You’re kidding, right?” said my father.

“It’s something we’ve always wanted to do,” Gramps explained.

“Since when?”

“There’s a lot about your mother and me that you don’t know, son,” Gramps said loftily.

My dad’s hippie-dippie sister is usually the one to drop bombshells like this. Aunt True—who’s named after the original Truly Lovejoy, just like me—is always heading off to go trekking in Nepal or sea kayaking in Patagonia or volunteering in some third-world orphanage. She sends us postcards from all over. Our fridge looks like the United Nations made a house call.

I looked at my grandparents, trying to imagine them in the Peace Corps. If they were birds, Lola would be a dove, small and serene. Gramps, on the other hand, with his piercing gaze, bushy eyebrows, and prominent nose—he calls it “the Lovejoy proboscis”—was more of a great horned owl. He was quiet like an owl too. Quiet like me. Gramps was the one who’d gotten me hooked on birding. Whenever we get together for a visit, he takes me on walks and tells me the names of all the birds we see. He sends me bird books every Christmas and every birthday, and he’s the one who got me started keeping a life list, which birders do to record all the different species they’ve spotted. His is about the size of a dictionary, though, while mine is just a few pages.

Lola cleared her throat. “The thing is,” she continued, “we’ve decided it’s time to turn the bookstore over to the next generation. You’d be doing us a big favor if you’d consider taking the reins, J. T.”

Gramps nodded. “Things haven’t been going so well, and we think the business needs a fresh approach. Your sister says if you’re in, she’s in.”

Dad looked stunned. “Run Lovejoy’s Books? With True? In Pumpkin Falls?”

“Unless you plan to pick it up and move it, yes, in Pumpkin Falls,” said Gramps, sounding a little testy. He’s very proud of our family’s connection to the town. There have been Lovejoys in Pumpkin Falls since before the American Revolution.

My father swiveled around, pinning my mother with one of his signature Lieutenant Colonel Jericho T. Lovejoy glares. “Did you know about this, Dinah?”

Mom bit her lip. “Well—”

“It’s either turn it over to you and your sister or sell,” Lola said briskly. “We’ve been avoiding this for a while now, but it’s time to face facts. Not that selling would be the end of the world, but the bookshop has been in the family for nearly a hundred years.”

Dad grimaced. “No pressure or anything, right?”

My grandfather placed his hand on top of Dad’s remaining one. “Would you at least consider the possibility, son? Nothing would make your mother and me happier.”

I could tell that running a bookstore with his sister wasn’t exactly on my father’s list of “Top Ten Things I Most Want to Do When I Grow Up.” For one thing, he’s not the biggest bookworm in the world, plus he and Aunt True don’t always see eye to eye on things. Hardly ever, in fact.

At first, Dad flat-out refused. He said it was all a plot, hatched by Mom and his parents, and that he wouldn’t be backed into a corner, even if it meant selling the bookshop. But with no pilot job, and no coaching job either, what choice did he have? By Thanksgiving, it was a done deal. Our new house went on the market a week later, and the movers came right after New Year’s.

And now here we were: stuck in Pumpkin Falls, in the middle of the coldest winter on record, moving into the house my father grew up in, in the town he couldn’t wait to leave.


[image: Images]

CHAPTER 4

“Gimme a hand with the salad, Drooly?” Hatcher called from the kitchen a few minutes later.

Most of the time I don’t mind it when my brother calls me that. It’s been his nickname for me forever. Tonight, though, I wasn’t in the mood. I barged through the door ready to let him have it, then stopped abruptly.

“What?” said Hatcher innocently, batting his big brown eyes at me. He was wearing Mom’s favorite apron, the pink one with DON’T MESS WITH TEXAS on it, and he’d stuffed the top with dish towels to give himself a bust. A couple more wadded into the seat of his pants added an exaggerated bottom. He did a little dance, wiggling his rear end at me, and I couldn’t help it, I laughed.

Which was the whole point, of course. Hatcher’s always trying to crack me up.

Mom says that except for his hair color, he’s pure Gifford. Her whole family loves practical jokes, and telling funny stories, and they’ve all got these big, loud laughs just like Hatcher’s. My brother is the definition of happy-go-lucky. Nothing much bothers him, and he’s always looking on the bright side, just like Mom. “Cheerful as a sunflower,” she calls him.

I, on the other hand—well, nobody’s ever called me a sunflower. Hatcher and I look a lot alike, with our freckles and brown eyes and stick-straight brown hair (his is shorter than mine, of course, thanks to Dad’s vigilance with the clippers), but that’s where the resemblance ends. He’s sunshine; I’m shadow. Like I said, I’m the quiet type. Except for the times when I stick my foot in my mouth, and when you wear size-ten-and-a-half shoes, that’s a whole lot of foot. Unfortunately, my foot spends a lot of time there. I’m kind of famous in my family for blurting out the wrong thing at the wrong time.

Hatcher danced over and placed a colander on my head like a crown. “Duty calls, milady,” he warbled. “Prepare to wash and chop.”

My smile vanished. Grumbling, I crossed to the fridge and started pulling out salad fixings. KP was my least favorite chore. The plan was for Hatcher and me to alternate weeks with Danny and Lauren, to help Mom out now that she’s going back to college. It’s always been her dream to be an English teacher, but between juggling all of us kids and our constant moves with the military, it was pretty much an impossible one. Now that we were finally putting down roots, she had decided to finish her degree. It’s really convenient for her, what with Lovejoy College being right here in Pumpkin Falls.

The college was founded in 1769 by one of our ancestors: Nathaniel Daniel Lovejoy, my great-great-great-zillion-times-great-grandfather, who built this house and who looks down his Lovejoy proboscis at us from his oil portrait hanging over the fireplace in the living room. His wife, Prudence, whose nose is a normal size, stares back at him from her portrait above the piano. There are more Lovejoys scattered over the walls in other parts of the house too, so many that I can’t always keep track of their names. Nathaniel Daniel is pretty hard to forget, though. What were his parents thinking?

Even Pippa thinks it’s a stupid name. “Nathaniel Daniel looks like a spaniel,” she sing-songed the first time she heard it.

“When’s everybody due back?” asked Hatcher.

I shrugged. “Soon, I guess. Mom said they’d be home for dinner.” Lauren and Pippa had gone along for the ride while she and Danny registered for classes—my mother at Lovejoy College, and Danny at the high school over in West Hartfield. Not only is Pumpkin Falls too small to have its own movie theater, it also doesn’t even have its own high school, which means Danny will have to drive himself nearly half an hour to school each day.

My brother slid the lasagna into the oven and gave me a sidelong glance. “So, what’s the deal with the grade?”

I made a face and sliced into a tomato. “I don’t know, Hatch. Ever since I found out we were moving again, I couldn’t concentrate on anything. I tanked a couple of tests.”

“Did you think Dad wouldn’t find out?”

“I thought I’d beat him to the mailbox, that’s for sure.”

“Moron,” he said, punching me in the arm. It was a friendly punch, though, and I gave him a rueful smile.

By the time dinner was ready I was feeling a whole lot happier. My mood took a nosedive again a few minutes later, though, when Dad walked through the door, scowling.

Mom was right behind him. “Mmm, that lasagna smells delicious,” she said, taking off her coat and hat and hanging them on a hook in the mud room.

“Supermarket’s finest,” said Hatcher.

She swooped in to kiss each of us on the cheek. “Sounds good to me. I think I’m going to like this new KP arrangement.”

I gave my father a speculative glance. Mom was way too upbeat for someone who knew about an F plus. Maybe he wasn’t planning to tell her about my report card after all.

My mother watched, her lips pressed together, as my father struggled with the zipper on his jacket. I could tell she wanted to help, but we’ve all learned to wait until asked unless we want to get our heads bitten off. It takes a lot for Dad to ask for help with anything.

“Danny’s all set for tomorrow, and so am I,” Mom said lightly, squatting down to help Pippa with her zipper instead. “It’s kind of funny to think we’ll all be starting school together.”

My little sister flung her arms around her. “You can come to my clathroom, Mommy,” she lisped, thanks to her missing teeth. “I’ll let you thit right nextht to me.”

“Thanks, Pipster,” my mother replied, ruffling my sister’s curls. “I really wish I could—but I have to go to my school.” Straightening up, she glanced around the kitchen and frowned. “Where’s Lauren?”

“Out in the barn,” Danny told her. Gramps and Lola’s house has a really cool old barn that they use as a garage. Gramps has his woodshop out there, and they turned part of the hayloft into an art studio for Lola. “She’s still in the car. She said she wanted to finish her chapter.”

“For heaven’s sake, it must be ten below out there!” Mom exclaimed. “Get her in here, would you?”

Danny went to do as she asked while the rest of us sat down at the table. When he and Lauren returned, we said grace and then dug in. I glanced over at my father now and then as we ate, bracing myself for the ax that I knew would eventually fall. We made it all the way to dessert without a peep about my report card.

“Did we get any mail?” my mother asked as Hatcher passed around a plate of the Pumpkin Falls General Store’s famous maple walnut blondies.

I froze.

My father looked over at me and raised an eyebrow. “Do you want to tell her, or shall I?”

I sighed. “Go ahead.”

“Excuse me?”

“Go ahead, sir.”

He reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out the envelope, then passed it wordlessly to my mother.

“Truly,” said my mother, shaking her head sorrowfully when she spotted my math grade, just as I knew she would. “I’m so disappointed in you.”

Hatcher kicked me under the table. I glanced over to see him tap his two forefingers under his chin. That’s our shorthand for “chin up.” I sighed again. What I really wanted to tell my mother was that it was all Dad’s fault, that he was the reason we’d had to leave Austin, which was why I hadn’t been able to concentrate on stupid pre-algebra. But I couldn’t say that, naturally.

“I know, Mom,” is what I said instead. “I’m sorry. I promise I’ll try harder.”

“You certainly will,” said my father, his voice as crisp as the creases in his starched shirt. “In fact, I’ve decided on a plan of attack.”

Of course he had. Lieutenant Colonel Jericho T. Lovejoy is big on plans of attack.

“I’ll tutor you until your grade is acceptable again,” he continued. “I’ll expect you at the bookstore by 1530 hours every afternoon after school.”

1530 is military-speak for three thirty p.m. “But—” I began.

He ignored me. “You can stay and help your aunt and me when we’re done with tutoring, then Danny can pick you up on his way home from practice.”

“But—” I tried again.

“We’re about to start inventory, and we could use an extra pair of hands,” he continued. He glanced down at his own left hand, which was awkwardly gripping his fork, and frowned briefly. “I’d enlist your brothers, but they’ll be too busy to help right now, what with wrestling season starting.”

The table fell silent as he jabbed his fork into a bite of lasagna. Hatcher and I exchanged a glance. Wrestling was a sore topic these days. Before Black Monday, Dad had always helped coach Hatcher and Danny when he was home, but now—well, now he could barely even say the word.

“But—”

“No buts, young lady. That’s an order.”

Lieutenant Colonel Lovejoy is big on orders, too.

“What about swim team tryouts?” I burst out, unable to contain myself any longer. I did remember to add “sir,” though. Lola and Gramps had checked for me, and the tryouts were scheduled for the end of the month.

“You bring your grade up, then we’ll talk swim team,” my father replied coolly. “Until then, young lady, this is a done deal.”
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CHAPTER 5

Good-bye sunshine, hello snow, I thought glumly the following morning, staring out the window of our minivan as we pulled out of the driveway. It’s not a very long walk to school from where Gramps and Lola live, but Mom had offered to drop us off on the way to her first class because of the storm.

Heaps and heaps of the white stuff had fallen overnight, at least a foot of it, and it was still coming down. Just to torture myself, I’d checked the weather in Austin this morning: sixty-two degrees and sunny. It was practically summer there. The thermometer outside Gramps and Lola’s kitchen window, meanwhile? A frigid seventeen degrees.

If we were thinking maybe school would be canceled, though, we were wrong. My father snorted when Hatcher brought it up at the breakfast table.

“A snow day in Pumpkin Falls? Don’t get your hopes up,” he’d told us. “A little precipitation never stops anything here in the Granite State.”

A little? Staring out at the yard, which was barely visible, I caught a flash of red by the bird feeder as a male cardinal swooped down from a nearby tree. Cardinals are already on my life list, of course—they’re a really common bird—but they’re still one of my favorites. I just love those bright red feathers, especially this time of year.

“How about cold, then?” Hatcher clearly wasn’t going to give up. He’d tapped the newspaper lying on the table in front of Dad. Half the front page of the Pumpkin Falls Patriot-Bugle was devoted to a picture of the town’s famous waterfall, along with a headline that screamed FALLS FREEZE FOR FIRST TIME IN A CENTURY! I couldn’t believe this was what passed for news here. A frozen waterfall? Seriously?

“Nope, cold won’t do it either,” Dad had replied calmly. “Better get your jackets on.”

A snow day would have been really nice. I wasn’t feeling ready to face a new school again. After our move to Austin, I’d thought I was finally done with that.

The snow crunched beneath the minivan’s tires as Mom turned off Maple onto Hill Street and headed down toward town. Tourists call Pumpkin Falls picturesque because of the waterfall and the covered bridge and the old-fashioned bandstand on the village green—village white, this morning—that anchors the center of town. They flock here like migrating geese every fall to tour the college campus, famous for its cluster of white clapboard buildings, and to take pictures of the steeple on the church, with its giant clock and the bell made by Paul Revere, and to buy maple syrup and maple sugar candy and souvenirs at the General Store. Mostly they come to gawk at the fall foliage, though. Everybody calls them leaf peepers, but I call them stupid. Who cares about a bunch of leaves?

We skirted one end of the village green, passing several big, square, Colonial-style houses, the post office, the Pumpkin Falls Bed & Breakfast, the Pumpkin Falls Savings & Loan, and, right by the iron gates and big driveway leading onto the campus, the official residence of the president of Lovejoy College. I knew this because the sign out front said so.

“The wheels on the bus go round and round . . .” From her booster seat in front of me, Pippa belted out a tuneless rendition of her favorite song. Lauren was seated next to her with her nose in a book as usual, and Hatcher was in the front passenger seat, talking to Mom. I was in the way back in my seat of choice by the right-hand window. Usually Hatcher is beside me because Danny likes to ride shotgun, but Danny was long gone. He’d gotten up at zero dark thirty this morning to drive himself to West Hartfield.

I’d noticed that Danny wasn’t complaining much about the move to Pumpkin Falls. Probably because Gramps and Lola had given him their car to use while they were in Africa. He’d hardly stopped grinning since he got the keys.

“Round and round, round and round,” droned Pippa.

My mother glanced in the rearview mirror. “Could you maybe keep it down a little, please, peanut?”

Pippa cranked it up a notch instead. “ROUND AND ROUND, ROUND AND ROUND!”

My mother sighed. We eased to a stop across from the world’s teeniest public library, then turned onto Main Street, which Gramps always rather grandly refers to as “the heart of the business district.” If this was the heart, I figured it must be on life support. There were only a handful of businesses besides the bookshop, and if you ask me, which nobody ever does, the only one that’s the least bit interesting is the Pumpkin Falls General Store.

Dad says it’s the biggest tourist trap north of Boston, but my brothers and sisters and I love it. They’re not kidding about the “general” part. You can buy anything there. Need a mop? They’ve got it. Tulip bulbs? Those, too. From plumbing supplies and fishing tackle to printer ink, livestock feed, kitchen gadgets, snow shovels, postcards, T-shirts, underwear—if you can think of it, the general store probably has it. At Easter, they even sell baby chicks and ducklings. Plus there’s a penny candy counter and an old-fashioned soda fountain with homemade ice cream that’s almost as good as Amy’s in Austin. One of my favorite things to do whenever we visit Gramps and Lola in the summertime is to sit out on the store’s front porch in one of the rocking chairs, eating a strawberry ice-cream cone.

Mom slowed as we approached Lovejoy’s Books. A big sign across the front window read CLOSED FOR INVENTORY. Someone was standing outside, and Pippa stopped singing long enough to shout, “Daddy!”

“No, honey,” my mother told her. “I think it’s Aunt True.”

It was kind of hard to tell from the back, because whoever it was was wearing a big hooded jacket. Then I realized they were shoveling snow, which meant it probably wasn’t Dad. Stuff like that is still awkward for him, even with his new prosthesis.

Aunt True spotted us and waved the shovel. We waved back. Mom pulled over to the curb and lowered her window.

“Howdy!” she said. “Working hard, I see.”

My aunt grinned. “You bet. Everybody ready for school?”

Pippa and Lauren nodded happily. Hatcher and I shrugged. Kindergarten and fourth grade are still something to get excited about, but once you hit middle school, it’s not as much of a thrill.

My aunt smiled at me. “Your dad says that you’ll be joining us at the bookshop later, Truly.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“That’s way better than stupid day care,” Lauren grumbled. Mom’s class schedule means that my sisters have to go to after-school care, and Lauren is not happy about it.

Aunt True reached over my mom’s shoulder and plucked Lauren’s book away. “The Long Winter, huh?” she said, reading the title. “Good choice for a day like today.” She gave it back. “I love Laura Ingalls Wilder. I have all her books—maybe there’s one you’d like to borrow. How about you come over for tea at my apartment one afternoon soon?”

“What about me?” said Pippa. Her lower lip trembled, poised to turn on the waterworks if the answer was no.

“You’re invited too, of course,” Aunt True told her.

My aunt is living above the bookstore. Gramps and Lola own the whole building, and she moved into the apartment upstairs when she came home to Pumpkin Falls to help out.

To be honest, Aunt True is a bit of a mystery. She’s visited us a few times over the years, and she always remembers to send presents at Christmas and birthdays, but I don’t really know her very well. Everybody says we look alike, but I think it’s just because we’re both tall. Well, maybe that and the freckles. She sure isn’t quiet like me, though. If I had to compare Aunt True to a bird, I’d have to pick a loud one.

Mom I’ve always thought of as a robin. They’re such cheery, dependable birds. And Dad’s an eagle for sure, what with his strong jaw, piercing gaze, and prominent nose. He got stuck with the Lovejoy proboscis, just like Gramps. So far, none of us kids have shown signs of sprouting it, although I’ve caught Hatcher staring at his profile in the mirror a few times recently. He’s worried it’s going to appear out of the blue one of these days, like chest hair or zits.

My gaze settled on Aunt True’s hat. Multicolored and lumpy, it had braided yarn ties dangling from the earflaps and was obviously hand-knit. It was identical to the ones she’d brought back for Danny and Hatcher and me from her trip to Peru. We were smart enough not to wear ours in public, though.

Parrot, maybe? Yeah, that fit. Aunt True was a parrot, loud and bright and squawky.

“Bye, kids! Have fun!” she called as we drove off.
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