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Chapter 1

When I was just a baby, a ghost saved my life. This is according to my Granny Lane, who I lived with at the time in a trailer on Roan Mountain.

Hurry, now, hurry, that baby is smothering, the shivery voice whispered into Granny Lane’s ear. She popped open her eyes to find an old man dressed in overalls and smelling of black-licorice gum standing next to her bed.

Granny Lane was up and running so fast she didn’t have time to be scared. She raced to my crib in the corner of the living room, and sure enough, I was all tangled in a knot of blankets and couldn’t breathe. After Granny Lane got me loose, she crept back to the bedroom, holding me tight to her chest, and flipped on the overhead light.

There was nobody there.

Granny Lane’s landlady, Mrs. Treadway, said Granny Lane wasn’t the first person in that trailer to be haunted.

“Folks used to see that ghost every few months or so, it seemed like,” Mrs. Treadway told Granny Lane the next time she went to pay her rent. “They say it’s John Edgerton, who used to farm this land. His wife and children burned up in a fire one day when he was gone off the mountain.

“It’s been some time since old John Edgerton showed up in these parts,” Mrs. Treadway went on, taking Granny Lane’s check, folding it twice, and slipping it into her sweater pocket. “He must think highly of that baby of yours.”

I like telling this story to people. It makes them think I just might be somebody special, even if I don’t look it.

I told it to Murphy fifteen minutes after I first laid eyes on her. I wanted to give her my best story right up front because when a new kid comes into the Home, you’ve got to stake your claim quick if you want dibs on being friends. And I thought Murphy was somebody I might want to be friends with.

“Murphy’s not my real name,” were the first words out of her mouth after our housemother, Corinne, introduced her in the dorm. She leaned back against the hallway wall, her arms folded across her chest, not looking at any of us. “I don’t tell anyone my real name.”

“What’s that junk all about?” Donita asked, already halfway out the door to dinner. “This girl don’t tell no one her real name. You think anyone cares what your real name is, Murphy Oil Soap?”

Now that business about Murphy changing her name flat out interested me. I changed my middle name every few months or so to suit my mood. When I first met Murphy, my middle name was Jasmine. I thought Madeline Jasmine Byers had a nice ring to it. Before Jasmine, I’d tried out Amber, California, and, once, when I was six, Lollipop. My mama didn’t bother to give me a real middle name of my own, which is why I was always on the look-out for a good one.

Murphy was the only one listening when I told my ghost story at dinner. Everybody else at the eleven-year-old girls’ table had heard it already, more than once, and besides they were all too busy to pay any attention. Donita was cutting her dried-up chicken into tiny pieces so maybe it would look like she’d eaten some, and Kandy was lecturing Brittany on how many calories were in that lumpy mound of mashed potatoes on her plate. I had Murphy all to myself, which was just how I wanted it.

“So why don’t you live with your grandmother anymore?” she asked when I’d finished telling my story, poking her fork at the pile of overboiled broccoli on her plate. “I mean, is there some specific reason she doesn’t want you to live with her?”

I took a sip of milk. I was used to getting a more wondrous reaction to my story than the one I was getting from Murphy. “Well, Granny Lane got the diabetes when I was eight and her eyes started going bad, so I went to live with my aunt, and then she couldn’t keep me anymore, and by that time Granny Lane had broke her hip and couldn’t take me back, so I got fostered out. It’s not like Granny Lane didn’t want me living with her or anything.”

“Oh,” said Murphy. She sounded like she didn’t care all that much. “Well, when I was a baby, my parents took me to Africa. My father carried me around in a sling everywhere they went, and people gave me presents. Once a boy no bigger than a weed handed me a dead grasshopper, and I ate it. It tasted like tuna fish, that tin can sort of taste.”

“How do you remember all of that if you were just a baby?” I asked. “Most people don’t have memories back that far.”

Murphy shrugged. “I’m the sort of person who remembers everything. I don’t know why.” She speared a limp broccoli stalk with her fork and held it up. “What did they have against this poor thing anyway?”

“The cooks here hate all food,” I told her, taking a bite of a stale roll. “It’s not like they discriminate against the broccoli.”

Murphy looked at me over her fork, like she was thinking about smiling and then decided against it. She pushed her plate away and asked, “So how long have you been here?”

“Five months,” I answered. I was happy she was interested. “Since April. I came in about a month after Donita and Kandy. Brittany’s been here since she was eight. I don’t believe anyone’s coming to claim her, and she’ll never get adopted.”

Those were the two things we were all biding our time for at the East Tennessee Children’s Home: either getting sent back to our folks or getting a new family altogether. I knew I wasn’t going back home, and there wasn’t much chance anyone was going to adopt an eleven-year-old girl as plain-Jane as me. I was just waiting out the years until I could pack my bags and move into a house of my own.

Leaning closer to me and cutting her eyes over at Brittany, Murphy whispered, “She smells terrible.”

“Corinne is working with her on that,” I whispered back. “I don’t think Brittany gets the idea of personal hygiene.”

Murphy shivered and frowned. You could tell by looking at her that personal hygiene was high on her list. Her curly brown hair was tucked neatly behind her ears, and she had a real clean smell about her, like apples and baby powder. Her clothes were nice. Maybe not directly out of a magazine, but better than your average foster care–child wardrobe. I know from personal experience that you’re lucky to get clothes that fit when you’re a foster-care child. Being fashionable is almost always out of the question.

Back in the bedroom all of us eleven-year-old girls shared, Murphy began unpacking her cardboard boxes. She had four of them, which may not seem like much to you, but believe me, a lot of kids show up here with a paper bag full of nothing. I sat on my bed, which was right next to hers, and watched as she poked through first one box and then another.

“Don’t you have anything better to do?” she asked, her head deep inside a box. “Play in traffic? Start a forest fire?”

“Nope,” I said. I was just dying to see Murphy’s stuff. I love stuff. One day I’d like to live in a big old house crammed floor to ceiling with stuff. “I’m fine right here.”

“That’s too bad,” Murphy said, pulling out a lumpy pillowcase. She took a smaller cloth bag from the pillowcase, tucked it in her pocket, and heaved two of the unpacked boxes onto her bed. In a flash, she was up and teetering on top of them.

“Throw me that pillowcase, will you?” she asked, holding out her arms to get her balance. “I mean, as long as you’re going to stare, you might as well be helpful.”

“Aren’t you afraid you’re going to fall?” I asked. “Those boxes look a little unsteady.”

“I never fall. I don’t believe in falling.”

“What does believing have to do with it?”

Murphy shook her head, like she’d never met anyone so dumb. “Believing has everything to do with everything.”

She grabbed the pillowcase from me and stuffed it under her arm. Then she pulled the little cloth bag from her pocket and carefully spilled its contents into her hand. “Thumbtacks,” she told me. “In case you were wondering.”

“I was wondering,” I said.

“Why don’t you go watch TV with everybody else?” Murphy asked, two thumbtacks clamped between her teeth, her words coming out cramped.

“I hate TV.”

Murphy stretched up as far as she could and poked a thumbtack into the ceiling. “Me too,” she said. “TV’s for idiots.”

She pushed some more thumbtacks into the ceiling over her bed and began pulling things from the pillowcase: orange and black silk butterflies dangling from shimmery threads, a web of glow-in-the-dark stars, a silvery moon. One by one, she hung each item from a thumbtack, until she’d made a shining galaxy above her bed.

I was starting to feel more ordinary than usual, standing there watching Murphy. The only thing above my bed was a fluorescent light. I pondered the contents of my desk, wishing I had something breathtaking to pull out of my top drawer, like a singing canary or a pair of ruby red slippers, just something to make an impression. There were my drawing supplies, but I couldn’t imagine anyone making a big whoop-dee-doo about a bunch of pencils. My scrapbooks were interesting, at least to me, but I didn’t like to show those around. I sighed, wishing I hadn’t already told my ghost story.

“Do you need help with that?” I asked. She was straining to poke a loop of wire over a tack. The other end of the wire hung about a foot down and was coiled around a polished, blue stone. It was like she was trying to hang the smallest planet in the universe.

“Even if I did, I’d be out of luck,” she said, grunting a little. “This is an incredibly special and rare artifact, and no one can touch it but me.”

I stood on my tiptoes, trying to get a better look. “Did you steal it from the Smithsonian?” I asked. “Or just borrow it?”

Murphy ignored my joke. She hooked the wire on the thumbtack and jumped down from the boxes onto the floor. Closing the lids to the boxes, she slid all but one under her bed. Then she took a seat at her desk, the same plain old brown particleboard desk that we all had, reached into the remaining box, and pulled out a paperweight, the snowy kind. “That stone was a gift from my parents, who were famous researchers. They collected artifacts from all over the world.”

I sat down on my bed, feeling even less interesting than I had before. I didn’t have a single artifact to my name. “Where are they now?” I asked.

Murphy plunked the paperweight on her desk. “Dead. They were killed in a car accident. I don’t like to talk about it.”

I looked at my feet. I didn’t know what to say about dead people. “So is that why you’re here?”

Murphy stood and slowly walked over to the sink. Her face looked yellow in the mirror, but then everyone’s did. It was a terrible mirror to look into if you were trying to feel good about yourself. When she turned away from her reflection, her hands were planted on her hips. “I’m not supposed to be here,” she said, her eyes narrowed. “I’m supposed to be living with my aunt. But she’s somewhere in Europe and no one can get in touch with her.”

Murphy looked up at the ceiling and blew out a few short breaths through her lips, so that the wisps of hair on her forehead fluttered out. It was the sort of thing a person might do to keep from crying. “I can’t believe I ended up here, stuck in with a bunch of orphans.”

“I don’t think very many people here are orphans,” I said. “Most people have at least one parent somewhere.”

“Well, I don’t.” Murphy crossed her arms and stared up at the ceiling.

If Murphy were the sort of person who cried, she would have burst into tears at that very minute. But I learned that first night, Murphy wasn’t the crying type.

Turns out, she was more the type to tell a bold-faced lie. Only I didn’t know it then. I believed everything she told me.

Well, almost everything.



Chapter 2

Granny Lane always said, “God don’t like ugly.” She said it whenever I smart-mouthed her, and she said it when I made Roger Arnette a valentine out of black construction paper back in kindergarten. In fact, “God don’t like ugly” was the main thing Granny Lane said to me when I did anything the least bit mean or rude.

But she also said, “Some people just feel like home,” and she was talking about me. She was talking about Mr. Virgil Willis, too, who often as not was sitting across the kitchen table drinking coffee when she said it. Mr. Virgil Willis was Granny’s best friend. “Just as good as a woman,” she liked to say, “ ’ceptin’ that he don’t know how to sew or put up preserves to save his own life.”

I can’t tell you how many mornings of my life started out with me sitting at the kitchen table with Granny Lane and Mr. Willis, all of us eating oatmeal cereal and discussing the weather, just like a regular family. Mr. Willis always showed up first thing in the morning, and he always had some excuse for being there. “Thought you’uns might care to know there’s a big storm headed up over the mountain,” he’d say, taking off his cap and combing his fingers through his thick, white hair. “I know it ’cause my left big toe is like to fall off my foot, it hurts so bad.”

“Mr. Willis, don’t you know you don’t have to have a reason to come visit,” I told him one day, around the time I was six. “You’re here so much, it’d be strange if you didn’t show up.”

Granny Lane shushed me and sent me to the bedroom, hissing, “God don’t like ugly, Miss Maddie.”

Mr. Willis and Granny Lane were the first family I ever had, though I guess I should tell you up front that Granny Lane’s not my real granny. She was just the old lady who lived next door when my mama decided to take a break from baby-raising, right about the time I was three months old. My mama never bothered telling Granny Lane who my daddy was, and she never bothered coming back to Roan Mountain, either. The last time anyone heard from her was when she sent the papers giving up her rights over me. After that, she kept quiet as quiet gets.

I’ve had a few families since Mr. Willis and Granny Lane, and they’ve been better in some ways, worse in others. One or two held on to me for as long as they could, and one or two couldn’t wait to see me go. All I can say is, whenever I walk through a new door, I’m always looking for someone who feels like home.

I never thought that person might be Murphy.

“Corinne told me to give you the tour of the Home,” I reported to Murphy on her second day there. “You need to learn your way around.”

Murphy had been lying on her bed, staring up at that little blue stone of hers. “I suppose so,” she said. “Not that I plan on being here forever.”

The next second she was out of bed and marching down the hallway, looking left and right, up and down, her hands behind her back, like she was visiting a museum.

“This is a fascinating tour so far,” she said. “Very interesting.”

“I don’t think you need a tour of the dorm,” I told her, ignoring her sarcasm and sliding in front of her. “You’ve seen the kitchen and the common room; you know the laundry room is downstairs. Let’s go out and I’ll show which dorms are which.”

I led the way down the brick path from our dorm to the road that circled around the different buildings that made up the Home. A plane engine roared overhead. I turned to Murphy and said, “Hey, maybe that’s your aunt flying over to the airfield. Maybe she’s come back to get you.”

Murphy shook her head. “I predict that at this very moment my aunt is in Paris having tea at some very nice castle. Believe me, her interest in me is limited.”

“So why would she promise to be your guardian?”

“Who knows?” Murphy said. “Maybe she was just being polite.” She didn’t sound all that mad about it, not like she had the night before.

We walked up the hill toward the Children’s Dorm. Our dorm was the Older Girls’ Dorm, and it looked a little bit like a house you might see in a regular neighborhood, red brick with cheerful windows. The Children’s Dorm looked like an old motel: two stories, wide windows running across the front, air conditioners sticking out from every other one.

“All the little kids stay there,” I explained to Murphy. “The boys are on the bottom floor and the girls are on the top floor. That low, brick building next to it is the administration building,” I said, pointing. “You already know that’s where the dining hall is.”

I scooped up a rock and threw it at the dining-hall door. “The thing that bugs me about those two buildings being next to each other is they don’t match. It’s like you’ve got the Sky High Motor Lodge next to Jones Ferry Elementary School. All I can figure is one got built way earlier than the other. It makes me itchy to look at them side by side.”

“Things should fit together,” Murphy agreed, picking up her own rock to throw. “Especially if you have to live with them every day. When we lived in this tiny village in South America, all the houses were exactly alike, small and pink, except for this huge, four-story town hall right in the middle of the village square. I walked a mile out of my way every day just so I didn’t have to look at it.”

I gave her a sideways glance. Murphy was the first person who’d ever understood how I felt about buildings. Of course, she was the only person I’d ever mentioned my ideas to, other than Ricky Ray, who was six and lived in the Children’s Dorm. Ricky Ray hadn’t given a whole lot of thought to the subject of architecture, though he always listened politely when I aired my views.

We trudged farther up the hill, past the Older Boys’ Dorm, with its very own driveway and basketball hoop. Then we tramped down the road as it looped around behind the Older Boys’ Dorm and back down the hill, passing the back of our dorm. In the middle of the loop was a playground next to a large garden area and some benches.

“We grew a lot of stuff there this summer,” I said, pointing toward some drooping sunflowers. “It’s a good place to come if you need to sit and think.”

“I never think in public,” Murphy said. “It makes people stare.”

“Just about anything you do around here makes people stare,” I told her. “There’s not much privacy. You’ve got the staff and the house-parents, plus there’s always somebody from the Department of Social Services running around. Don’t expect to get away with too much.”

“I’ll put on my invisible shield,” Murphy said, putting her hands up in front of her face, palms out. “Then no one will know what I’m doing.”

“Just don’t forget where you set it down after you take it off,” I warned her.

Murphy nodded. “That’s how I lost my last one.”

We looked at each other.

I smiled.

Murphy did her best to keep from smiling.

“So is that it?” she asked, turning toward the Older Girls’ Dorm. “Because there are things I need to take care of if we’re through.”

“That’s it, I guess,” I said. But neither of us moved. Our attention had been caught by two kids over by the swing set. They were seven-year-olds: a round, redheaded boy named Toby and a scrawny kid with glasses named Kevin. Toby was circling the swings, chanting, “Your mama ain’t no good; she’s got a butt that’s made from wood,” over and over. Kevin’s hands were stuck tight to the chains of his swing, like Toby’s words were holding him prisoner there.

Toby wasn’t saying something that kids everywhere don’t say, on the bus, on the playground at school, even out behind the Sunday School trailer over at the First Baptist Church. But when you’re a foster-care child, someone saying something about your mama can hurt as bad as stepping on a nail. Mothers are a real sensitive topic. Once you get older, you learn how to hide your hurt better. But a little kid like Kevin didn’t stand a chance.

Without saying a word to each other, Murphy and I marched in step over to the swing set. Murphy planted herself in front of Toby. “Hey!” she yelled at him. “Leave that kid alone! You’re a bully, and I don’t like bullies. So scram! Get out of here! Run like the wind!”

You could see Toby take a quick measure of the situation. He looked at Murphy, who was a good foot taller than him, if not but a pound or two heavier, and then he looked at me. I folded my arms across my chest and glared.

Toby took off like a shot.

Poor old scrawny Kevin tried to say something, but he only managed to stammer, “I . . . I . . . ”

Murphy rolled her eyes. “What are you talking to me for? Go eat some graham crackers, why don’t you?”

Then she turned to me. “Now is that it?”

“Yep,” I said. I trailed her over to the Older Girls’ Dorm and up the back door stairs. Inside, Murphy turned and looked at me.

“Are you following me?” she asked.

“I live here too,” I said, shrugging. “So I guess I am.”

“Well, don’t.”

Murphy made a beeline to the bathroom, leaving me standing open-mouthed in the hallway. Back in our room, I stood in front of the mirror, looking at my yellow reflection, my arms folded across my chest. First I glared, just like I did at that kid Toby. Then I grinned. Out on the playground, me and Murphy had been a team. She could deny it all she wanted, I didn’t care.

I knew what I knew.



Chapter 3

After dinner that night, I took my championship rodeo belt buckle off my belt and started polishing it, the way I do every evening. It’s oval-shaped and silver, with a picture of a horse rearing up on its back legs, and I put it on first thing every day, along with jeans, a T-shirt, and a pair of Keds tennis shoes. I’m not by any stretch of the imagination a fancy dresser, but I think my rodeo belt buckle shows a little flair. It was a gift to me from Mr. Willis, who found it at a flea market over in Cranberry one afternoon.
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