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To Jessica & Walter



PART ONE




CHAPTER 1

The woman put her sad moon-face in at the window of the car. “You be good,” she said. “You hear me? You little ones, mind what Dicey tells you. You hear?”

“Yes, Momma,” they said.

“That’s all right then.” She slung her purse over her shoulder and walked away, her stride made uneven by broken sandal thongs, thin elbows showing through holes in the oversized sweater, her jeans faded and baggy. When she had disappeared into the crowd of Saturday morning shoppers entering the side doors of the mall, the three younger children leaned forward onto the front seat. Dicey sat in front. She was thirteen and she read the maps.

“Why’d we stop?” asked James. “We’re not there yet. We’ve got food. There’s no reason to stop.” James was ten and wanted everything to have a reason. “Dicey?”

“I dunno. You heard everything she said, same as I did. You tell me.”

“All she said was, We gotta stop here. She didn’t say why. She never says why, you know that. Are we out of gas?”

“I didn’t look.” Dicey wanted some quiet for thinking. There was something odd about this whole trip. She couldn’t put her finger on it, not yet. “Why don’t you tell them a story?”

“What story?”

“Cripes, James, you’re the one with the famous brain.”

“Yeah, well I can’t think of any stories right now.”

“Tell them anything. Tell them Hansel and Gretel.”

“I want HanselnGretel. And the witch. And the candy house with peppermint sticks,” Sammy said, from the backseat. James gave in without a quarrel. It was easier to give in to Sammy than to fight him. Dicey turned around to look at them. Maybeth sat hunched in a corner, big-eyed. Dicey smiled at her and Maybeth smiled back. “Once upon a time,” James began. Maybeth turned to him.

Dicey closed her eyes and leaned her head back. She put her feet on the dashboard. She was tired. She’d had to stay awake and read maps, to find roads without tolls. She’d been up since three in the morning. But Dicey couldn’t go to sleep. She gnawed away at what was bothering her.

For one thing, they never took trips. Momma always said the car couldn’t run more than ten miles at a stretch. And here they were in Connecticut, heading down to Bridgeport. For one thing.

But that might make sense. All her life, Dicey had been hearing about Momma’s aunt Cilla and her big house in Bridgeport that Momma had never seen, and her rich husband who died. Aunt Cilla sent Christmas cards year after year, with pictures of baby Jesus on them and long notes inside, on paper so thin it could have been tissue paper. Only Momma could decipher the lacy handwriting with its long, tall letters all bunched together and the lines running into one another because of the long-tailed, fancy z’s and f’s and g’s. Aunt Cilla kept in touch. So it made sense for Momma to go to her for help.

But driving off like that in the middle of the night didn’t make sense. That was the second thing. Momma woke them all up and told them to pack paper bags of clothing while she made sandwiches. She got them all into the old car and headed for Bridgeport.

For a third—things had been happening, all at once. Things were always bad with them, but lately worse than ever. Momma lost her checker’s job. Maybeth’s teacher had wanted a meeting with Momma that Momma wouldn’t go to. Maybeth would be held back another year. Momma said she didn’t want to hear about it, and she had ripped up every note, without reading any of them. Maybeth didn’t worry her family, but she worried her teachers. She was nine and still in the second grade. She never said much, that was the trouble, so everybody thought she was stupid. Dicey knew she wasn’t. Sometimes she’d come out and say something that showed she’d been watching and listening and taking things in. Dicey knew her sister could read and do sums, but Maybeth always sat quiet around strangers. For Maybeth, everyone in the world was a stranger, except Momma and Dicey and James and Sammy.

Momma herself was the fourth thing. Lately she’d go to the store for bread and come back with a can of tuna and just put her hands over her face, sitting at the table. Sometimes she’d be gone for a couple of hours and then she wouldn’t say where she had been, with her face blank as if she couldn’t say. As if she didn’t know. Momma didn’t talk to them anymore, not even to scold, or sing, or make up games the way she used to. Except Sammy. She talked to Sammy, but even then they sounded like two six-year-olds talking, not one six-year-old and his mother.

Dicey kept her feet on the dash, and her body slouched down. She looked out through the windshield, over the rows of parked cars, to where the sky hung like a bleached-out sheet over the top of the mall buildings. Bugs were spattered all over the windshield and the sky promised a heavy, hot day. Dicey slid still further down on the seat. Her skin stuck to the blue plastic seat covers.

James was describing the witch’s house, listing the kinds of candy used for various parts of the building. This was the part James liked best in Hansel and Gretel, and he always did it a little differently from the time before. Picturing the almond Hershey bar roof and the shutters made of cinnamon licorice sticks, Dicey did fall asleep.

She woke covered with sweat from the hot sun pouring in through the windshield. She woke hungry. Maybeth was singing softly, one of Momma’s songs, about making her love a baby with no crying. “I fell asleep,” Dicey said. “What time’s it?”

“I dunno,” James said. “You’ve been asleep a long time. I’m hungry.”

“Where’s Momma?”

“I dunno. I’m hungry.”

“You’re always hungry. Go ask someone what time it is, okay?”

James climbed out of the car. He crossed to the walkway and stopped a man in a business suit. “Twelve thirty,” James reported.

“But that means I slept for more than two hours,” Dicey protested.

“I’m going to eat,” Sammy announced from the backseat. He opened the bag of food and pulled out a sandwich before Dicey could say anything.

“What do you want me to do?” James asked, looking into Dicey’s face. His narrow little face wore a worried expression. “Want me to go look for her?”

“No,” Dicey said. (Now what had Momma gone and done.) “Sammy, give Maybeth a sandwich too. Let her choose for herself. Then pass the bag up here.”

When everyone had a sandwich, and James had two, Dicey reached a decision. “We have to wait here for a while more,” she said. “Then we’ll do something. I’m going to take a walk and see if I can find her.”

“Don’t you go away too,” Maybeth said softly.

“I’ll be right where you can see me,” Dicey said. “I’ll stay on the sidewalk—see?—just like a path in front of the stores. Then maybe later we can all go into the mall and look in the stores. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Maybeth smiled and nodded her golden head.

Dicey did her best thinking when she walked. On this warm June afternoon, she walked so fast and thought so hard, she didn’t even see the people going past her. If Momma went past she’d say something, so Dicey wasn’t worried about that.

She was worried that Momma had wandered off. And would not come back.

(“You always look for the worst,” Momma had often told her. “I like to be ready,” Dicey answered.)

If Momma was gone . . . But that wasn’t possible. Was it? But if she was, what could they do? Ask for help, probably from a policeman. (Would he put them in homes or orphanages? Wouldn’t that be just what the police or some social worker would do?) Go back to Provincetown, they could go back home. (Momma hadn’t paid the rent, not for weeks, and it was almost summertime, when even their old cabin, set off alone in the dunes, could bring in a lot of money. Mr. Martinez wasn’t sympathetic, not when it came to money, not when it came to giving something away for free. He’d never let them stay there to wait for Momma.) They could go on to Bridgeport. Dicey had never seen Aunt Cilla—Great-Aunt Cilla. She knew the name and address, because Momma had made her write it down four times, on each paper bag, in case something happened: Mrs. Cilla Logan, 1724 Ocean Drive, Bridgeport, Connecticut. Aunt Cilla was family, the only family Dicey knew about.

The sun beat down on the parking lot and heated up the air so even in the shaded walkway Dicey was hot. The kids must be hot too, she thought, and turned to get them.

Momma must have gone away on purpose. (But she loved them, loved them all.) Why else the addresses on the bags? Why else tell them to mind Dicey? (Mothers didn’t do things like going off. It was crazy. Was Momma crazy?) How did she expect Dicey to take care of them? What did she expect Dicey to do? Take them to Bridgeport, of course. (Dump it all on Dicey, that was what Momma did, she always did, because Dicey was the determined sort. “It’s in your blood,” Momma said, and then wouldn’t explain.)

Anger welled up in Dicey, flooded her eyes with tears, and now she was swept away with the determination to get the kids to Bridgeport. Well, she’d do it somehow, if she had to.

Momma wasn’t at the car when Dicey returned, so Dicey said they’d wait for her until the next morning.

“Where’ll we sleep?” Sammy asked.

“Right here—and no complaints,” Dicey said.

“Then Momma will come back and we’ll go on tomorrow?” Sammy asked.

Dicey nodded.

“Where is Momma? Why’s she taking so long?” James asked.

“I dunno, James,” Dicey answered. Maybeth was silent, staring.

After a few minutes, Dicey hustled them all out of the car and trailed after them as they entered the mall.

The mall was built like a fortress around a huge, two-story enclosed street, where store succeeded store, as far as you could see. At one end of the central section was a cage of live birds in a little park of plastic trees and shrubs. The floor of their cage was littered with pieces of popcorn and gum wrappers. At the other end, the builders had made a waterfall through which shone different colored lights. Outside, beyond the covered sidewalk that ran like a moat around the huge building, lay the huge, gray parking lot, a no-man’s-land of empty cars.

But here inside was a fairyland of colors and sounds, crowded with people on this Saturday afternoon, artificially lit and planted. Inside was a miniature city where endless diversions from the work-day world offered everything delightful. If you had money, of course. And even without money, you could still stare and be amazed.

They spent a long time wandering through stores, looking at toys and records and pianos and birthday cards. They were drawn to restaurants that exuded the smell of spaghetti and pizza or fried chicken, bakeries with trays of golden doughnuts lined up behind glass windows, candy stores, where the countertop was crowded with large jars of jelly beans and sourballs and little foil-covered chocolates and peppermints dipped in crunchy white frosting; cheese shops (they each had two free samples), where the rich smell of aged cheeses mingled with fresh-ground coffee, and hot dog stands, where they stood back in a silent row. After this, they sat on a backless bench before the waterfall, tired and hungry. Altogether, they had eleven dollars and fifty cents, more than any one of them had ever had at one time before, even Dicey who contributed all of her babysitting money, seven dollars.

They spent almost four dollars on supper at the mall, and none of them had dessert. They had hamburgers and french fries and, after Dicey thought it over, milkshakes. At that rate, they could have one more meal before they ran out of money, or maybe two more. It was still light when they returned to the car. The little ones horsed around in the back, teasing, wrestling, tickling, quarreling and laughing, while Dicey studied the map. People walked by their car, vehicles came and went, and nobody paid any attention to them. In parking lots, it’s not unusual to see a car full of kids waiting.

At half-past eight, Dicey herded everybody back into the mall, to use the bathrooms they had found earlier. Later, Sammy and Maybeth fell asleep easily, curled up along the backseat. James moved up to the front with Dicey. Dicey couldn’t see how they were both to sleep in the front seat, but she supposed they would manage it. James sat stiffly, gripping the wheel. James had a narrow head and sharp features, a nose that pointed out, pencil-thin eyebrows, a narrow chin. Dicey studied him in the darkening car. They were parked so far from the nearest lamppost that they were in deep shadows.

With her brothers and sister near, with the two youngest asleep in the backseat, sitting as they were in a cocoon of darkness, she should feel safe. But she didn’t. Though it was standing still, the car seemed to be flying down a highway, going too fast. Even the dark inside of it was not deep enough to hide them. Faces might appear in the windows at any time, asking angry questions.

“Where’s Momma gone?” James asked, looking out at the night.

“I just don’t know,” Dicey said. “Here’s what I think, I think if she isn’t back by morning we ought to go on to Bridgeport.”

“On our own?”

“Yes.”

“How’ll we get there? You can’t drive. Momma took the keys.”

“We could take a bus, if we have enough money. If we don’t, we’ll walk.”

James stared at her. Finally he spoke. “Dicey? I’m scared. I feel all jiggly in my stomach. Why doesn’t Momma come back?”

“If I knew, James, I’d know what to do.”

“Do you know the way?”

“To Bridgeport? I can read a map. Once we get there, we can ask directions to Aunt Cilla’s house.”

James nodded. “Do you think she’s been killed? Or kidnapped?”

“Rich people get kidnapped; not Momma. I’m not going to think about what might have happened to her, and I don’t think you should, either.”

“I can’t help thinking about it,” James said in a small voice.

“Don’t tell Sammy or Maybeth,” Dicey warned.

“I wouldn’t. I know better. You should know I’d know better than that.”

Dicey reached out and patted him on the shoulder. “I do know,” she said.

James grabbed her hand. “Dicey? Do you think Momma meant to leave us here?”

“I think Momma meant to take us to Bridgeport, but—”

“Is Momma crazy?”

Dicey turned her head to look at him.

“The kids said so, at school. And the way the teachers looked at me and loaned me their own books and talked to me. And Maybeth. Craziness can run in families.”

Dicey felt a great weight settle on her shoulders. She tried to shrug it off, but it wouldn’t move.

“Dicey?”

“She loves us,” Dicey muttered.

“But that’s the only reason I can think of that might be true.”

“There’s nothing wrong with Maybeth. You know that.”

“It runs in families. Hereditary craziness.”

“Well, you don’t have to worry about it, do you? You’re the smart one, with A’s in school and the science projects that get entered in the state contest.”

“Yeah,” James said. He settled his head back on the seat.

“Listen, I’m going to go to a phone and see where the bus station is and call them up to find out how much tickets cost. You lay low.”

“Why?”

Dicey decided to tell him the truth. “Just in case. I mean, three kids in a car in a parking lot at night . . . See, James, I think we’ve got to get to Bridgeport and I just don’t know what would happen if a policeman saw us. Foster homes or something, I dunno. I don’t want to risk it. But one kid . . . and I’m pretty old so it doesn’t look funny.”

“Okay. That sounds okay.”

“We’ve got to get to Bridgeport.”

James thought about that, then nodded his head. “I never listened much to Momma’s talk about her. What will she be like, Aunt Cilla?”

“Rich,” Dicey said.

“It would be a long walk,” James said.

“Long enough,” Dicey agreed. She got out of the car fast.

It was full dark, an overcast night. The parking lot was nearly empty; only two cars besides theirs remained. Dicey wondered how many cars were left in the other three parking lots that spread out from the other sides of the building. It felt as empty as all of space must be. She hoped there were cars in each lot. The more cars there were, the safer their car was for them.

Dicey headed confidently for the walkway, as if she had every right to be where she was, as if she had an important errand to run, as if she knew just where she was going. She remembered a telephone at the far end of the building. It wasn’t a real phone booth, but a kind of cubicle hung up on the wall, with an open shelf underneath to hold the directory. James could probably see her from the car, if he looked for her. From that distance, she would look small.

The walkway was lit up, and the store windows were lit, so she moved through patches of sharp light. At the phone, she took out the directory to look up bus companies in the yellow pages. She ran her finger down the names, selected one that sounded local and reached into her pocket for change.

She heard footsteps. A man approached her, in a uniform like a policeman’s, but tan not blue, and without the badge. He took his time getting to her, as if he was sure she’d wait, sure of his own strength to hold her, even at that distance. He moved like he thought she was afraid of him, too afraid to run.

“Hey,” the man said. His shirt had the word “Security” sewn onto it. Where his belly sagged, the shirt hung out over his pants. He carried a long-handled flashlight. He wore a pistol at his belt.

Dicey didn’t answer, but she didn’t look away.

“Hey kid,” he said, as if she had shown signs of running and he needed to halt her. He was heavy, out of shape. He had a pig-person face, a coarse skin that sagged at the jowls, little blue eyes and pale eyebrows, and a fat, pushed-back nose. When he came up next to her, Dicey stepped back a pace, but kept her finger on the number in the book.

“You lost?”

“Naw. I’m making a phone call.”

“Where do you live?”

“Just over there,” Dicey said, pointing vaguely with her free hand.

“Go home and call from there. Run along now. If you were a girl, I’d walk you over, but—”

“Our phone’s broken,” Dicey said. “That’s why my mom sent me here.”

The guard shifted his flashlight, holding it like a club. “Phones don’t break. How’s a phone break?”

“We’ve got this dog that chews things up. Slippers, papers, you know. He chewed the phone. The cord, actually, but it’s all the same—the phone’s broken.”

“Are you bulling me?”

“I wish I was.”

“What’s your name, kid?”

“Danny.”

She felt funny, strange, making up lies as quickly and smoothly as if she’d been doing it all her life.

The man took a piece of gum out of his pocket, unwrapped it, folded it in half and stuck it into his mouth, chewing on it a couple of times.

“Danny what?”

“Tillerman.” Dicey couldn’t make up a new last name, except Smith, and nobody would believe that even if it was true.

“You don’t look more than ten. Isn’t it late to be out?”

Dicey shrugged.

The guard grew suspicious. “Who’re you calling?”

“The bus company. My sisters and me are going down to Bridgeport some time soon, to stay with my aunt.”

He chewed and thought. “Sometime soon wouldn’t send you out after ten at night to phone. What’s the rush?”

“My mom just got back from the clinic and she’s gonna have her baby, any day now the doctor said, and my aunt needs to know what time the buses arrive so she can meet us on Monday. So’s we can take a bus it’s good for her to meet. My mom asked me to come find out so’s she can call first thing in the morning, before my aunt goes to church. It’s hard for my mom to get around now—you know.”

“Where’s your father?”

“Gone.”

“Gone where?”

“Dunno. He just up and went, way back, last winter.”

The guard nodded. He reached in his pocket and pulled out the pack of gum. He offered a piece to Dicey, but she shook her head.

“Can I call now, mister?”

“Sure thing,” he said. “I wouldn’t have bothered you except that there’ve been some windows broken around here. We think it’s kids. I’m the security guard. I’ve got to be careful.”

Dicey nodded. She inserted the coins and slowly dialed the numbers, hoping he’d go away. But he stood there and listened. Behind him lay the parking lot, a vast open space where occasional clumps of planted bushes spread long shadows over the ground.

An impersonal voice answered. Dicey asked about tickets to Bridgeport, how much they cost.

“From where to Bridgeport.”

Dicey grabbed at a name. “Peewauket.” That was what the map said. She pronounced it Pee-Walk-It. The guard, listening narrowed his eyes.

“From Peewauket?” the voice asked, saying it Pwuk-it.

“Yeah.”

“Two dollars and forty-five cents a person.”

“What’s the rate for children?”

“The same. The charge is for the seat. Unless you’ve got a child under two.”

“What time do buses run?”

“Every other hour, from eight to eight.”

Dicey thanked the voice and hung up the phone. She stood with her arms hanging down at her sides, waiting for the guard to leave.

He was studying her with his little piggly eyes. He held his flashlight now in one hand and slapped it into the palm of the other. “You better get back now,” he said and then added, “You didn’t write anything down.”

“I’ve got a good memory.”

“Yeah? I’ll give you a test.” His body blocked the way to the safe darkness of the parking lot. “You don’t remember anything about broken windows in the mall, do you? For instance, just one for instance, at Record City.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I wonder about that. I really wonder, Danny. You said Danny, didn’t you? Tillerman, wasn’t it? You see, we figure it was probably kids did it, account of nothing’s been stolen. Or maybe just one kid did it, that’s what I’m thinking.”

Dicey glared at him. “I said I don’t know anything about that.”

He put one arm out to bar her in, resting his hand against the side of the phone. “I can’t think of why I should believe you. Nope, now I come to think of it, I don’t think I do believe you. The only question in my mind is, what do I do with you?”

Dicey thought fast, then acted just as fast. She lifted her right knee as if to hit him in the groin where she knew it would hurt bad. He lowered his arm and stepped back, to protect himself. In that one second while he was off balance, Dicey took off. She sprinted into the darkness of the parking lot. As soon as she was in the cover of the shadows, she turned left around the corner of the building, away from their car. He thundered after her.

Dicey ran smoothly. She was used to running on beaches, where the sand gave way under your feet and each thrust of your legs was hindered. Running over asphalt was easier. Dicey pulled away from her pursuer. His steps were heavy and his breathing was heavy. He was out of shape and too fat to catch up with her. She had time to crouch behind one of the little islands of green that decorated the parking lot. She had on a dark shirt and jeans, her face was tanned and her hair brown; she was confident nothing would give her away.

He stopped by the front entrance shining his flashlight out over the parking lot, like one bright eye. Dicey watched him. He listened, but his chest was heaving so much that she was sure he couldn’t hear anything but the blood pounding in his ears. She smiled to herself.

“You haven’t got a chance,” he called. “You better come out now, kid. You’re only making it worse.”

Dicey covered her mouth with her hand.

“I know you now. We’ll find you out,” he said. He turned quickly away from the parking lot and looked farther along the front of the mall. He hunched behind the flashlight. He used the beam like a giant eye, to peer into the shadows. “There you are! I can see you!” he cried.

But he was looking the wrong way. Dicey giggled, and the sound escaped her even though she bit on her hand to stop it.

He turned back to the parking lot, listening. Then he swore. His light swooped over the dark lot, trying to search out her hiding place. “Danny? I’m gonna find you.”

Dicey moved softly away on soundless sneakers through the covering shadows. He continued to call: “I’ll remember your face, you hear? You hear me? Hear me?”

From halfway across the parking lot, safe in her own speed and in shadows, Dicey stopped. Her heart swelled in victory. “I hear you,” she called softly back, as she ran toward the empty road and the patch of woods beyond.

Much later, when she returned to the car, James awoke briefly. “Everything’s okay,” Dicey whispered, curling down onto the cold seat to sleep.



CHAPTER 2

Dicey awoke at the first light. A chilly dew beaded the windshield. James’s body leaning against her side was the only warmth in the car. He still slept, so she didn’t move, even though her stiff muscles ached to be stretched. She watched the sun rise into a cold gray sky that turned warmer and brighter as the first peach-colored beams of light grew golden, then yellow, then white. Surrounded by sleepers, Dicey sat content. The car was a cave within which they were safe. It held them together; and it protected them from outside forces, the cold, the damp, people.

At last James stirred, and his eyes opened. All four of them had the same hazel eyes, although Dicey and James had their father’s dark hair, not the yellow hair their mother had passed on to Maybeth and Sammy.

James’s hazel eyes looked at Dicey for a minute before he spoke. “It’s still true.” His voice was hollow and sad. Their momma was really gone.

Dicey nodded. Sammy surged over from the backseat. “I gotta go to the bathroom. Bad.”

Dicey turned her head and a muscle protested all the way down her back. “Maybeth? You awake?”

Maybeth was awake.

“Okay, then. Let’s take our clothes bags and change. And the food bag too, if you’d like to eat breakfast outside.” Dicey took the map of Connecticut and jammed it into her clothes bag.

It was Sunday and nothing moved in the parking lot, the same few cars stood empty. The air was clear, clean, lucid, lying lightly upon the world that morning. The children scrambled out of the car and Dicey led them across the highway to the woodsy patch where she had hidden the night before. She led them into the thickest clustering of trees, then they separated to go to the bathroom.

They ate the last peanut butter sandwiches sitting on a low stone wall, listening to a few birds and watching the sunlight fall in bright, moving patterns onto the leafy floor of the woods. The air grew warmer.

Dicey finished her sandwich and crumpled the wax paper up. She tossed it into the food bag. Then she stripped down to her underpants and put on a pair of cutoff jeans and a T-shirt. She also put on a pair of socks. The others changed too. Dicey insisted that they wear socks.

“Why?” James asked. “It’s hotter with socks on.”

“If we’re going to walk they’ll keep us from getting blisters.”

“Is that true?” James demanded. “I never had a blister.”

“Of course, it’s true,” Dicey answered. “Now let me look at the map and think, all of you.”

The little ones explored the little patch of woods while Dicey studied the map. Route 1 was the road they’d been driving on. They could follow it for a while, then they’d have to go on the Turnpike to get over the Thames River, to New London. After that, they’d have to switch to a road that followed the coastline, because Route 1 turned into the Turnpike for a long while. There was the Connecticut River to cross, then Route 1 again, or maybe they could take a coastal road, to New Haven. After New Haven, the map showed a yellow patch connecting the cities, all the way down to Bridgeport. That meant heavily populated areas. But Route 1 ran the whole distance.

Dicey looked at the map. Maybe two or three days, she judged. They had about seven dollars, so they could spend about two dollars a day on food. Half what they’d spent on one meal yesterday. But that was okay, because you didn’t starve in two or three days. You could get awfully hungry, but you wouldn’t starve.

“James?” she called. “Maybeth. Sammy. Come here now.”

They ran up and sat in a circle around the map. Dicey showed them where Bridgeport was and about where they were. Then she made her announcement: “We’re going to walk down to Bridgeport.” The idea was so factual in her mind that she was unprepared for questions.

“What about Momma?” Sammy asked.

“I don’t know where she’s got to,” Dicey said.

“We can wait for her here,” Sammy said. His mouth puckered up.

“No we can’t,” Dicey said, and she told them about the guard. “Momma will know we went on to Aunt Cilla’s,” Dicey said. Sammy’s mouth set in a firm line. “We can’t go back,” Dicey said, “and we’ve got to go somewhere.”

“That’s all right,” James spoke, “but why don’t we take the bus?”

“Because we don’t have enough money. Each ticket is two forty-five. That makes nine dollars and eighty cents all together and we’ve only got seven dollars.”

“If we hadn’t had supper last night,” James said.

Dicey had already been over that in her own mind. “But we did,” she cut him off. “So it’s no good thinking, if we didn’t. We’re going to have to walk. Maybeth?”

Maybeth looked up from a pile of stones she was making into a long circle around herself. “That’s fine, Dicey,” she said. No questions, no worries in her round hazel eyes, just that’s fine. Dicey felt like hugging her.

“How far is it?” James asked.

“I don’t know for sure,” Dicey said.

“How far can we walk in a day?” James asked.

“There’s only one way to find out, isn’t there?” Dicey asked. Only Sammy didn’t smile in return.

“It’ll be hard,” she added. “We have to carry as little as possible. Just one bag for all of us.”

They sorted through their bags. Sammy refused to speak or help, just sat cross-legged with his jaw set, picking at the dirt with his finger. Dicey took out two changes of underwear and two clean shirts for each, then she added a pair of extra socks and one comb. Toothbrushes they could get at Aunt Cilla’s. There was about half a bag full when she was through. It felt light enough in the cool morning, but she knew that it would get heavier as the day went on. She inhaled the sun-sweetened air and looked around her.

“I’m not going,” Sammy said. He glared up at Dicey.

“What’ll you do?” James asked him, perfectly reasonably.

“Wait here for Momma. Not here exactly, in the car.”

“Sammy, you’ve got to come with us,” Dicey said. “First we’re going to stash these other three bags in the car, then we start walking. So get up.”

Sammy shook his head.

“Don’t you understand?” Dicey asked. “Momma’s not coming back, not here.”

Sammy didn’t answer her. Sammy’s stubbornness was beyond measure. When he made his mind up, there was nothing you could do to move him. Threats didn’t work. He didn’t mind being spanked or slapped. Explaining was no good; it was as if he didn’t even hear what you were saying to him. Even Momma couldn’t bully him into doing something. Even James couldn’t trick him into it.

But you couldn’t go off and leave a six-year-old alone, in the woods, in a strange place.

Dicey crouched down beside him. The other two stood silent behind her. “Sammy? Momma’s not coming back here. That’s what I think. I think she’s forgotten.”

“Momma wouldn’t forget me.”

“No, she wouldn’t. But she’s forgotten where we are, I think. So if we go to Aunt Cilla’s that’s where she’ll probably be. We have to go find her.”

“I don’t want to,” Sammy said. But he was thinking about what she’d said.

“I don’t want to, either,” Dicey said. “But we have to.”

“No, we don’t,” Sammy said.

Dicey stood up in frustration and stamped her foot on the ground. “Then I’ll carry you,” she announced.

“I’ll kick you.” He stood up.

Maybeth stepped forward. “No, you won’t,” she said to Sammy. “Momma said to do as Dicey tells us. You heard her.”

The two stared at one another. They were both sturdy little blond figures, with round bellies. Sammy shorter than Maybeth, but almost as heavy.

“Please, Sammy,” Maybeth said.

“Okay,” Sammy said.

At the edge of the woods, where the grassy roadside banked above the macadam, they stopped to wait for an opening in the traffic. It was Sunday morning. People were driving to church, or to the beach. The children could look back and see their own car, green and lonely, in the middle of the parking lot.

It was kind of like a home, the car, Dicey thought. She understood why Sammy wanted to stay there.

They crossed the road, but stopped at the edge of the parking lot. A blue police car was driving around the lot. It stopped by their car. A policeman got out and opened the door. He stuck his head in. He opened the glove compartment and went through the maps, as if he was looking for something. He walked all around the car. He wrote something down in a little notebook. Then he looked toward the mall.

“Walk.” Dicey gave the order. She took Sammy’s hand. “Don’t anybody look at our car.”

They walked on, away from the mall and the parking lot and the car. Dicey led them back to Route 1. There they turned south. They dumped the three grocery bags in the first trash can they saw. Nobody said a word.

Route 1 was mostly garages and small shopping centers and discount stores and quick food places. There were no green patches and few sidewalks. They walked along concrete or asphalt, or on roadside gravel. Soon their feet hurt. Dicey walked at half her normal speed, because of Sammy’s short legs. Trucks roared by and the sun grew hotter. The air smelled of oil and gas and nothing else. After an hour and a half, Sammy began to complain. It was the first time any of them had spoken.

At the next McDonald’s that had outside tables, Dicey let them sit down. One at a time, they went inside to the bathroom. They had to go through a room that smelled of hamburgers and french fries, and they all became aware of how hungry they were. Dicey ordered two large Cokes, which they all four shared.

That refreshed them. Sitting still also refreshed them.

“How much longer is it?” Sammy asked.

“A long way,” Dicey said. “We’ll have to sleep outside tonight.”

“Good-o,” Sammy said. “Can we have a fire?”

“I don’t know. It depends on where we get to. This road is awful.”

“That’s for sure,” James agreed. “Dicey? When do we get lunch?”

“I’ve been thinking,” she answered. “If we walk for a while, then rest a little, that’s the best way. So we’ll walk another hour or so and I’ll go into a supermarket. We should have fruit every day, and maybe some doughnuts and milk. I’ll see what they have. We’ve got to make our money last.”

It was hard to start off again. Sammy lagged back on Dicey’s hand and she snapped at him time and again to keep up. He didn’t like being snapped at, so he pulled back a little more, while pretending to be hurrying as fast as he could. Dicey turned her head and saw Maybeth and James trudging along. Traffic passed them, roaring and honking. They passed building after building, and an occasional vacant stretch where wispy trees looked like weeds grown up. Dicey’s fingers cramped from holding on to the bag, so she moved it under her armpit, holding it by a hand across the base.

The minutes stretched out. Dicey checked the time at every garage they passed. At noon, she began looking for a place to buy lunch, and at the next shopping center they turned off the highway and walked to the front of a supermarket that was open for business on Sundays. Dicey left the little ones with James, sitting on a curb off around to one side, and entered the market alone.

The electric eye door swung open before her. Dicey headed for the produce aisle, not even bothering to take a cart. If she could spend just fifty cents for lunch, they’d have a dollar fifty for dinner. She picked out four apples, then searched for the kind of rack they have in every supermarket, a place where they offered items that were damaged or old. She found it back by the meat department. She stood before it a minute, selecting a box of doughnuts at half price. That would be three doughnuts and an apple apiece.

It cost eighty-eight cents.

They ate sitting on the curb, with the sun hot overhead. Sammy couldn’t eat his third doughnut but he didn’t want to give it away, so Dicey put it into their bag. They trooped by pairs into the market, first James and Sammy, then Dicey and Maybeth, to drink water from the fountain and use the toilets. The pair waiting outside watched the bag while the other pair was inside.

“Now we rest,” Dicey said.

“How much longer is it?” asked Sammy.

“I told you. More than today.”

“Where are we going to camp?” he asked.

“I’ll tell you when we get there,” she said.

“I haven’t seen any place that looks good for sleeping,” James said.

“I figure we’ll have to get off this road to find something, otherwise the cars would keep us awake. I figure we’ll turn off the road and see what we find. There was that woods this morning. That would have been all right. So there are bound to be others. Don’t you think?”

“Walking is no fun,” Sammy said.

“Think about the soldiers who had to march everywhere,” Dicey said.

“We could pretend to be soldiers,” James said. His eyes lit up. “You could be the general and I could be the major, and Sammy and Maybeth could be the army. And we could sing songs while we walk, so it would be like marching, and maybe give drill orders. We could be Revolutionary soldiers, going to Concord.”

Dicey didn’t say that wouldn’t make any difference, they’d still be walking. She agreed to go along with it.

“Everybody who talks to you has to say sir.” James elaborated the plan. “And you two have to say sir to me. We should have a drum.”

When they set off again, they sang a song about marching to Pretoria and pretty Peggy-O running down the stairs, letting down her golden hair. It was a song Momma sang. It even had a line in it, “What will your momma think,” because in the song Pretty Peggy-O ran away with the captain.

The afternoon wore on, wore away. Each rest period got longer, each walking period got shorter. At midafternoon they lay back in an overgrown lot next to two tiny houses, the only houses they’d seen that afternoon.

“I wouldn’t want to live on this road, would you?” Dicey said, to nobody in particular.

“I bet it wasn’t always like this,” James answered. “It might have been a nice road once. A country road. And these people might be old people, or poor people, who can’t afford to move. Like us.”

“Yeah, but our house was out in the dunes. We had the ocean. Our house was nicer than the ones other people wanted.”

“The bathtub was in the kitchen,” James reminded her. “It was small, even smaller than these houses.”

“So what?”

“Nobody else would have lived in it. Only us. Some of the kids said their parents thought it should be torn down.”

“What do I care what people say?” Dicey asked.

“They called it a shack,” James went on.

“I liked it,” Dicey said. “The ocean’s better than fancy bathrooms, any day.”

In the little one-story house next door, a door slammed. They turned their heads to watch as an energetic old woman came out, waving a broom over her head and shouting something.

She was shouting at them. Dicey couldn’t hear the words, but she understood the expression of fierce anger on the woman’s face. As she came closer, they could hear her voice. “Get out of here, get out. Go on, get! I’m counting to ten and then I’m calling the police. I’ve had it with you kids hanging around and taking down clean laundry and dumping it in the dirt and tossing your trash and bottles into my lawn and throwing rocks at my door and your cars and your noise. One—” She shrieked, her chin wagging up and down.

The four children sprang to their feet. “Here we go,” Dicey said.

“I can’t,” Sammy said. “I’m tired.”

“You’ve got to,” James said.

“No, I can’t.”

Dicey tried to persuade him. “We’re soldiers, remember?”

“No, we’re not. That’s just pretend. You have to carry me. Piggyback.”

Dicey also was tired. “I’ll just leave you here,” she said.

“Okay.” Sammy sat down.

The old woman shrieked anew.

“I’ve got to carry the bag,” Dicey pleaded.

His eyes regarded her calmly.

“Okay, okay.” She gave in. James took the paper bag. Sammy jumped up onto Dicey’s back. They set off, to the accompaniment of the old woman’s voice: “And don’t come back. Ever!”

“We won’t,” Dicey muttered. “Don’t worry.”

The afternoon was bleached hot white, hotter and whiter for Dicey with Sammy on her back. The air tasted bad in her mouth, as she gasped for breath. The raucous cars roared past, unheeding. Dicey forced her feet to move, and her legs, and her hands to hold tight on to Sammy’s feet, and her back to stay straight because in the long run that would hurt less.

It was only four when they stopped at a light, waiting for it to turn green, so they could cross the road. “Off,” Dicey said to Sammy. He slid down.

There were at least three more hours of daylight. But Dicey could go no farther. She turned around and saw Maybeth’s eyes big with unshed tears.

The light changed and they crossed. Dicey stopped on the other side. “Okay,” she said. “The next grocery store I’ll get food. Then, we’ll have to get off this road to find a place to sleep. It’ll be hard, because it’s got to be private enough.”

Three faces nodded at her, eyes blank with exhaustion.

It was a small market where Dicey stopped next. Again she went in alone. She bought bananas (they were cheapest by pound) and a package of hot dogs and a loaf of bread (you could wrap a slice of bread around a hotdog, like a roll) and a half-gallon of milk (it was a little cheaper that way). It cost almost three dollars, but she couldn’t think of what to do about the expense. They were running out of money.

When a narrow road ran off of Route 1, marked by a sign that said: PHILLIP’S BEACH 6 MILES, Dicey led them across the four-lane highway and onto it. She chose the road because of the Dead End sign, which, she reasoned, meant that there wouldn’t be many cars on the road. It turned out to have been good thinking. The blacktop twisted through a wooded area like a river and soon the sound of the highway had faded away behind them.

The road made two sweeping curves before Dicey saw a ramshackle house with a “For Sale” sign in front of it. The house had such a small front lawn it sat almost on the road. It looked abandoned, its clapboard siding faded to splintery gray. “Stay here,” Dicey said.

She walked across the front of the house, where tall grass on the short driveway told her no car had driven, not for a long time. She walked around to the back, alert to run should a face appear in the empty windows.

The yard, overgrown and long neglected, stretched out behind the house to a large tree, and beyond that to woods. The quiet stretched out, over the long grass and distant trees. An unscreened porch opened along the back of the worn house. That meant they could have some shelter.

Dicey trotted back and called her family to join her.

The yard was like a private park, without swings of course, but green, and scattered with trees. Dicey sat down in the middle of it between two brown bags, one holding clothes, one food. The others sat facing her.

“Feels good, doesn’t it?” James asked, but didn’t wait for an answer. “Maybe we should just stay here and live here. It wouldn’t be too bad. I bet we can find a way into the house.”

“That’s trespassing,” Dicey said severely.

“It’s empty,” Sammy pointed out.

“I’m just daydreaming,” James said. He lay back on the long grass and spread out his arms and legs. He closed his eyes. A lazy smile floated over his narrow face. “It’s a bed. Better than a bed. A cloud.”

They all fell asleep. When they woke, long bars of sunlight lay across the lawn. Sammy woke up first and roused the rest of them by calling back from the far end of the yard, “Hey! It’s a brook back here! James! Wake up and come see.” Dicey, her back too stiff to jump up as the others had, stayed put and rolled over on her stomach to watch them run to join Sammy. They’d be okay for a while. She didn’t have to worry about water. They could all swim, and they had good sense about water. Living next to the ocean, they had to.

She wondered what time it was, and how much daylight was left. The sun was still above the horizon. Maybe seven? That seemed about right. But she wanted to look at her map to see where they were before the light got bad, and they would need to gather some wood. She listened to the splashing and calls while she traced her finger down the map.

One day should put them about halfway there. She started at a dot named Madison and began moving her finger backward. She saw no marking for Phillip’s Beach.

She called to James. He had noticed a sign saying they were near Stonington. “What?” she called back. He spelled it for her.

But Stonington was almost next to Peewauket and they hadn’t gone any distance at all. She called to James again. He was quite sure. Stonington. Then they had traveled maybe—Dicey measured with her finger from the legend at the bottom corner of the map—eight miles? Maybe ten. At that rate—she walked off sections of road with her fingers—it would be days. More than a week. Two weeks.

They’d have to conserve money, and food. Quickly she calculated a way to eat only half of the food tonight and the rest for their next dinner. No more Cokes, either; they’d cost sixty cents. No more small markets; they were more expensive. They could fish in Long Island Sound or the rivers (string and a hook, they’d have to buy those), and why didn’t she have a knife? None of them did, not even a jackknife.

They hadn’t planned this properly. They hadn’t planned it at all. Dicey couldn’t see how they’d make it to Bridgeport, and a cold panic settled in her stomach. There was nothing for it though, was there? Just going ahead. People might give them food. She might be able to earn food or money, somehow. She couldn’t think how they’d manage it. But they would have to manage it, somehow. Then she didn’t think any more about it. She couldn’t.

They gathered wood, some twigs, and handfuls of dried leaves. Accustomed to building fires on the beach, they found it easy to light the small starting pile of leaves and twigs with the matches Dicey had taken from the counter in the store. They skewered hot dogs on green branches, and when they were cooked wrapped them in slices of bread. They passed the milk container around and around. Each had a half a banana for dessert, and a quarter of Sammy’s doughnut. The fire, fed with the bigger branches, burned brightly in the darkening air. Dicey wanted them to sleep on the porch. “It’s more hidden away,” she explained.

“I’m going to sleep by the fire where it’s warm,” Sammy said.

“We’re not going to put any more wood on the fire,” Dicey told him.

“Why not?”

“Dangerous. It could spread. It could burn you.”

“I’d wake up first,” Sammy said. “It couldn’t burn me.”

“Well I’m not going to take a chance,” Dicey said.

“Well I’m going to sleep here anyway,” Sammy said. He lay on his stomach facing the fire, with the light drifting over his stubborn face.

“We’ve gotta sleep together,” Dicey said.

“I don’t see why,” he answered and yawned.

“We’ve gotta stick together,” she repeated.

“Momma didn’t,” he said.

“Well, we have to,” Dicey said.

“Well, I don’t care,” he said. He refused to speak again and was soon asleep.

Maybeth curled up next to Dicey, resting her head against her sister’s thigh. “It’s all right, Dicey,” she said. “I’m going to sing. Doesn’t the fire make you feel like singing?”

Dicey would have said no, but after Maybeth had sung through one verse of Momma’s song about the cherry that has no stone, she joined in, and James did too. The song put Maybeth to sleep.

“You tired?” Dicey asked James.

“Yeah, but not tired enough to sleep yet,” he said.

“We’ll let the fire go out, then carry them to the porch.”

“If you say so, but I don’t see why,” James said.

“It’ll be safer out of sight.”

The fire crackled and spat. Its light made a hemisphere of warmth across which Dicey looked to see her small sleeping brother. “James? Do you remember Sammy at the beach?”

James grinned. “I do. That was some fun, wasn’t it?”

They gathered up the two sleepers and carried them back to the porch. Sammy half-awoke, to protest, but slept again. He was too tired even to quarrel. Poor kid, Dicey thought. James lay down with them, but Dicey returned to the dying fire, to be sure it burned out entirely.

. . . Sammy at the beach, when he was only a year and a half old, and running. Summer days, eight-year-old Dicey was responsible for taking them all down to the beach. Sammy wore an old bathing suit of James’s over his diapers. The first thing he’d do, every time, was take off his clothes. Then he’d turn to see their expressions and laugh and clap his hands together with a smile spread all over his face. He had a little noise he made, to go with the clapping: “Aaayy.” He’d learned that from them, because they would applaud his mistakes and his learnings and cry, “Yeaayy,” as they clapped.

Dicey could still remember his short, plump little body, sturdy legs and round blond head, and his tiny penis that bobbled up and down as he ran. He had a game he played with the waves, of going down to them, then turning to run back. Usually he tripped and fell, and the tip of the wave would wet him as it washed up the beach. He would raise a dripping face and laugh, then elevate his fanny, put his feet under him, and totter erect again. He would clap and cry, “Aaayy,” and they all giggled and clapped back at him.

Sammy had been such a cheerful baby. He had been able to bring laughter even to Momma’s face. They would watch him move around and explore, the way other people watched television. When had Sammy changed?

His first words were “hot” (he would grab out for anything) and “no” (“Doe,” he would cry, waving his arms, his face dreadfully earnest). He emptied cupboards and drawers, he unmade his bed, he grabbed homework papers and ran away, laughing. He was naughty, but not mean. Not selfish. And he was stubborn, even then when he was a baby. Dicey had watched him learn to turn around in a circle, patiently practicing, tumbling over his own feet, falling in a heap, sitting down in surprise. It took him days to do it, but he learned.

He was no less stubborn now, no less determined to have his own way—but what had happened to that happiness? Could anyone change that much? It must have been gradual, or they would have noticed. Dicey tried to remember the last time she heard Sammy laugh, and that had been laughing at Maybeth because a doll she made out of sea grass had been washed away by a wave. But Dicey also remembered Sammy’s merry eyes, and his mouth with only ten teeth, opened wide in the kind of laughter that took over his whole body and made him stumble and fall down laughing.

The fire was out. She stamped on it, just to be safe, and retired to the porch.



CHAPTER 3

Dicey woke from a dream about a big white house that faced the ocean. Aunt Cilla’s house.

The sun was rising over the trees behind the brook, rising in waves of molten pink. James lay sprawled on his back. Sammy was curled up into a ball, and Maybeth had thrown one of her arms over him. Dicey tiptoed off the porch and down to the brook for a quiet wash.

Maybeth and James woke up immediately when she spoke their names. “It’s still true then,” James said.

Sammy moaned and turned away, burying his head under his arms. “It’s time to get up, Sammy,” Dicey said.

“’Tisn’t,” he answered, squinching his eyes closed.

“You all go down and wash now. I’m going to check the map. We’ll eat when you’re ready.”

Dicey tried to look at the map realistically. She considered the lines that were roads, the green patches that were parks, and the flat blue of the sound, so different from the tumultuous, gray-faced ocean, where she had grown up.

They ate half a banana apiece and finished the milk. Afterward, prepared to set out but reluctant to leave their sanctuary, they sat in a row on the porch.

“There’s a park, maybe two or three days down the road. We’ll stay there for a couple of nights,” Dicey offered. She showed them where it was marked on the map, Rockland State Park, with a tent to show there was camping. “It’ll have a beach. We’ve got three dollars and eighty cents left. We’re gonna have to think up some ways of getting money.”

“Maybe we can find some on the ground,” James suggested. “If we look.”

“Anyway, we’ve already got dinner for tonight.”

James studied the map. “Where were we yesterday?” he asked. Dicey showed him. “Only there? We’ll never get to Bridgeport.”

“Yes, we will. We’ve just got to keep moving, that’s all.”

“Why?” James asked.

“Because that’s where Aunt Cilla is,” Dicey said. “And Momma might be there too.”

“What if she’s not there?” James asked.

“She will be,” Sammy said. “Don’t say that. She knows we’re going there.”

“That’s how much you know,” James said.

Sammy attacked James. He hurtled his little body at his brother, using his feet to kick as fast as his hands pummeled. Dicey pulled him off.

“Cut that out, Sammy. You hear me? Do that again and I’ll whip you for sure.”

Sammy stood, sullen and silent.

Maybeth had watched this. “Momma said to do what Dicey tells us,” she reminded Sammy.

“Anyway, it’s time to go,” Dicey said. She took Sammy’s hand and pulled him, none too gently, after her. In her other hand she carried the grocery bag that held their clothes and food.

It was another hot day. The white pavement of Route 1 shimmered in the heat and in the fumes from gas and oil. The noise of traffic pounded in Dicey’s ears. Her feet marched beneath her, step, step, step, plodding. As repetitive, as relentless, her mind marched over the same problems: money, food, distance, where to sleep, Momma: step, step, step.

They marched, rested, marched, lunched on water and a box of stale doughnuts, walked, rested, and once again on the final lap, Dicey carried Sammy on her back.

They were more tired at the end of the second day than they had been the day before. They had spoken little all day. Once again, Dicey led them off Route 1 toward the water to find a place to sleep. This second night they sheltered in a small stand of pines, a few yards from the road, and within sight of a big brick house. They couldn’t risk a fire, so they ate the hot dogs uncooked.

The one bright spot in the day had occurred in the afternoon, when Sammy spied a dime on the sidewalk outside of the supermarket where Dicey bought the doughnuts. Added to the two pennies Maybeth and James had picked up earlier, Dicey figured that they were only twenty-one cents out of pocket for food. That left her with three dollars and fifty-nine cents. Still enough.

On the morning of the third day, the sky was overcast. James awoke with his usual observation, “It’s still true.” He was the only one with the energy to speak. The others were too hungry and thirsty. They assembled themselves quickly to return to Route 1.

A breakfast of milk and bananas (fifty cents) gave them energy. As they came closer to New London and the busy Thames River, Route 1 became increasingly cluttered with restaurants, bars, quick food chains and shopping plazas. Sammy found a quarter on the roadside.

“I’m tired of doughnuts,” Sammy said, as they approached a supermarket.

“What do you want then?” Dicey asked. “Doughnuts are cheap, that’s why I get them.”

“I want a hamburger and french fries. I want a Coke.”

“Not possible,” Dicey said. “How about peanut butter sandwiches? We could spread the peanut butter with our fingers. And if I get a whole loaf of bread, we could have them again for dinner, so that would be okay.”

The younger children agreed without enthusiasm. She found a loaf of bread on sale for fifteen cents and a jar of peanut butter for seventy-one cents. That totaled eighty-six cents, for lunch and dinner. That would leave them with two dollars and forty-eight cents. Still enough?

Dicey didn’t say to herself, enough for what. She couldn’t have. Neither could she have said what amount of money would not be enough.

Before going to the checkout line, Dicey drifted by the meat counter. Hamburger was expensive. Chicken, on the other hand, wasn’t too expensive, not by the pound. But would they be able to cook it? She lingered by a package of chicken wings, which, at twenty-nine cents a pound, held some interest for her. Then she wandered over to the fruit and vegetable counter and discovered potatoes. Potatoes were cheap. You could eat all of a potato. If they could just build a fire.

That night it was in an unfinished house in a new development that they slept. Dicey picked out the house, but would not let them go into it until dark. Until then, they wandered around the maze of roads in the development, watching the children at evening play. At last it was dark and Dicey let them return to the half-built house. Only the joists had been put in for walls, but the rough floors were down. They lay on plywood. Dicey gave Sammy and Maybeth the extra clothes from the bag to make pillows. Dicey lay on her back and looked up, past the roof frame to the sky. Low clouds reflected light from the ground, which blurred softly as she fell asleep.

Fear of being caught woke Dicey before dawn. She knew that construction work began early in the day. It was one thing to be seen camping in the woods; that might be kids having a night out with their parents’ permission. But four kids sleeping in an unfinished house—that would be police business.

She woke them all at the first gray light. “It’s still true,” James said. But he seemed to expect no response.

After a skimpy breakfast of milk, they started out and soon were crossing the Thames River on a bridge that arched like a rainbow, high enough to allow huge cargo ships to travel under it. The river, seen from the height of the bridge, seemed blue and sparkling clean. They knew better, because they had seen it close up. But the look of it refreshed Dicey. It reminded her of the sea, and it reminded her that they were heading for the water.

Sammy, cranky since the time he’d gotten up, had to be dragged away from the railing of the bridge. He had to be scolded every few steps to keep up. He never answered, just kept his eyes fixed to the ground. His jaw muscles worked. Dicey ground her teeth and stamped her feet in anger, still walking.

Step, step, step, on hard concrete sidewalks that made their feet hurt. Stop at the lights, then start again. Horns blared. Engines roared.

They ate lunch sitting on a bench at a bus stop on Route 1, finishing the bread and peanut butter, scooping it out with their fingers and licking it off. It was not really enough for lunch, none of them was satisfied, but Dicey pushed them on, to get out of the city.

When the smaller, quieter Beach Road turned off of Route 1, she told them to go on it. Immediately, even though the sky hung low and heavy with moisture, even though James protested and Maybeth’s eyes glistened, even though Sammy lagged behind and her voice was hoarse with nagging at him, Dicey felt better. They were heading toward the water.

At a small supermarket, she purchased two pounds of chicken wings and four potatoes. Instead of starting right off, she pulled out her map and showed the younger children where they were. “It’ll be less populated,” she pointed out. “We’ll be able to have a fire and—”

Rain began to fall, in fat drops that slapped the ground.

Dicey’s heart sank. You couldn’t build a fire outside in the rain. She hoped maybe the rain would stop, but she didn’t think it would. She had never eaten a raw potato. She couldn’t imagine eating uncooked chicken. She didn’t know what to do.

So she urged them up and on.

“It’s raining,” Sammy said.

“I know that,” Dicey said.

“It’s like a bath,” James said. “It’ll clean us off.”

“It’s cold,” Sammy said.

“Not that bad,” Dicey answered.

“I’m not going anywhere,” Sammy said. “And you can’t make me anymore. You can’t.”

Dicey’s patience was at an end. She spoke bitterly. “No I can’t. And maybe I don’t even want to. You’ve been a pill all day. I’ll tell you what, you don’t think I’ll leave you, but I will. I’ll be glad to leave you behind.”

“I know.” Sammy’s voice was low. “So go ahead. Go on, because nobody cares about me except Momma, and Momma will come find me but she won’t find you, so go ahead.”

“All right, I will. Come on, you two.” Dicey stood up and strode off. James followed hesitantly. Maybeth waited.

“He’s been holding us up all day long,” Dicey called back. “And now he’s doing it again. It’s not fair to the rest of us.”

She saw Sammy bend over and pick up something. She saw Maybeth go back to Sammy and hold out her hand to the little boy. Sammy put his hand in hers and came trudging after.

Dicey walked ahead of the others through a rain that resolved itself into drifting mist. It was gray, cool, chilling. She clutched a grocery bag in each hand and then, as the brown paper grew sodden, under each arm. She didn’t allow an afternoon rest, just kept moving ahead.

They came to marshlands, tall grasses and cattails, shadowy in the gray afternoon. They passed bigger houses that had larger lawns. Then Dicey saw water on the right, a large inland pond. You couldn’t sleep near it though; it was surrounded by sharp-edged marsh grass that grew only on muddy ground. However, opposite it a sign pointed to a dirt road running off into sparse, piney woods. PUBLIC BEACH, the sign said.

Dicey turned and waited for the others to catch up with her. Rain had plastered their hair down over their foreheads. Beads of moisture hung from their eyelashes, and their faces glimmered with water.

“Let’s go there,” she said.

“How far is it?” James asked.

“I don’t know,” Dicey answered. “But it’s sure to be deserted, isn’t it?”

The growth of pines was not thick enough to do more than interfere with the rain, and the needle-carpeted ground underfoot was damp. Their feet squished in their sneakers.
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