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  “Hey Sandra, wanna go fishing?”

  Dad is standing by the crooked screen door watching the dark sky threaten to rain. He looks like a bored little boy who wants to go out and play. I do too. I am seven and a half and tall for my age. I don’t know how to fish. I saw Dad get mad and throw his pole in a creek once. But that was a long time ago when we used to live in Phoenix, Arizona. Things were different then; a little louder and a little more rocky. But we’re here now, in the mountains of West Virginia. No one knows us, and no one cares. It’s slower around here and a lot more quiet. So quiet that my head doesn’t know what to do with itself. Back in Arizona I knew what to do, how to act, and what to look out for. But here it’s different. Dad says we’re starting over. I’ve never started over before. It’s sort of like being lost. I look around all the time, trying to find something familiar. So far I don’t recognize a thing.

  This cabin is my new home and it’s not big and it’s not roomy. It sits across from the river and says Go ahead and play. Even the ratty furniture invites me to jump on it. The brown couch with soggy cushions has been jumped on at least five hundred times, I can tell. The walls have been painted so much they don’t even know what color they are. And the green chair now rocks so far back that the wall has to stop it from throwing me to the floor. The tired old woodstove stands alone in the living room. I still have no idea how it works. The house is cold—not chilly—and the light has trouble shining in, because of all the trees I guess. The carpet is wiry and bald in some places. It feels like lots of boots tromp tromped across it. To the right of the living room is a small dreary kitchen. The cabinets hang loose and the floor has scars all over it, probably those boots from long ago. They say it was a hunting and fishing cabin. I guess cabins aren’t like houses. They don’t have to be pretty, and they get worn out.

  The back door opens wide to three crooked cement steps, and a thin dirt path cuts through the grass that’s in its way and circles all the way around to the side of the house. The backyard is not a backyard at all, it’s a mountain. This mountain has vultures, big black ones, with dead wrinkled red skin for heads. I stay out of the backyard when they land. The other day, I saw one as tall as Mark. He’s my little brother. He’s okay, but he’s still kind of small, and I have to be careful with him. He’s five, shy and quiet. He mostly stays out of Dad’s way because Dad yells at him more. Shelly’s my little sister, she’s six, and I don’t have to be as careful with her. She’s always scared, she’s prissy and she acts like a girl. Not me, I hate wearing dresses. I’m what they call a tomboy. All that means is I’m tough, I never say No, I’ll get too dirty, and I always want to climb.

  Off the kitchen in the back, through a faded green curtain, is a large closet made into a bedroom, with a set of bunk beds and a twin. This is ours and the twin is mine. Off the other side of the living room is Mom and Dad’s room. The bathroom sits in a tiny hallway, and that’s it.

  “Are you coming?” Dad is halfway out the door. I run to my closet bedroom and grab my dirty blue tennis shoes.

  Mom stands behind Dad and nags, “Bill, you be careful out there. You don’t know anything about this river.” Mom used to sing for nightclubs, but now all she gets to do is hum once in a while. She’s decided to give it another try with Dad and not sing anymore. I bet it’s because of the baby. They split up back in Phoenix. Mom just got tired of it; all the fighting and stuff. She’s not happy yet, but we’ve only been here a little while. She probably misses all her friends.

  “What in the hell are you talking about? I practically grew up on this river.” Dad scratches his head. “As a matter of fact, I lived here every summer till I was about sixteen. Dorothy and George brought us here right after school was out.” I see his face settle back into his thoughts, and I don’t want to know what they are.

  “All right Dad, let’s go.” I pound out of the screen door across the dew wet grass, dropping one of my tennis shoes as I go. The hill slopes down hard and fast to the road and I have to watch it. My feet can easily get away from me. If I lose my balance and go too fast, I might end up in the road when one of those mean coal mining trucks flies by. They sound like they’re in pain as they bounce hard down the road. Some of the coal flip-flops off the back, glad to be free. The trucks go about a hundred miles an hour and they don’t watch for kids. Heck, they’d squash me like a caterpillar. I’ve seen them do it. I don’t know why those dumb old caterpillars even try to cross the road. They should just be happy where they are.

  I wait and watch. The road’s clear, no trucks. Dad forgot his jacket; he turns and runs back to the house. I can’t wait, I can’t, I love that river. My feet scurry across the damp road; I can smell the wet tar. The air smells too . . . damp, like rain. Then, as if stepping onto a cloud, the sand covers my feet and the road is gone. I manage not to step on sticks, walnuts, or rocks as I dig each toe in deeper than the other. Now Dad’s right behind me. He unchains the upside-down boat from the tree, and with a heave we flip it over. He drags the boat down the bank and into the river. The river slaps the boat on the side and then nudges it hello.

  “Go ahead, get in. Make sure you stay in the middle and go all the way to the back.”

  I trip over the pole, lose my balance, and fall into the wooden seat. Dad rolls his eyes but doesn’t say a word. He shoves the boat, avoiding the cold water. The boat rocks hard, then swishes and rolls as we settle down.

  The clouds drip a drop or two of rain. I say nothing. Maybe he won’t feel it. He rows us out into the middle, and suddenly I’m lost in this still place called Fort Springs. Back on the bank the trees sway just a little, and the clouds reflect in the stillness of the river. The birds seem to be hiding from the rain that is coming.

  Dad dips his pole with a single wiggling worm into the water. I lean over and dangle my hand along the sleepy current, wishing I could go swimming, but that’s over. Fall is here, so I’ll have to wait until next summer. Dad reels up the drowned worm and cusses at him for not doing his job. He toys with a bobber and lets the dead worm go back to work tricking the fish. The raindrops fall one at a time hitting us on the forehead. I ignore them and so does Dad. “Ya know,” Dad says as he closes his tackle box, “the best time to fish is during the rain.” I’m convinced. After all, the fish are already wet; why would they care if it rains?

  We sit there and sit there. Time floats by, along with the twigs, leaves, and river gunk. Dad leans behind his wooden bench and pulls out his BB gun. I don’t like that thing. He points at the defenseless tree and snaps the trigger. He misses. He pulls again and a BB flies. “See that? Bet ya I can hit it.” I look into the bank at whatever “that” is, and he fires. “Got it.” The beer can bounces. He shoots at everything not alive and kills it. I watch and cheer him on. “Wanna try?” Dad holds the gun my way. I shake my head no. His pole lays limp over the side of the boat; it’s done fishing. The rain comes and splashes inside the bottom of the boat. Dad aims at a leaf in the water and shoots. He shoots again. The leaf finally drowns. Nothing around us moves. Then up pops a fish alongside us. Dead. Dad looks at me and I stare into the bulging eyes of the fish. He’s been hit. The fish must have got it when Dad shot the leaf. Dad slaps his knee, “I’ll be damned.” He fires again and again. Two, now three more fish pop up like Cheerios floating in milk. “Sandra, who said you had to fish with a pole?” Dad rows to his catch and nets them into the boat. “I told you the best time to fish is when it rains. Nobody’s out and you can shoot all the damn fish you want.” I laugh and laugh. I can’t believe how many fish must have been swimming around under us the whole time, and then bang! Dad shoots them. My hair is wet and Dad is drenched by the time we get back to shore. He puts the fish on a stringer and pretends this is his catch for the day.

  As we walk up to the house, old Mr. Grimes can’t believe his eyes. “Son, you catch all those?” Mr. Grimes gimps off his porch and heads our way. He’s been here all his life. He tells me that every time I see him.

  Dad smiles back. “Sure did.” He holds out his victims. “Want’em?”

  “Why sure if you’re not eatin’ em’.”

  Dad hands them over, stringer and all. He pats me on the back as we walk away. “I hate cleaning fish.”

  “But Dad,” I giggle, “shouldn’t you tell him to watch out for the BBs? What’s going to happen when he bites in and breaks his tooth?”

  Later that week, Friday night, I finish dinner and help Mom clean up the kitchen. It’s a quiet night. Dad is out, maybe at work. Mom isn’t herself; she isn’t funny or kind. No jokes tonight. I keep to myself. I can’t figure out why it’s so weird. The air has that thick electric feeling in it, a bad night feeling.

  “Mom do you want to color?”

  “No, I’m tired, why don’t you color with Mark . . . ?”

  The night is moving slowly and I pray it’s my imagination. I stay alert and cautious. I don’t want to ask where’s Dad. If I do, she might say “I don’t know” with that voice. The cold and dead sound that says nothing. Her voice is the key and I’m afraid of it. She stares away as she speaks. It’s better to stay in the dark and act surprised later. Time to go to bed, and that means stay awake and wait.

  Shelly and Mark fall fast and hard to sleep—they know deep down inside, but they can use sleep as a way out. I can’t, it’s my job to help. God is trying to talk to me but I won’t listen. Dad promised out loud that he wouldn’t drink anymore. I am going to believe him, I have to. God is the problem; He keeps making it hard. God is still trying to warn me; I hear him but I won’t answer. If I answer it will be true, and if I answer I’ll be scared out of my mind. He’ll make it happen for sure if I answer. “Shut Up! It is not going to happen.”

  The car pulls up and I feel Mom shrivel up inside when the car door slams. She stays in her room. The electricity is here. It is buzzing, humming, and now the door opens. No time to feel. I check out of my body and get into position. Ready . . . hold on. I have to pay close attention because my timing is crucial, and it can save my mom’s life. I turn to Shelly and Mark all the way awake, propped up tight on their beds, and snap, “Shut up! I told you, if you guys scream it’ll make it worse.” They don’t know how Mom feels when they scream. I do. It makes it hard for her to defend herself.

  I listen. He is calling her names, asking questions that he doesn’t want answers to. “Please mom, don’t say anything!” I send her thought messages. I know better than to come out of my room. He’ll start throwing things when he sees me.

  I leave my bedroom, but my body stays in bed with Shelly and Mark. I help her think. I slow him down. What kind of hitting is it? With his hand or his fist? I listen, trying to slow him down with my thoughts. If it’s his fist we need the police. I forget about the neighbors who always called the police; we have no neighbors now. What am I going to do? I have to get her out of the house. I move like a snake into the kitchen. He can’t see me. I open the door to the outside. I know she won’t have time to turn the handle. She sees me. She knows what to do next, get out of the house! Dad is dragging her out of the bedroom by the hair. She needs to stand up. She’s screaming. I hate it when she screams. Now Mark and Shelly are screaming. I can’t stop it, they are not supposed to scream. She’s running for the door. I look at Shelly and Mark, but they don’t move. Dad lunges and grabs for her. Mom makes it out!

  I block the door with my back up against it; he is pressing against my body. I will kill him. He will sleep tonight and I will kill him, no question. He smells like the stuff, and he is green just like the devil. I hate this man. Why is he doing this? His eyes meet mine and I stare into his soul. I am more powerful than him. Watch. “Dad, it’s okay, Mom’s gone, let her go.”

  He melts like green slime under a rock. “Sandra,” he stumbles onto my shoulder. “I am so sorry. I love you kids so much. Your Mother is a whore and she makes me mad, but I love you.”

  I watch him from my bed with Shelly and Mark crying on my lap. They know the game and they know their cue. Together we plead, “We love you Daddy, it’s okay.” He continues crying, begging and explaining himself. This is my cue. “Dad, don’t worry, it’s okay, tomorrow it will be better, we know, we forgive you.”

  “Forgive me! You little pieces of shit. Your Mother is a cheating, lying whore I’m alone here. You’re all against me!”

  Now Shelly steps in. “I know Daddy, I know. We will do better, I promise. We love you.” She talks really fast, and soon we are all scrunched up repeating our love over and over again. I am out of the room looking for Mom, but I can’t look too hard or he’ll know. If he feels or sees my fear he’ll win. I have to get him out of our room and into his bed. I never had to do this much work before; usually the police come and the baby-sitter helps. I must stay strong. Mom is going to die out there. There are no police, baby-sitters, or neighbors.

  Good, he’s back to hating himself and wanting us to forgive him. I won’t talk this time, we’ll all just listen. Mark is sucking his fingers—he has no tears—and Shelly is babbling to herself and listening to him. I am watching. When will he stop crying and just go to bed? I have to get outside and find Mom. It’s snowing, and she has no coat or shoes.

  He’s done, he’s gone, he’s told us to go to sleep. This is not a good time to disobey. I hear him lock the doors. I get up and unlock the kitchen door, it’s close to my bed—not too risky. The front door could have been deadly. Shelly and Mark are asleep. I told them I would go find her. I open my window and call to her. It is black, no streetlights, no moon, no point. I will wait one hour, and then I’ll go find her. If she’s hurt she won’t be able to hear me. I am looking for her out of my body. My head is popped out of the open window, and I notice the tears are warm on my cold face. I want my mom now. There she is creeping toward me. I say nothing. I have to get her inside. I hold her hands and help pull her through the window. She’s cold like an ice tray, and I wonder if she could die. I don’t know a lot about cold. She kisses me on the cheek and crawls deep into my covers. I rub her body starting with her arms until each part is warm. I listen for her breathing. I do not sleep. I look around the room at Shelly and Mark across from me, they are so small. I see Mom with her beautiful skin and her black hair. I decide I am okay with them around me, and I would rather die myself than see them hurt. I love them very, very much.
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  We’ve been here over four weeks. The house has settled down and so have we. The hot water works almost all the time. The river is moving slower and they say it will be an early winter. Winters in Phoenix, where I was born, meant nothing but put on your sandals and grab a sweater in case it rained. Dad has been telling Shelly and me about how much fun it’ll be riding the bus to school. I used to ride my bike.

  The first day of school is here; it’s six a.m. and time to get ready. The bus will pick us up at seven in front of the house. How does the bus know where we live? Shelly and I stumble out of bed with knots in our hair and squinty eyes. Mom gets up in about the same shape and starts a little fire; it goes out twice before she cusses loud enough, then it starts. It only warms us up if we’re standing next to it. She gets our clothes out and hangs them on a kitchen chair close to the stove so they’ll be warm when we get dressed. She makes it a game and we laugh at each other. Mom knows as much about the cold as I do. I thought all you had to do was turn on a heater. Shelly is quiet while Mom rips out her tangles. She’s nervous. I rip out my own tangles and all three of us wonder about the big day ahead. Mom starts breakfast and packs us a lunch at the same time. She leans on the rusty sink. I notice that she is getting more tired as the days go on.

  I have Shelly with me as we wait at the edge of our front yard. It’s too cold to wait outside anymore. I don’t know what to do. Do I have to be out here, or will the bus honk if it doesn’t see me? I better just wait. Mom watches us from the living room window. I see it! I see the yellow blur way down there. It’s coming. What do I do? Do I wave, or what? It’s the first time we’ve ridden a bus.

  The first day of school is terrifying. It’s the first time we’ve transferred schools, and we don’t even know any of the teachers. Mom can’t go with us. She doesn’t have a car. So I have to do this one by myself. I don’t even know if she knows exactly where we’re going. Normally Shelly’s the one who’s scared all the time, but today we are both frightened and nervous. The bus door opens with a loud sigh, and the brakes blow out hot air while the bus impatiently waits for us to get on. I hold Shelly’s hand, and she squeezes mine back as we step onto the bus. Mom had given us a long hug and stern orders. “Sit together Sandra. Don’t leave Shelly alone, and walk her to her class first. Remember to meet in front of the school and don’t get on the bus without her. I love you. Watch out for your sister.”

  As if I would let anything happen to Shelly. She has been my little sister forever. I know how to take care of her and I know more about her than anybody. Shelly’s stomach hurts all the time. She’s afraid of Dad and she doesn’t like to talk very much. I will take care of her, I always do.

  We enter the bus, me first and Shelly behind me. I have to make sure it’s safe. My body feels like it’s going to be sick; but I’m the only one who knows that. Everyone gets quiet and stares. They are all so much bigger and older than us. A very tall boy scoots over. “Here ya go.” I am horrified. I can’t sit next to him! I have to sit with Shelly, but there’s nowhere for us to sit together. I sit down next to the boy and put Shelly across the aisle next to me. We look straight ahead with our hands folded in our laps.

  “Hey, where ya’ll from?”

  The whole bus listens for my answer because they know that we’re not from around here.

  “Arizona.” I say without looking.

  “Whatch’ all’s names?”

  “Sandra, and she’s Shelly.” I wish he’d shut up but I’d better be polite. “What’s yours?”

  “I’m Bob, but everyone calls me Bobby.”

  Shelly stays folded tightly in her seat.

  “Ya know ya talk funny but yur real purty. If anyone bothers you, you just tell me and I’ll take care of them, ya hear me?”

  I think he wants to be my boyfriend. He’s a nice boy, about eleven with thick, short, blond hair and big brown eyes. He smiles the whole ride. Everyone knows him. I think he’s popular. And we’re the pretty new girls who talk funny.

  Shelly trusts no one and I don’t blame her. The bus bounces back and forth up the hill to the front doors of the school. There’s at least twenty more buses all lined up in the parking lot. The kids are loud by the time the bus stops, and I can barely hear my thoughts. I don’t know what do to first. I take Shelly to class. No one’s there but a couple of kids drawing on the chalkboard. She doesn’t know where to sit or what to do and she looks at me with cold blue eyes. I don’t know what to tell her. I point her to an empty seat close to the door. I feel sorry for her. I know she’s embarrassed, just like I will be in a few minutes. I think knowing what she’s going to go through is harder than going through it myself.

  The school is big, ugly and brick, the closest thing to a prison I have ever seen. It’s not a happy place. No running, no laughing, no personalities. “Yes, ma’am” and “No, sir” is all I hear in the halls.

  I step into class a little late in my new black and purple velvet dress; it’s a little too fancy as I notice the kids sitting down in front of me. My long thick brown hair feels extra heavy and my face starts to get hot as I stand next to the teacher who is introducing me to the class. They all say “Hello” in unison, and I learn how humiliation feels. Along with the hello comes a hubbub from the boys. They think I’m pretty. The girls don’t. The teacher puts an end to all that. I take my seat making sure I don’t make any eye contact. I sit in the back of class, alone in my own world, ignoring all the strangers, trying to be tough. I’m so worried that Shelly is suffering the same way I am. I can see the teacher’s lips move, but I can’t hear her words because a falling feeling has taken over my brain. Is Dad home? Are they fighting? If I know they’re okay I can calm myself down. I spin around and around in my head finding nothing to hold on to. I think of Shelly, her eyes gray with fear when I left her alone in that classroom—everything is bad and everywhere is dangerous.

  “Turn to the next page,” a voice whispers. I snap back into reality. Some girl is asking me where I’m from and I tell her Arizona.

  She looks at me weird and cocks her head, and with the strangest twang she says, “Is that down there by Florida?”

  I am so stunned by her voice I don’t even hear her question. “What?” I whisper.

  “Yeah, that’s down there by Florida,” she repeats.

  Hasn’t she ever looked at a map?

  “Attention!” Mrs. Tart stands up from behind her desk. She’s dressed for church in a yellow high-collared dress and shiny black high heels. Her long thin hands clap. “If anyone disrupts the class, you’ll get a swat with the paddle, I promise you that.” My eyes almost fall out. I don’t remember teachers hitting. She can’t hit me.

  God, you promised no more hitting. Is this your way of tricking me again? Every time I make a deal with you, you do the opposite. I’ve asked a thousand times, and every time I beg for help it happens anyway.

  God’s trying to hurt me. But I’ll show him. I won’t talk to him, and if I do I’ll ask for the opposite to happen, then it’ll be my way. But how do I say the words, God, please let my dad hit Mom. I don’t want him to hit her. But if God hears me begging he’ll do the exact opposite.

  I have to quit thinking. It hurts and I can’t figure it out. I don’t know what to do. Besides, I need to see Shelly. I want to go home now.

  After watching the long, skinny, black second hand tick a million times, the bell rings and I’m free. I forget my new deal with God and accidentally pray Shelly will be waiting for me outside. Finally I find her at the door. We don’t even talk. I find the right bus and we go to our seats. She puts her head on the windowsill. She won’t look at me, and I know why. If she does, she’ll cry.
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  Winter passed us by all the while Mom’s belly is getting bigger and bigger. I wake up early because it’s so hot I can’t sleep anymore. It’s still dark, but I know that morning is just around the corner. I get dressed and then go across the road to the river. This is my first time being alone. I love the river. I could get lost in the current or the trees that sing with the wind. The little creatures who live in the river are my favorites, and I like to watch them swim and shuffle and dart through the water. I decide to catch crawdads, and grab my dented empty bucket. I feel alone and quiet. The morning isn’t completely here—no one to consider or watch over or figure out. The water is perfectly still and it’s much cooler by the riverbank. I take my time crawdad hunting. I know I’ll disturb the beauty when I plunge my bucket into the water, and when I turn the rocks over I’ll lose the clearness. I understand beauty and the emptiness of alone is soothing.

  I have my favorite yellow sweatshirt on. It’s six times too big and soft and everyone hates it and that makes me love it even more. The more they comment, the more I wear it. Mom, Dad, Shelly, and Mark all plot together to destroy it. I protect my sweatshirt with the same passion I protect them.

  I’m at the river over an hour, lost in perfect quiet. Finally, I’m bored with the crawdads. Now I dare myself to catch the magic of the minnows. Minnows are impossible; I know that from experience. I crouch down letting them get used to my shadow, and I wait until I have so many in sight—there must be at least two thousand. Then quickly, without breathing, I drop the bucket into crystal water and swish out my trophies. I wait for the water to settle inside the bucket to see my prize. They’re all there, inside the bucket, all two thousand minnows. Some people would call it luck, but luck means you don’t know what you’re doing. I call it magic and magic takes practice. No one in the history of Fort Springs had ever caught minnows. At least not that I know about. It’s the perfect morning.

  “Sandra Lee Vaughan! What the hell are you doing? Get your ass over here!” Mom never talks to me that way unless she’s really pissed. She isn’t dressed, she’s in her nightgown. Why is she in her nightgown outside and why is she screaming at me? I don’t have time to figure it out. I grab my trophy and slosh it as I run to her.

  “God damn it, Sandra you scared the shit out of me. Who do you think you are?”

  “I just wanted to catch some minnows.” I try to show her.

  “I don’t give a rat’s ass if you were trying to catch whales.” She huffs and puffs away down the hall and slams the bathroom door.

  Mom forgot how to catch minnows ever since we left Phoenix, that’s all.

  Dad ignores the morning’s events. Normally he’d jump in and help Mom make sure I understand just how much trouble I’m in, but I’ve noticed that Dad’s acting different now that we are living in West Virginia. He’s funny and he plays with us again, but he’s still kind of mean to Mark. Insults are his favorite game. He likes to put us down and then be nice. I watch him carefully. I know I’m his kid, but it’s Shelly who makes him proud. If I am not watching him, I’m trying to be his friend. Sometimes it works. I finally figured out why he likes Shelly and Mark better: they look like him, blond and fair skinned. I have dark hair like Mom, which makes me more like her. It’s true, I’m older, fatter, and dark haired. I’m doomed. I hope the baby looks just like me.

  Mom told us that she has to go to California where her sisters live to have the baby. She doesn’t trust the doctors here in West Virginia; and she doesn’t like the hospital. It will be safer for the baby if she has it back in California. We listened and agreed with her.

  Mom prepares us for when it is time to have the baby. Each day after lunch we took off for our baby walk. All five of us would walk for hours exploring another new path off a road that led to everywhere. We would find ourselves lost in the trees, leaves, and moss. The woods were quiet. We had no one around but us, and it was perfect. We took turns telling the baby what we saw with our eyes. We had games that involved the baby. The funniest part was feeling the kicks. Mark swore that the baby was laughing. I don’t know for sure, but I do know that the sound of my voice seemed to make the baby move more. We told it how it felt out in the world, what things smelled like, and what colors we were seeing on our walks.

  As we walked barefooted on the tar roads, the tar would heat up in the afternoon sun and we would run to pop the tar bubbles with our big toes. By the end of summer we would have permanent black feet. Our mission was to save the woolly little caterpillars from being smashed by the coal mining trucks. We kept a count of who saved the most each day. I figured that with those walks, we saved a million caterpillars from death. And then those that didn’t make it, they were given a proper burial off to the side of the road in the briar bushes.

  Once we got home, Mom would start dinner and we would try to scrape off the unforgiving tar. That kept us busy for about an hour. After dinner we played with the baby. Mom just laid there and laughed. We would try to figure out what kind of music the baby liked best, then we would sing a song or tell stories. I felt the baby kick, but mostly I felt it move and flutter around. I would try to see inside my mom’s belly. I would lay there, with my head on Mom’s belly, while she stroked my hair and I pretended to tickle the baby’s hand.

  Dad’s family is coming to visit for a while this weekend. I love that because no one has to be afraid, and everyone behaves. I can laugh and have fun when my uncles get here. Usually Mom’s happy about them coming, but this time she doesn’t seem to care. Maybe she’s getting more pregnant, her belly is sticking out. Maybe it’s the baby, she looks really tired. I’ll help her out, I don’t mind. I love to cook.

  Mom has something on her mind. She’s so quiet lately, and it scares me because I can’t figure it out. She’s sad, tired, mad, and miserable all at the same time. She loves her hair brushed. Today I’ll brush it for a whole hour. She’s in the bathroom staring again.

  “Mom, what’s wrong?”

  “Nothing honey, I’m fine.” She splashes her face.

  I don’t believe her. I sit on the edge of the tub.

  “Want me to brush your hair?”

  She looks down with that could-you-leave-me-alone look and answers, “Sure honey, but not now, later.”

  They’re here! They’re finally here: Grandma, Uncle John, Uncle Brooks, and Cousin Paul. The car pulls up slowly in the driveway. It feels like I’ve been sitting outside all day. They’re all here to play, laugh, swim, and keep the peace. They don’t know about the peace part. We’re going to have fun. The car is full of suitcases, shoes, pickled beans, cucumbers, and canned vegetables. They’re going to stay a lot of nights. We jump off the porch, we can’t help it, we’re loud and excited. Grandma hugs each one of us and looks us in the eye. I can feel her heart swell up when she sees us. We’re so special to her that even the sight of us gets her a little teary eyed.

  John and Brooks have Mark in a headlock, and now he’s on Brooks’s shoulders, and I see Mark beaming. Shelly is shy, and so Grandma worries about her.

  “You know if that child would eat more greens she’d be fine.”

  Mom grabs three more jars of pickled something from the car and walks Grandma to the house, “You know Dorothy, Shelly’s a big girl and I really don’t believe in forcing someone to do or eat something they don’t like.”

  Grandma thinks Mom’s crazy and eating something green will cure shyness, being too skinny and having freckles. Shelly knows that the next few days are about to gobble her up. She’ll have to eat beans and I can’t help but laugh. Shelly eating a bean is the most painful, dramatic, and pathetic experience. She looks to Mom for help, but Mom’s hands are tied. Dinner with Grandma is funny. We’ll all sit around eating fresh broccoli and raw radishes and, of course, “raw is better,” they say. Shelly will close her throat, clench her teeth, and finally choke and gag.

  Grandma trots to the backyard to inspect the weeds that have taken over the garden. She cusses and fools around with a tall plant and digs her fingers into the soil. She’s going to plant some new stuff later.

  “Rhubarb!” Grandma tugs on a weed like she’s just struck gold. “My goodness will you look at this, it must have come back from last year.”

  I bite my tongue. All I see is a huge ugly-looking, purplish-green celery thing. No kidding, it looks just like weeds do. Horror fills Shelly’s mouth, it hangs open wondering do we really have to eat that too.

  Dad dismisses the weed. “I’m not gonna eat that.”

  Shelly, Mark, and I exhale with relief. For a minute there I thought this ugly thick weed was our next meal.

  Grandma mutters to herself, “Well, I’m not going to waste this, I’ll eat it by myself, damn fools.”

  By now it’s time for lunch and all the guys take turns showing poor Shelly how to eat a bean. “Ummm, look Shelly, they’re really good.” Brooks turns toward her and shows her how to chew. Brooks is tall, thin, and crazy. He’s seventeen or so. He’s so nice he’ll do anything for you. Everyone is darlin’ and no one is a stranger. He’s more cautious than John but dares life just the same.

  Shelly sits there with the I don’t care, I can’t hear you attitude. Now it’s Uncle John’s turn, and he talks like a baby, “C’mon Shel, eat a green bean for your old Uncle John.” As if she can’t understand him. John is taller than Brooks and has thick blond hair. He’s always trying to grow a mustache and Dad always tells him, “Boy, all you got there is peach fuzz.” John doesn’t talk as much as Brooks, but when he does, he’s just plain funny. He’ll fight anybody and win every time according to him. He’s younger than Brooks by a year or two, and he loves being Grandma’s baby and Jack’s little brother.

  Now it’s time for Dad to step in, “Shelly Rae just eat the damn things.”

  With her lip tight she gurgles, “Nope.”

  It’s only a matter of time. Shelly throws up, and the game is over, a game that Shelly wins every time. The losers walk away with their heads down. Don’t worry we’ll try it again tomorrow without fail.

  Grandma shakes her head and mumbles to herself as she clears the dishes, as if somehow she’s failed at being a grandma. It’s so funny to watch the passion built up around this damn bean. I eat my beans, or should I say I swallow them whole. All I have to do is swallow about six of them and then I’m off the hook. Mark, on the other hand, will eat them for two reasons: one Grandma will kiss and praise him endlessly, and two the men will pat him on the back with a that-a-boy. Mark shines, and green beans hang from his mouth.

  “Shelly,” I say with a frown, “I told you all you have to do is swallow them like a pill. And the green ones, well, just cut them in half so you can get them down.”

  She looks at me with little tears filling her eyes. “I know Sandra, but I can’t.”

  I’m sick of it; it’s as if someone’s going to win a big prize if Shelly eats a bean.

  Mom grabs the hose by the throat and grumbles in the distance while filling the dog dish with water. “Would you just leave my kids alone for God’s sake?” Grandma didn’t hear her since she’s in the house, but I did.

  The next morning I can hear a slight hammering in the distance. Is that Paul at the river and up a tree? I push my bangs back and rub my eyes.

  “Mom, can I please go see what Paul’s doing across the street?”

  She doesn’t have time to answer. I am out the door pulling my shirt on as I run across the yard.

  Paul hears me panting beneath him and looks down from the tree.

  With nails hanging from the side of his mouth and a hammer above his head, he yells down, “I’m building you a swing.”

  He’s really building me a swing, my very own swing. Paul’s my cousin; he’s about fifteen, full of magic, and he’s on my side. Like an older brother. He looks like a monkey up there barefooted holding on to the tree trunk. I watch him. He’s halfway up, and has nailed together a few pieces of wood that work as stairs. I want to marry someone like him. He pounds a small slat of wood every foot, and after he pounds another one in the tree, he can climb on that one and reach for the next place. When he’s reached the top, he yells down,

  “Hey Sandra bring me that rope.”

  “How?” I whisper to myself. I really want to but I don’t know how.

  “Just take one end and tie it on your pants and start climbing up here.”

  He’s so smart. I tie the rope end to my belt loop, and start the climb. I feel myself effortlessly go up the tree, and now I see the rope following me. This is amazing. I’ll be swinging pretty soon. All we have to do is tie the rope to the giant tree limb. I’m watching myself as the new staircase carries me to the top. I’m a hundred feet in the air and I’m not scared. I keep climbing. The tree stays perfectly still and holds me, it’s not going to let me fall. I want to say thank you, but I don’t have to. The tree hears my thoughts.

  “Keep going Sandra you’re almost here.” Paul is calm.

  “Here you go.” I reach out to him.

  “Stay there I’ll come to you and get the rope.”

  He’s on the last big branch straddling it with his legs. If the branch breaks, which it won’t, but if it did, Paul would fall on his butt, straight into the water. I am at the top of the main trunk. He scoots off the overhang and reaches me. He smiles the Paul smile and assures me I did a great thing. He bends his body down and unties the rope from my belt loop without an ounce of fear, then slithers away to tie the knot. My job is done but I am not leaving. I hold on and watch the tying of the knot. He tugs and spits, “If we don’t tie a good knot it won’t last, and we want this to last forever.”

  I couldn’t agree more. I watch carefully so that one day I can tie one of these important knots. We both come down the tree, me first of course, him teasing me all the way down. We sit down in the sand, our cutoffs full of bark and dust, then look up at the magical swing.

  “Paul, do you think the tree hurts with all those nails in it?”

  Paul shifts his body, looks up at the trunk, and nods. “Yeah, it probably does, but I did ask the tree first. It said it wouldn’t mind.” Man, am I glad he asked first. I was worried about that old tree.

  By late afternoon Paul’s the hero. We’re all at the river and the boys compete at who’s the best rope diver. They run down the riverbank and jump on the rope, grab the third knot which is the highest, and fly into the river. Somehow they pull themselves up into a ball then let go upside down and dive into the water. I can’t do it, Shelly won’t, and Mark is too small.

  We try another trick, two people at a time. This is great. I team up with Paul, and the hardest part is running at the same speed in order to grab the rope and swing out. His tan body, strong arms, and fast legs threaten my attempt. I hope I can grab the rope before he flies away without me. He grabs the top and I grab the bottom. Our bodies slam together, and before I know it we are out, up, and over the river. “Let go.” Paul screams. I don’t know where the courage comes from, but I trust him and without a second to question, I let go and fall from the tree. I see the branch above shake me loose, and water splashes a deep crisp hello. Paul waits for me to rise from the water. He shakes the curls loose from his head and blinks the water off his eyelashes. I smile so hard I feel my cheeks lift. Paul races me back to the shore; he slows up, I might win. Then for no reason, he grabs my ankles, pulls on them hard, and back under the water I go. My hair is everywhere. I reach for a quick breath and close my eyes and from the bank, John and Brooks cannonball me. I give up immediately. They’ll drown me if I don’t, and I still can’t touch the bottom. After they all dunk me, throw me, and finally leave me alone, I start swimming back to shore. Paul’s cutoffs are floating in front of me, John is on Brooks’s shoulders getting ready to jump, and me, I float back to shore slowly, barely moving my arms, and filled with pride, joy, and love. I did it, I’m not chicken.

  “It’s time for lunch,” Grandma hollers from the house. We eat outside, soaking wet and dripping. There’s not enough room in the house—some of us eat on a big white picnic table in the backyard. The backyard is really a garden that Grandma tends. After lunch she teaches me how to plant, what to plant, and why it is so important to water and get rid of those damn weeds. Her hands are soft on top and scratched on the bottom.

  Mom stands up and excuses herself. “I’ll get the dishes you stay out here with the girls.” Mom is not a country girl, she’s a city girl trapped in the mountains with a bunch of hillbillies, and she could care less about tomatoes, worms, when to plant, or when to pick. Mom likes swimming pools, new carpet, sunglasses, and tanning.

  “Sandra, get me my bucket and some paper bags. It’s time to pick some of those tomatoes and the green beans.”

  I never have figured out how she knows, but she knows when to pick like the second hand knows time on a watch. “Now listen, you pick the tomatoes I tell you to, and put them in this paper sack.” Grandma bends over, her butt high in the air and her hands searching the dirt for weeds. “And Shelly Rae, you can start picking them beans over there.” She points without looking.

  I guess she figures that if Shelly picks em’ she just might make friends and eat em’.

  After we finish the hard part, we sit down in the hot sun, drink ice tea with sugar, and shuck the beans. Mom doesn’t mind shucking the beans. I snap off the ends with my nubby fingernails and slowly pull down the string.

  “Now the way I see it, you and Jack can stay as long as you need.” Grandma scoops the good beans off the table into the paper sack.

  Mom chokes as if all her air had been cut off. “Oh now Dorothy this is just temporary,” she sips hard on the iced tea. “I really appreciate it, but I don’t think I can live here in the mountains.”

  “Well that’s all fine and good . . .” Grandma leaves it alone.

  “Dorothy I love it here, don’t get me wrong, I’m just not used to it.”

  Grandma knows that, she’s just snooping around. She’s the one who’s comfortable out here sweating, shooing flies, and shucking. Mom’s okay with it, but it’s not her thing. Grandma likes women’s work. Mom has always taught me that there is no such thing as women’s work. Grandma shows me different every chance she gets.

  The night is finally here. The night chirpers are singing extra loud; they call them locusts, but I’ve never seen them.

  Dad yells out, “Snipes! It’s time to snipe hunt.” He turns to his brothers, “John do you think we should take the kids?”

  John with a serious look says, “Well Jack,” his thumb rubbing his bottom lip, “I just don’t know. It’s not a thing for kids. We were much older before we got to go snipe hunting. What if one of them damn things gets loose?”

  Dad thinks about it, “Sandra do you want to go?”

  Oh my God, do I? I can barely get the answer out of my mouth.

  “Okay, but you kids stay right behind us, you understand me?”

  We nod yes with our mouths hanging open.

  “Okay here’s how we do it. I’ll hold the bag—Shelly go get four paper bags, not the big ones the little ones, those sneaky bastards will escape out of the big bags.”

  She runs into the house. I listen carefully with all my might. Mark is ready.

  “John, you take Sandra. I’ll take Mark, and Brooks you take Shelly. Paul will be lookout, he’ll scare those little bastards to us. Shelly!” he yells into the house, “bring a flashlight.”

  The hunt begins. My knees are nervous, so I stay close to Uncle John. Paul’s gone into the dark somewhere, I sure hope he’ll be okay. We head out toward the woods because snipes live in cold dark places somewhere in the woods; step-by-step we look. Brooks starts calling out to the snipes. Paul is nowhere. It’s dark and the only thing I can see is the movement of the ground when the light hits it.

  Uncle John is telling me not to worry, he wants me to help. He says it would be better if I hold the bag, but I don’t want to hold the bag.

  “Here hold it, I’ve got to watch out for the rest of them.” He puts the bag in my sweating hand.

  Dad wants Shelly to hold the bag, but she won’t. He gives her the flashlight, and she tiptoes behind him. “Shel, no matter what happens, you keep the light straight ahead.” We keep walking, calling, and watching for the snipes; we have been warned.

  Brooks creeps behind me, and John whispers, “If you see one, put the bag down and watch out for your fingers, they can take one off.” Mark looks down at his fingers.

  “What do they look like?” I wonder out loud.

  Brooks looks at us with Mark on his shoulders now. “No one really knows. See they’ve never been caught before.”

  I am going to be the first one to catch a snipe! This is no longer a game, it is a challenge. I’m determined, I want to be the first. Now the questions are swirling through my head. How do we catch one? How big are they? Do they really bite? I want all the answers, I need to know. Dad is crouched down. Shelly is holding onto his neck and he is telling us to stop! I don’t breathe, I stop.

  We hear a rustle in the woods, it has to be Paul. Paul is scaring the wormy things toward us. I’m afraid with excitement and it feels better than a roller coaster. Shelly wants to go home, and her feet start heading that way. Mark’s laughing so he won’t cry. “Be quiet,” I have to tell him. Then Paul starts screaming. One of them bit him!

  “They’re coming, they’re coming, get ready.” John squats.

  I don’t know what to do, they never got around to telling us that part. I wait, the sweat beads on my forehead. The grass is tall and briars surround us. Dad’s got one! Shelly is running around and Brooks is helping him hold the bag with a vicious animal ripping and tearing, trying to get out.

  I pray that it won’t escape. I am very aware of my feet dancing around the twigs that feel like snipes. There’s snipes everywhere, but it’s dark and I can’t get a good look at one. Hell, I don’t want a good look at one. Chaos and confusion rustle in the bushes, everyone is everywhere. Meanwhile, Paul is crawling out of the bushes, bent over and holding his hand. He’s been bitten. I knew it. I see a little blood. We have to get home. Dad has lost the varmint. He’s out of breath and beat.

  Brooks holds Mark and admits his defeat, “I had him Jack, I had him, what happened? Did you drop the son of a bitch?”

  “No, this one was big and mean. I couldn’t hold him, he fought his way out. He’s somewhere around here.”

  Paul jumps out of the way pushing Shelly, “There it is,” John shouts from behind. “Run!”

  No one is left, I am ahead of everyone, knowing that that thing is on my heels. “Mom, Mom,” I holler deep and loud, “Help . . .”

  We all make it to the porch, our hearts racing. We beat Dad and the guys back to the house. We’re in shock. Mom is trying to listen to us flapping away.

  Dad and the gang are at the side of house; they’re on the ground roaring, laughing! “Did you see Shelly’s eyes when Paul said ‘they’re coming’?” Dad rolls over holding his side.

  “I thought Sandra was going to kill that paper bag.” Brooks is cracking up so hard he hits John in the leg.

  John ignores the punch. “I swear to God, those snipes couldn’t have caught Sandra, she looked like her ass was on fire.”

  We’ve been had.

  Dad shoves me in the arm. “We got you.”

  “No you didn’t,” I stutter, “I knew you were kidding.” I try to defend us but they got us good. They lied, cheated, and bullied us. I had no idea that snipes were a fake. I really thought we were snipe hunters. As the laughing and joking continues, I start to get mad. Enough is enough, they got me. If I was from around here, I doubt they would have got that far. I would have figured it out. How was I supposed to know they don’t have snipes here, heck they have everything else. Buzzards, bears, snakes, moles—besides it wasn’t funny anymore. I was really scared there for a minute. I’ll never admit it, but I was.

  We all sit on the porch making each other laugh as the night passes. Everyone has their own version of the story, and I make them laugh so hard they beg me to quit. The chirpers quiet down. The night air smells sweet. This is a good night. I don’t want this one to end.
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  The next morning, Grandma has to go. She kisses us good-bye, but she leaves the “boys” behind. I realize that they are here to take care of us when Mom has to go. Now it’s for real, it was time, she’s leaving in a few days and it hurts to know she is leaving.

  “Mom, how long will you be gone?” I watch her scramble the eggs.

  She whips the bowl hard. “I don’t know, it depends on the baby.” She looks away.

  Paul and I are up early and leave for the river. He wants to be an artist. He’s got long hair that drives everyone crazy. His whole head is curls—thick, long, dark, and brown. We walk and talk. He makes a lot of sense to me, and he wants to talk to me. I can tell he cares about what I think. Once in a while I try to sneak a touch of his hair, no one in my family has curly hair. He talks to me about himself and I understand most of it. But mostly I listen. We can make each other laugh.

  This day we take off in the rowboat. He unties it, I get in, and he shoves us off. He usually rows from the center and I balance myself in front. Laughing is mostly what we do. The middle of the river is my favorite place, and the current gurgles beneath the boat. The fish jump every few minutes and the sun shines on my shoulders. Paul drifts back and forth into his thoughts as he paddles from one side to the next.

  “Hey San, I want to tell you something very important. Do me a favor and never forget it.”

  I can see that this is serious. I agree, after all Paul is my friend and if he says it’s important, then it is.

  “Never believe what you read, never believe what you hear, and only believe half of what you see.”

  I’m immediately confused. “Say that again.”

  He does.

  “But how can I do that? I have to read in school and I have to listen to my mom and dad, and my eyes are my eyes.”

  He looks at me and holds onto my warm shoulders. “It will make sense to you later, I promise. Don’t try to figure it out now, but you will when it’s time.”

  I repeat it out loud for him a dozen times, and after each reciting, I still don’t get it. It feels big. But I promise him that I will never forget.

  That night I think of Paul’s important words, and I remember a terrible fight in Phoenix, with the police and everything. My baby-sitter Thelma said, “When two people really love each other, they fight.” She was holding us so tight that we could barely breathe; she was so scared that her voice was shaking. I had asked her why Dad was hitting Mom. She said it again, “When people love each other like your Mommy and Daddy, they fight. But that doesn’t mean they don’t love each other.” I didn’t expect her to lie to me. The worst part was I knew better, and that was the first lie I ever heard. I guess Thelma didn’t know better.

  That was the closest thing in my life I could relate to Paul’s instruction. It felt good that I had something to understand about his puzzling quote. He’d told me not to try to figure it out, but that was impossible.

  Two days have passed and it’s time for Mom to go and have the baby. Of course I’m worried about her and when she’ll come home. Dad’s taking her to the city and he’ll be back. In the meantime Uncle John, Uncle Brooks, and Paul will stay with us. I feel okay with that, but I can see it isn’t okay with Dad. He sternly threatens them with their lives if anything happens to us. “Don’t you guys screw around, those are my kids.”

  Uncle John gives Mom a big hug and wishes her well. Mom’s eyes start to water—she trusts my uncles more than Dad. She whispers her worry to me as she holds onto my neck, “Sandra your father won’t hurt you kids, you know that, right? I’ll be home as soon as I can, and I need you to please watch out for your sister and brother.” She leaves me standing there with nowhere to go, the lump in my throat hurting. I can’t cry, she needs me to be strong. God, I wish I could cry. Mom dashes off quickly to say her good-byes to Mark; he’s hysterical inside, his face says so. He knows that his only friend is about to leave him. She grabs his face and kisses his cheek. Shelly breaks up as soon as Mark does. Mom rubs her hand down Shelly’s back, her voice cracks just a little. “Shelly, you help your sister with Mark and stay with him.” Mom’s in the car looking straight ahead, her glasses cover her red nose and swollen eyes. Dad throws the last bag in the car and we can’t pretend any longer. She has three broken hearts waving softly when they leave the driveway.

  Shelly finally answers Mom back, to herself, “I will Mom, I won’t let him be scared.” She knew Mark like I knew her, inside and out. Is Mom really going to leave us?

  I feel so sorry for Mark, I can see him hurt inside so bad. His body’s small and his tears are big, and of course he’s always burdened with being a big boy. He isn’t a big boy today. Shelly holds him with her stiff arm around his neck. It looks like a headlock, but it’s her way of using him for support as she stands there scared.

  Shelly is a shy little girl who doesn’t like strangers, none of them, even the ones that are family. She likes me and Mark. The boys are trying to cheer us up and offer us fun things to do or fun foods to eat. Nothing sounds fun. We all walk into the house and sit on the couch, Mom’s couch. “I guess this is what it’s like when a Mommy has a baby,” I answer Shelly’s question about why Mom has to leave. “I can’t remember what happened when you and Mark were born, my memory doesn’t remember.” I sit there smelling Mom on the couch. We all sit there not crying. All three of us hurt at once.

  It takes forever for night to come. The boys make hot dogs and hamburgers. We even get to sit outside to eat dinner. We sit out there afterward, barefooted, popping off the weed tops between our toes, listening to the chirpers and smelling the river. The boys play cards and pretend to care about who’s winning or losing. It doesn’t really matter.

  Days come and go. If the phone rings it’s like a thunder storm. I run to hear who it is, and each time it isn’t her. Why won’t she call us? Is having a baby that hard? I guess it is. The phone becomes the enemy. No one talks about Mom. The house feels empty, and like a tin can being kicked down the street, the emptiness echoes. She’s so far away I can’t find her. I know one thing, she’s not looking for us either. Maybe she likes the baby more and forgot about us. I don’t like to think that, but maybe it’s true. I won’t tell anyone that I think that.

  Dad came back two nights later. I thought maybe, somehow, Mom would change her mind and not go to California. He walked in. We all held our breath hoping she was behind him.

  Dad said in a stern voice, “Your Mother will be fine.”

  John and Brooks made a joke and tried to shift things away from his entrance. It didn’t work.

  A whole week passes and the boys take the Greyhound bus home. I’m sad to see them leave, but things aren’t that much fun right now. Tonight I’ll cook dinner; SpaghettiOs, and hamburgers. My hamburgers don’t turn out like Mom’s; her hands make them quickly and round, I struggle with round. I have to put the hamburger down and mash it into shape and then I get a knife to make it round. It’s like Play-Doh, but for real. No one says anything at night. We eat and clean up. I do the kitchen by myself, it’s better if I’m busy. After dinner I throw the scraps out for the dogs, and then I’ll get their dog food ready. I hate dog food, the can is so hard to open. But as I look into their eyes, waiting for me to get the stupid can open, I remember when Big Foot and Little Foot were born.

  Sugar Foot was pregnant, and it took forever for her to have her litter. I watched and waited every day, but nothing. We had made her a special bed in the living room close to the woodstove. She stayed there, not with Mom and Dad like normal. I got up one morning, and stopped by her bed on the way to the bathroom, to say good morning. I reached down to pet her, and holy moly there they were, shiny and so tiny, two puppies, a black one and a fuzzy brown one. They were only the size of a candy bar. I ran so fast to Mom, I woke her up before the bedroom door was open. “Mom, Sugar had her babies. Come on.” I pulled on her hand hard, dragging her to the living room. Mom and Dad stood over Sugar Foot. Dad reached for Sugar and Mom reached for the twins.

  “How you doing girl?” Dad patted his Sugar Foot.

  “Oh my God, they’re so tiny, is that all of them?” Mom gently put the babies back.

  Little Foot was half the size of Big Foot and looked just like her mom, black and short-haired. Big Foot was brown and fuzzy. Not only did he have lots of fur, but he also must have eaten all Little’s food when they were inside Sugar. Naming them was easy, heck they practically came out with name tags on.

  “That’s all Mom, there’s only two. Can we keep them?” I squeeze her hand extra hard. Mom made the decision right then and there.

  “Sure, why not, we can’t split them up.”

  It was the happiest day of my life.


  5

  I didn’t sleep well last night. I tossed and turned all night, I think it was the bad dreams. I miss Mom so bad. I’m glad that morning is finally here. I drag myself up and look down at my nightgown, darn it I must have spilled grape Kool-Aid on it last night. Shelly and Mark are already up fighting in the bathroom over toothpaste. I make myself some toast and sit at the table stabbing at the hard butter. Why does Dad always put the butter in the fridge? Mom doesn’t. I hear a car, it’s probably Dad back from work. I sit at the table kicking my legs and scratching off the burnt parts of my toast. Uncle John says burnt toast is good for you, it’ll put hair on your chest. I don’t want hair on my chest. Grandma walks in the doorway. My face lights up like sunshine. “I didn’t know you were coming today.”

  Shelly and Mark run out like the wind is blowing them toward her. “Grandma! Grandma!” they hug her like Mom.

  “Sandra, you help your brother and sister get some things, we’re going to Grandma’s for a little while.”

  That’s good, now I can rest. She’ll take care of us. She’s taking us to her house for awhile, just until Mom gets back. But inside I know Mom’s not coming back. It has been too long and she never called. I remember Phoenix, and the way it was, how happy she was, laughing all the time, being silly with her friends. I heard her as we were leaving Phoenix with her friends all around, telling them how she hated saying good-bye. She didn’t want to go, I could tell. She’s probably too afraid to come back.

  Grandma packs us up and carts us away. I still don’t understand what’s going on. Dad didn’t tell us this part and neither did Mom. At this point I don’t care, I don’t want to be here without Mom. It’s too hard. Grandma is doing Grandma stuff, talking a lot and asking stupid questions that she already knows the answers to. She has Mark up front with her and is loving him every mile we drive.

  Dad just sat on the couch as we left. He said it would be a few days.

  What is a few days? I feel so confused. I get to Grandma’s and put my stuff in the room that Shelly and I share. Mark gets to sleep with Grandma. I wish I could, but I’m too big. It is time to go to bed, she makes us go to bed early, and thank God, because I am so tired. It feels good to sleep with Shelly; we used to sleep together in Phoenix, in our bed.

  The next morning Grandma wakes us up, she’s nervous.

  “Girls, Girls, get up it’s almost eleven o’clock. Are you okay? I’ve never seen you kids sleep so much. Mark and I have already had our breakfast and picked some tomatoes.” Shelly is panicked that she’s missed breakfast. If she has, then that means it’s time for lunch and that is when Grandma really pushes her to eat those beans. Breakfast is safe. But in this situation I will have to stick up for her. I won’t come to her rescue too soon, but I’ll help her toward the end of each meal. We’re safe—she’s going to let us have breakfast late.

  “I slept like I rock,” I tell Grandma. Something about her house always makes me sleep. I love it here. All I have to do is answer questions and she does the rest.

  Three days later the call came, we’re going home. I don’t know what they talked about, but I do know that Mom is home. I want to jump out of my skin. I can’t believe it, she really came back. Grandma tries to slow us down. I shove everything into the suitcase and claim we are packed. Shelly and I are in the car waiting. Mark comes out with Grandma. I can’t wait to get home.

  I think Grandma is driving too slow. We are over the mountains, and that means we only have one hour to go.

  This is the happiest day of my life, I keep thinking to myself. Mark has a grin and Grandma talks him out of his blanky for a while.

  Shelly seems quiet, I don’t know why. Actually I don’t care. I get to see Mom and the baby. The baby, the baby is going to be there, I almost forgot. Is it a boy or a girl? I hope it’s a girl.

  Grandma pulls up in front of our house. We break the rules about the car being stopped and shut off before you can get out. We’re out and running to Mom on the porch. I see her standing there arms folded and her face like stone. We grab her by a leg or hip and we hug her tight. We’re so happy. “Where’s the baby? Where’s the baby?” we scream.

  She pushes us away and looks down at us, very serious, almost scary. “He died about two hours after he was born.” She turns away to face the door.

  We search for what to do next, cry or question or wonder about this horrible thing. And then she just says, “And I don’t ever want to talk about it again, do you understand me?” Her stern voice crashes through the screen door. She walks into the house and we hear loud sobs from her room.

  We stay outside. I’m alone. I know there are people there but I can’t see them. I have been lifted from my body and I am gone. I don’t know where I am. I can’t see anyone, not Shelly, not Mark, not Grandma; no one is with me.

  When I come back, I’m at the river, alone, by the big tree. The swing drifts back and forth caressing my thoughts. I’m crying hard inside, but nothing’s coming out and I feel emptiness. I keep seeing Mom on the porch with no baby in her arms and her big, loud, and horrible words: There is no baby, there is no baby.

  I scream out, He didn’t die, that’s why you went away. He was too strong to die; the baby couldn’t have died. We took good care of him.

  Then I see Paul, he is floating around my head saying, Sandra never believe anything you hear and only half of what you see. Shut up, shut up, I beg. At that moment, I hit the ground. I know something, something that I was not supposed to know. I can’t believe Mom. How can I not? I lower my head and stare at the ground. I lift my head slowly, things look hazy, and I’m looking at myself, another Me—an eight-year-old girl with my favorite faded yellow sweatshirt and a happy face. I have split in two. She looks at me, I have to do something. I can’t live with this. My mom is hurting and I am dead. I put the girl away, I will never play with her again, she was nothing but a stupid little girl. I had to put her away. No one is ever going to find her. I tell her to get into the tree and never come out. The tree will be safe and warm, and when the time is right, I will come back for her one day. But for now, she’s too little for this stuff, she’s going to be hurt. I won’t let them hurt her anymore, it’s not her fault. She doesn’t want to go into the tree, but I beg her to get in. This is the end of her. I’m not going to play anymore. I’m going to fight. The hole in the tree is just big enough for her, I know that, because I used to play in the hole myself. She gets in, she turns, and she looks back at me, her eyes so sad I look away. And there she stays. I sit beneath the tree with my fist digging into the dirt while the earth rumbles below me. I can’t change my mind. The ground is hard, it tries to trick me, let her out, it shakes. I sit still shivering, my eyes moving fast as my heart stops searching for the truth.

  I’ll be the one who lives with the lie, and she, in the tree, can live in the truth, and the baby can live with her. I have no choice. As much as I tried, I can’t hate her; I love her and I want her to stay safe and happy. I walk away with my head down and my heart clumped in my hand, dripping blood through my knuckles caked with dirt.

  I am back at the house, but the house is still and Mom has that “voice.” You know the voice. It’s away from you and freezing and doesn’t have life to it. I find that with this voice it’s best to stay away. I have questions, lots of questions, but I know better than to ask her anything.

  Eventually, four weeks later, I forget all of my questions. I have shoved them away like a bully who I hate. Mom’s sick and we know it.

  Shelly and Mark are on their best behavior. It is not that we think we’re in trouble, but more of a sense that we are all in trouble. I wonder how long it will take for Mom to be better.

  This is more than a cold. She is weak, ugly, and her eyes are always ready to cry. I watch her face, I watch it carefully. Her chin has that “I am going to cry at any minute if you look at me” look. It’s as if the nicer you are to Mom, the more you make her sad. Shelly and Mark play outside mostly. I, however, am a bitch who has just had pups. I don’t play. I just watch out for my pups. I have instincts that tell me to stay away but not too far. It’s almost time for school to start and I can’t ask Mom about it; it would be one more thing that will make her cry. It’s been over a month and we’ve all learned to shut up and shut off. If we need anything, we take care of it. If we have questions, we keep them to ourselves. It is a house of robots.

  Mom doesn’t talk anymore, and we, well, we just keep waiting for her to come back. Dad is there with us but not often. I barely see him, and he, too, tries to be nice to Mom and has learned to shut up. I was right, there is not going to be any more fun. The days are long and dread has new meaning in my life.

  Dad is taking all of us to Aunt Alice’s house. Maybe this will make Mom feel better. Heck, I don’t know anything right now. I help Mark and Shelly pack their clothes; it seems like we’re packing a lot lately.


  6

  We’re now on a bus without Dad, heading for California. Mom won’t explain things like she used to, she just says, “We are going to California,” and that’s it.

  We do it, we just get on a bus hand in hand with Mom. The bus ride that will take many days has just begun. It’s a long ride and Mom never talks to us other than, “Do you have to go to the bathroom,” or “Are you hungry?” I’m scared inside because I know that this is bad, and she’s not telling us what’s happening. All I can do is sit there and be good. Good is not breathing. I can’t ask any questions, and I can’t make a fuss. I have to pretend I’m okay. I sit with Shelly, and Mark sits with Mom. I want to sit with Mom. Shelly wants to sit with Mom.

  The bus ride to California takes more than a month, but according to Mom, it’s only four days, and Aunt Revell picks us up in downtown Sacramento right on time. She has a big blue van that holds a lot of people.

  It’s nice having a whole seat to myself. Aunt Revell is a very happy person who means well. She has a half smile and a half pity look on her face. “You must be exhausted, are you okay?” She directs the question to all of us, but mostly to Mom. She keeps the happy face on for us, and the concerned look is for Mom. “Ardell, what’s wrong, are you sick?” she asks.

  “I’ll be fine, I’m just a little tired,” is Mom’s worn response.

  Surely Aunt Revell knows what is wrong, after all Mom was just here having the baby. Nothing really make sense, and I’m scared again.

  We enter the lovely, well-organized home, and all six of her kids are there to greet us, the cousins from West Virginia. I can practically hear Aunt Revell briefing the kids before our arrival. Be nice and don’t ask too many questions, they’ll be tired and nervous. Just act normal.

  Some of them want to play, while the older ones ignore us. It’s very loud here and I don’t like it loud; loud makes me scared. I don’t know these people. I can tell that Aunt Revell has fallen in love with us. She looks so deeply into me that it’s a little uncomfortable. I think she can read minds.

  “Time for dinner. Now don’t be shy, just help yourself and eat.” The gang takes their familiar places, shoving and cutting in line. There is a buffet of choices: spaghetti, corn bread, and salad. The corn bread seems to be the favorite. Aunt Revell notices that we are not going to push our way in the line, and we are not comfortable making our own plates in a stranger’s home. She immediately handles the situation.

  “Move over Steve and let Sandra sit on the counter. Julie, why don’t you take Shelly in the family room and get her a plate? Mark you little sweetheart, come with me and we’ll sit with your Mom at the table.” Aunt Revell takes his hand and reassures him, “Do you like spaghetti?”

  Mark nods yes.

  I sit with these very large people called cousins and I twitch and fidget; I feel self-conscious. I really am hungry and my stomach growls, which makes things even worse. No one laughs, but I know they want to laugh at me. Someone is asking a nice question. I answer and eat at the same time, “Yeah it was fun on the bus.” But the question I have is, Why are we here? And my only concern is, How long are we staying? The corn bread is good, I mean really good. Now I know why everyone fights to get to the corn bread. This feels funny, I want to go home. If I ask Mom, she’ll cry or yell. I guess I’ll just wait.

  It’s time for bed and I really don’t want to stay the night here. There are too many people, people I don’t know, and I feel that I am in the way. I pray with all my heart that I can sleep with Shelly. Please don’t make me sleep with one of these cousins, or worse, alone, I silently repeat to myself. Once again Aunt Revell senses our moods and comes to the rescue. “Okay, Sandra and Shelly will sleep in Julie’s bed, and Julie you can sleep on the couch. Ardell, you and Mark can sleep in Jeff’s room, and Jeff you can sleep on the other couch.” She perfectly resolves the problems. Julie and Jeff look as if they just got some candy, for them sleeping on the couch is a treat.

  Aunt Revell tucks us in and says a loving good night. I am softly crying to myself, and as Aunt Revell leaves the room, she notices that I’m sad. “Sandra, what’s the matter sweetheart?” She waits for an answer.

  Shelly tells her, “She wants her shoes.”

  Aunt Revell is confused. “Why, sure honey, here you go, they’re right here.” She picks up the black patent leather buckle shoes.

  “Mom just bought her those shoes and she wants to sleep with them,” Shelly explains while I sniff away my tears. I carefully and purposefully tuck my shoes under the covers with me. I’m exhausted and I want my mom, but words alone can’t explain my sadness.

  The next morning we watch while the cousins get ready for school. This is an amazing sight. In a house built for five, there are six kids plus three more, all needing things. Breakfast is all over the place, clothes are yanked from the dryer, some people iron and some people don’t. The ones who don’t iron brush the wrinkles off with one hand and eat toast with the other.

  Some walk and some get picked up for school. I don’t understand how it all happens in such a short time. Shelly and I stay out of the way of the tidal wave. When I finally get to the bathroom, it’s as if a bomb went off: toothpaste everywhere, piles of underwear, towels hanging, and the toilet seat is up.

  Aunt Revell and Mom are secretly working things out; they’ve been working on it for days. This is when they go into the other room and ask us to play outside. I wish Mom would talk to me. She is still very sick, I think she’s sad but they keep calling it sick. I’m not sure what the difference is anymore. At least she’s talking to Aunt Revell. Aunt Revell is a really nice person, and I can tell she feels sorry for us, the more she does the scareder I get. Mom’s not going to die is she?

  Mom has announced that we are going to Aunt Carole’s tomorrow for dinner. She wants us to get to know the other cousins—three more names to remember: Darla, Ross, and Jason, the baby.

  Aunt Revell drives us to Aunt Carole’s promptly at six to arrive at six thirty-five. We enter, we give pretend smiles, but we’re ready to size up the situation. Everyone has a job to do to get ready for dinner. The organization is remarkable, especially compared to Aunt Revell’s. Dinner comes and goes with a blink of an eye and now the kids get to do the dishes. All adults leave the mess behind. By now Aunt Carole is having a secret conversation with Mom. I am starting to get very nervous about these secrets. Mom always said she hated secrets. But now I doubt her words. This is not like Mom. She won’t talk to us, heck she won’t even look me in the eye.

  Darla washes, Ross rinses, and Shelly and I dry—the worst part of dishes. Darla is making us do the drying, but worse, she wants us to put away the dishes. We don’t know where they go. After the dishes we have been instructed to watch TV, quietly. I am just sure I do not like these people in the slightest. I watch TV with the kids not because I want to, but because I have to. I really want to know what Mom is talking about, I can tell it’s serious. I pretend I have to go to the bathroom and I try listening at the wall in the dining room. I can’t hear a thing. I have to find out what’s going on. What is Mom doing? She’s hiding things from me, that’s what she’s doing. I decide to try it again, but this time I’ll take a glass in the bathroom with me. I grab a plastic tumbler next to me and go back to the bathroom, I am being watched but I don’t care. The glass doesn’t work like it did on TV, but I probably need a real glass. The night continues to grow and so does my curiosity. But the lid is tight on this secret.

  Mom finally comes to our rescue, “Come on kids, it’s late and we need to get back.” I can’t jump up fast enough.

  The next morning at Aunt Revell’s all the cousins begin the early morning race to get ready for school. Mom is nervous and jumpy. After some of the kids leave for school and Aunt Revell departs with her share of kids, Mom has to speak with us. Everything is so serious lately, Mom doesn’t speak with us, she talks to us.

  “Hey guys, come here.”

  This is not a good way to start a talk; I know this because of the tone.

  “Listen to me carefully,” she says, “and remember it will only be for a while. I don’t feel very well and we need to get you back in school. Grandma doesn’t like kids that much and she can’t take all of us.” My heart quit beating. “I need you and your sister to stay with your aunts. Sandra you’ll go to Aunt Carole’s, and Shelly you can stay here with Aunt Revell. Mark and I will go up to Grandma Lois’s and stay. This will just be for a little while, just until I feel better and can figure out what to do. Please be good girls and don’t let me down. Mind your aunts and be big girls. You know I love you . . . please do this for me . . .”

  I can’t believe her. A little while means absolutely nothing, it’s like air. “But Mom, when do I get to see you?”

  “I’ll be back soon,” she says in a foreign language, “I’ll come and visit you all the time.”

  The lump gets bigger and takes over my whole throat. I don’t know if I can ask the next question.

  “When can I see Shelly? Will I get to sleep over with her?”

  “I’m sure you can.” She looks away, she doesn’t know. Her stab at the truth is vague, distant, and far from the Mom I used to know.

  I have never had to say good-bye to Shelly and Mark before. Mom and Aunt Revell drive me away without Shelly. I sit in the car showing Mom what a good girl I am, but inside I want to fight somebody. Mark sits in the back with me, and I can’t look at him. I’m so mad inside. I know she’s sick, but why is she hurting me? I can take care of Shelly and Mark; why didn’t she think of that? Or why doesn’t she let us go to Grandma Lois’s with her? We’ve been very good, on the bus, staying at Aunt Revell’s, and we haven’t asked for anything, not even a question. I don’t understand this; why didn’t she talk to me first? This is not my mom.

  In my mind, I slip away, back to Phoenix, as I contemplate who my mom is, and then further away from this stranger calling herself Mom. I remember the good times when the Easter bunny used to bring us colorful baskets filled with treats. I’d open my eyes in the morning and somehow he would sneak in and right there next to us on the nightstand was the basket. We ran, tripped, and fell into Mom’s lap. “Look Mom. Look!”
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