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For my parents,


who taught me that magic grows


from the seeds of hard work
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MY BROTHER IS SMILING SO hard I think his cheeks are pinned to his ears. This would be fine, of course, if we weren’t at my grandfather’s funeral.


I elbow him in the ribs.


“What was that for?” He rubs his side.


“You shouldn’t look so happy at a funeral,” I hiss.


“I’m not happy,” he says. “I’m just glad Grandad’s in a better place.”


“And that his truck is still here,” I say, teeth clenched.


“Grandad loved that truck, and he wanted me to have it,” Troy whispers. “And it’s not like he ever drove it once he went into the nursing home.”


“It doesn’t matter.” I cross my arms. “He’s dead and it’s sad.”


My father turns around in the pew in front of us and puts his finger to his lips. “Shhhhh.”


I point at Troy with my thumb to show my dad that it was clearly his fault. My dad just shakes his head and turns back around in his seat.


The minister is droning on about how Grandad is reunited with Grandmom and Mom. My stomach sinks a little when I hear Mom’s name. I hope and pray that she’s up there somewhere, hanging out with her parents, playing Scrabble, looking down on us and smiling. But I don’t know. I’ve asked for a sign every single day since she died five years ago, and I’ve gotten nothing. Not even one little boo. It’s hard to believe that her spirit is still around but never bothered to get in touch.


Finally, we file out of the church. Dad shakes hands with some guy I don’t recognize. Like most everyone else in this town, he has a white beard and long white hair—a skinny Santa Claus. Dad looks uncomfortable, shifting from foot to foot, hands fiddling around with his tie. I know he wants to get out of here as soon as possible, but I can’t tell if it’s because of Skinny Santa Claus, or because he hasn’t stepped foot near a church since Mom died.


After the service we follow the hearse to the cemetery. The gray, rainy day makes it look even creepier than it already is. By the time we get to Grandad’s grave, I feel like I swallowed a tombstone. We pull up to Grandad’s new home—a hole in the ground. At least he’s got good neighbors. Grandmom’s grave is next to his, and next to hers is Mom’s. I haven’t been here in a couple of years. Maybe that’s why Mom’s spirit doesn’t visit. She’s mad at me for ditching her.


When the casket is ready to go into the ground, Dad squeezes my hand. He looks like he just ate a lemon covered in hot sauce. His eyes keep wandering over to Mom’s grave.
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Devoted wife and mother
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Her grave site is totally bare. No flowers, no teddy bears, no nothing. I kick myself for not bringing something along with me. Duh. Why didn’t I realize that Grandad would be buried with Mom? If Mom wasn’t mad before, I’m sure she’s furious by now.


I pull my hand out of Dad’s and stuff it in my pocket. He was supposed to be the one to bring something for Mom. He was supposed to know that we were going to be here. He was supposed to be the grown-up.


Except that he isn’t and he hasn’t been. Not since Mom died.


They put Grandad in the ground. I know Troy is right and Grandad hasn’t been Grandad for years, but my eyes don’t realize this, and tears leak out of them. I quickly wipe them away with the back of my hand. I glance up at Dad, who has his head down and his lips pursed. I feel a twinge of pity for him. Grandad wasn’t his father, but he never knew his own father and Grandad was the closest thing he had. Poor Dad, he—


I give myself a mental slap. I am not giving Dad a ride on the pity train.


The service ends, and we walk back to the car.


“Can I drive?” Troy eagerly holds out his hands for the keys.


“Not a chance,” I pipe in. “I’m not driving with him.”


“I have my permit,” Troy says. “And anyway, who do you think is going to drive you around when we move?”


What?


“Troy!” Dad shakes his head.


“Oops.” Troy slinks to the passenger-side door.


“We’re moving?” I ask, after I pick my jaw up off the ground.


Dad turns to look at me. He tries to take my hand again, but I cross my arms instead.


“Poppy, honey.” Dad takes a deep breath. “We’ve moved from tiny apartment to tiny apartment over the last few years. Things haven’t exactly been stable.”


I snort at the understatement.


“That was your mom’s biggest complaint. She always said we needed to go somewhere we could have roots.”


I can’t believe Dad’s trying to use Mom to talk me into this. He hasn’t talked about Mom in years.


“Your grandad left us the house.” His voice takes on a giddy tone, as if this is the best news ever. “And I think we should move into it and start our lives over. And the house is paid for, so I won’t have to be out working so much. We could spend more time together. We could have a real home.”


“But here? In a haunted house on hillbilly hill? What about school? What about my friends?”


“The house isn’t haunted, Poppy. And don’t call the locals hillbillies. Your mom grew up here, you know.”


I feel a twinge of guilt pull at my stomach. I didn’t mean Mom was a hillbilly.


“And you can still see your friends. We can visit each summer.” Dad smiles as if I should be doing backflips at the news of seeing my friends once a year.


Ugh. I happen to know for a fact that the house is haunted. Grandmom used to tell me all the time. I know she tried to make it not-scary by saying that the ghosts were friendly, like Casper, but let’s face it: How many friendly cartoon ghosts are there in the real world? And based on the people at Grandad’s funeral, this place is the hillbilly hub of the world.


“And what if I say no?” I cross my arms with finality.


“I’m sorry.” Dad sighs. “But the decision’s been made. We’re going to go over there now and check things out, and then we’ll move our things in over the weekend.”


I wait for him to say more, but he doesn’t. I open my mouth to scream and yell and demand to know why he’s all of a sudden deciding to become a parent when he’s been nearly absent for the last five years. But instead of words coming out, I just sob. I turn my back on him, open the door, and crawl into the backseat. How can he expect me to switch schools now, in the middle of seventh grade? Isn’t there some kind of cruelty-to-children law about that?


But my mouth won’t work, except to leak out ugly gurgling sounds. My dad keeps looking at me in the rearview mirror, but I’m pretty sure his brain turns off at the sound of crying.


My grandparents’ old farmhouse sits off a country road, which is miles away from any town center, mall, restaurant, or actual people. Our closest neighbors are a flock of sheep and a herd of cattle. I used to love visiting when I was little. Grandad would always help me pick berries, and let me sit on his lap while he drove the tractor up and down the fields. I was seven the last time I was at the farmhouse. I remember because it was a few months before Mom died and Grandad went into the nursing home. Yep, that was a stellar year.


Dad parks the car next to the garage. Everything looks exactly the same. Grandad had a caretaker living here before he died. But I guess the place is ours now.


The house looks just like I remember it. A giant porch wraps around the building, and the forest-green rocking chairs are in the exact same place they’ve always been. Mom used to sit me on her lap for hours and we’d rock back and forth, drinking lemonade with fresh mint leaves dropped in. Mom loved mint, and every time I smell it I think of her.


I swallow hard. This place is full of Mom memories, and they come flooding back to me with every whiff of hay and every step in the freshly mowed green grass.


“There she is!” Troy leaps over to Grandad’s pickup truck, parked next to the barn. He taps the door gently. “How are you doing, baby? Ready for a new life?”


I roll my eyes. How can Troy be happy about this? Is getting a truck better than switching schools in the middle of the year? Better than leaving the city we’ve called home since birth? Then I remember how easily Troy can be bought—and distracted. When Mom died, Dad got him a puppy. But Troy got sick of taking care of it after a few months, and we gave it to my cousins who lived in the suburbs. So Dad got him an Xbox instead, and he seemed perfectly content with that.


While Dad and Troy oooooh and aaaaaah over the truck, I wander over to the barn. Troy and I played hide-and-seek when we were younger, and there was no better hiding spot than the hay bales in the loft. I slide open the barn door, and the memories practically push me over—or maybe it’s the stench of horse poop.


The stalls are empty now, but it still smells exactly the same. I climb up the ladder to the loft. The hay bales are still here. I squeeze myself in between two of them and sit there, breathing in the familiar smell of straw. Maybe if I hide in here long enough, I’ll be able to miss the rest of seventh grade altogether.


This was a great hiding spot when I was seven, but not so great now that I’m twelve. There’s not enough room in between the bales, so I wriggle my butt until each hay bale slides away, giving me more room to sit. I scooch backward until I realize I’m sitting on something hard and pointy.


I quickly stand up and spot the edge of wallboard sticking out. One of the panels must have come loose and fallen down into the hay. I reach my hand out to close it, when I notice a metal box crammed inside. I squeeze my hand into the crack and pull out the box. It’s silver, and about the size of a textbook. When I lift it up, I can tell that something’s sliding around inside. There’s no lock, but it won’t open. I pry my fingernails under the lid and pull. The lid pops off, flies through the air, and lands with a clank on the barn floor.


Inside are letters. A whole stack of letters, tied up in a rubber band. I flip through the envelopes and notice they all have the same name neatly printed on the outside.


Poppy.


These letters are to me.


I stare at my name. Did someone know we were coming? But why would they leave the letters here, hidden in a stack of hay? And why do they look so old?


There are numbers at the top of each envelope. I pull the envelope labeled #1 out of the rubber band holding the stack together, and flip it over. It’s sealed.


Do I open it?


I have to open it. It’s not like I’m spying or breaking some sort of federal mail law, or even invading someone’s privacy. The letters are addressed to me.


Before I can change my mind, I rip open the top of the yellowed envelope. I gently slide the paper out and carefully unfold it.


April 13, 1985


Dear Poppy,


I wonder about you all the time and I can’t wait until you’re here! Not much is happening these days—in fact, things are pretty lame. Tammy and Kelly still slip fake love notes into my locker. Of course I know they’re fake and I know it’s them, but I guess they get their cheap thrills doing those sorts of things. Oh! Brian did smile at me in English class today, so there’s a silver lining. I think Tammy noticed, because she glared at me for the rest of the day. Just because she is waiting for him to invite her to the square dance doesn’t mean he’s not allowed to talk to anybody else, right?


Other than that, my roses are miserable. Maybe they wish you were here too. I think they’re wilting. I hope I can save them in time for the 4-H fair, which is eight weeks away. I have to beat Tammy this year. I just have to. I don’t think I can stand another minute of hearing her brag about how great she is. Gag me with a spoon.


I’m going to write to you every single week until the fair. I know you can’t get or send mail right now, so I’ll save them for you until you can. Just don’t read them out of order, and read only one per week. It will be more realistic that way, more like we’re in the same room together. Promise? Okay, good!


Until next week.


Love & friendship always & forever,


Daphne


I stare at the letter, holding the paper between my fingers as if it were made of glass. I don’t know how this is possible, but somehow it is. Maybe all the years I spent wishing and praying and asking for a sign finally worked.


Because if this isn’t a sign, I don’t know what is.


This is a letter to me.


And it’s from my mother.
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MY MOM WAS BORN IN 1973. This letter was written in 1985, which makes her twelve years old. Exactly the same age that I am now. What’s even creepier? Mom wrote her letter in April. I’m reading her letter in April!


Mom writes that she “wonders” about me and “can’t wait” till I’m here. She also knows I “can’t get mail right now.” Of course I couldn’t get mail in 1985. I wasn’t even born yet! She must have known I was coming, though. She must have known what my name would be and everything. And she saved these letters for me.


But why?


“Poppy?” Dad’s voice echoes through the barn. “You in here?”


“Oh yeah, Dad.” I quickly shove the letter back in the envelope, and something slides out, fluttering to the floor. “Be right there.”


I bend down to pick up whatever it was that fell, and when I look at it, I actually gasp. It’s a picture of Mom, sitting on a hay bale in this very loft. She’s got a cowboy hat on her head, and bright red cowboy boots on her feet. I laugh. I can’t believe my mom—my practical, Birkenstock-wearing mom—ever had red cowboy boots.


“Poppy,” Dad calls again.


“Coming!” I slide the letter and the photo back into the envelope, hide the box back inside the wall, and close the panel shut. When I get down from the loft, dad is standing there with his eyes closed, taking deep breaths.


“Dad?” I say.


He opens his eyes. “This place sure brings back memories.”


I nod.


He shakes his head as if trying to get rid of something that’s crawling in his hair. “I, uhhhh, I just wanted to see if you were okay.”


“Yeah, Dad. I’m okay.”


“I’m sorry we didn’t tell you sooner about the move. It’s just that it happened so fast. I know you’re not happy about it—”


“No, Dad.” I cut him off. “It’s okay. I’m okay.”


“Really?” Dad raises his eyebrows. “Why the sudden change of heart?”


My eyes fly up to the loft. “I guess some things are just meant to be.”


We head home, and I spend the long car ride writing back to Mom. Who knows . . . maybe her spirit can read.


Dear Mom,


Thanks so much for writing the letters. I don’t know how you knew about me back when you were my age, but I’m glad you did.


You probably know this, but Grandad died and we’re moving into the farmhouse. I love the city and don’t want to leave my friends, but I’ll do anything if it means I get to be closer to you.


I hope you and Grandad and Grandmom are having a good time . . . wherever you are.


Love ya,


Poppy


PS: Nice cowboy boots!


I tuck the letter neatly into my purse. As soon as I get home, I’ll find an empty folder to keep them in.
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We spend the next few days packing up our apartment. Amanda, my BFF since kindergarten, comes over to help.


“I can’t believe you’re leaving,” she whines. “It’s going to be so lame without you.”


“Admit it, Mandy,” I say. “It’s been lame with me.”


“Well, duh.” Amanda rolls her eyes. “It’s middle school. But at least we’re in it together.”


I smile. “You’ll be fine. You’ll still have Tina and Stevie.”


“Ugh.” Amanda takes my books off my bookshelf and throws them into a box. “They’re totally boy crazy. All they want to do is stalk the boys’ soccer team.”


I nod. “Yeah, but at least you like the boys’ soccer team.”


“Aren’t you even a little bummed that you’re leaving?” Mandy seals a box and looks up at me from her spot on the floor. I plop down next to her.


“Of course.” I write BOOKS on the box with my purple sharpie. “But I told you about the letters. I think my mom is trying to tell me something.”


Amanda’s eyes go wide. “It’s so cool that she’s contacting you from the grave. Or, you know, from wherever she is.”


“So this is something I have to do.” I put my hand on hers. “You understand, right?”


“Of course, Poppy.” Amanda squeezes my hand. “It’s just that I’ll miss you.”


“I’ll miss you too. But we’ll text and video chat. And you can come to the farm to visit any time you want.”


Amanda nods, and her eyes get misty.


“Don’t you cry, Mandy,” I command. “If you cry, I’ll cry too.”


Amanda waves her hands in front of her face like she’s trying to air-dry her eyeballs. “Okay, okay.” She takes a deep breath. “Aren’t you a little freaked out, though, living in a haunted house on hillbilly hill?”


“Not anymore, now that I know my mom is the one haunting it.”


Amanda smiles. “Maybe she couldn’t get through to you here in the city; too much pollution between the dimensions.”


I shrug. “Maybe.”


“Have you met any of the kids who live nearby?”


“No.” I seal up a box with packing tape. “I haven’t even been there since second grade.”


“So are you nervous that you won’t know anyone?”


I stop packing and think about the question. Since finding Mom’s letters, I haven’t even given that any thought. “Not really. I guess I don’t care that much.”


“Think anyone else will have pink hair?” She glances at my head. Amanda and I both colored the tips of our hair pink last month. The month before was purple.


I laugh. “I really hadn’t thought of that.”


“I don’t know, Poppy.” Amanda shakes her head. “It could get pretty boring without any friends.”


“I don’t need friends.” I smile. “I’ll have my mom.”


We go back to packing up my room until it gets dark. When it’s time for her to leave, I give her a big hug and promise to text as soon as I get there.
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The next morning, the moving truck arrives, and I’m actually excited to leave. I didn’t have time to go back to the barn to grab the letters before heading back to the city, so I had to leave them at the farmhouse. Now, when I should be miserable that I’m leaving Amanda, my home, and the fact that I won’t be within a fifty-mile radius of a Starbucks, all I can think about is getting back to those letters. And Mom.


We finally drive back to the farmhouse on a rainy Friday morning. It’s a five-hour drive, but it feels like five days. The movers are in the truck behind us, carrying what little furniture we had crammed into our two-bedroom apartment.


Dad tries to talk to me on the car ride, but I tune him out. He’s talking about the new school I’ll go to, the courses and electives they have, blah, blah, blah. I don’t care about any of that stuff. I only care about Mom’s letters.


When we pull into the long driveway, I practically leap out of the car while it’s still moving.


“Glad to see you’re so excited to be here, Poppy,” Dad says as he parks the car.


“Yep, can’t wait,” I call back. I eyeball the barn, and then look at Dad and Troy. I can’t let them know about the letters. They’re made out to me, not them, and if Dad sees letters from Mom, he’ll insist on reading them. Maybe Mom doesn’t want Dad to read the letters. After all, she does mention that Brian guy. . . .


I wait until Dad and Troy are busy with the movers to make my mad dash to the barn. It’s been exactly one week since I read the first letter. I glance back to the house to be sure nobody’s looking, and then I slide open the barn doors and slink inside. I race to the ladder, taking the rungs two at a time, until I’m in the loft. I push the hay bales apart and pull out the metal box containing the letters. It pops open, and I yank the letter marked #2 out of the stack. I rip the top of the envelope, and pull out the piece of paper, which is covered in hand-drawn hearts and stars.


April 20, 1985


Dear Poppy,


You probably think I’m crazy, writing to you like this. I guess I just have to vent sometimes, and it seems more normal to vent to an actual person than to write something in some journal that nobody but me will ever see. I know you’ll understand.


I overheard Tammy telling Kelly that her roses are AMAZING. I don’t know what’s wrong with mine. They were doing really well a month ago, and now they’re not. I want to beat Tammy at the fair so badly I can taste it. I think I’ll go to the library tomorrow and do some research on how to perk up roses. It’s not like I have anything better to do on a Saturday anyway, right? It’s not like I’ll be doing something fun with my parents. It’s springtime, which means farming season, which means they’ve pretty much forgotten that I exist.


The good part about that is that my mom hasn’t noticed that I cut the necks off all my sweatshirts. And when I curl my hair, I look exactly like Alex from Flashdance! Brian even said so when we were at our lockers today. I included a picture so you could see.


Oh, well. At least I have you. Sort of! I just can’t wait till you get back from the great beyond and we can have a real talk instead of these silly one-sided letters.


Until next week.


Love & friendship always & forever,


Daphne


I shake the envelope, and a photo tumbles out. I pick it up carefully and hold it up to the light streaming in from the barn window.


Unlike the first photo with the cowboy boots, this one is a close-up of her face. It totally looks like Mom, but it totally doesn’t. She still has the same huge smile I remember, but her brown hair, which was short and pixie-like, was ginormous in the picture. It was long and curly, and her bangs stood straight up. I’m guessing her hair made her at least three inches taller than she actually was. Her dark brown eyes, which are highlighted with blue eye shadow, are the exact same color as mine.


I hold both the letter and the picture to my chest, trying to get them as close to my heart as possible. Mom said she couldn’t wait until I got back from the “great beyond” so we could really talk. She knew I’d understand how she felt. And I totally do! I feel closer to Mom than I ever have. I don’t understand how it’s possible that she left these letters here for me, or why, but she did, and that’s what counts.


As I hold the letter closer, I feel tears filling my eyes. I haven’t missed Mom this much in years. I was only seven when she died. I didn’t even know she liked roses. I didn’t know her parents ignored her in the spring. I didn’t know she looked like Alex from Flashdance (I make a mental note to Google that so I know who it is, but I’m guessing she had big hair).


Maybe that’s why she wrote me these letters. Maybe she knew that she would die when I was young, and she wanted me to get to know her. My chest feels like it’s filled with helium when I realize this. Mom wants me to get to know her now, because I never really got the chance to before.


My thoughts are interrupted by Troy’s loud, obnoxious voice. I wonder if Mom knew that she’d have Troy, too, or if he was an unfortunate accident.


“Hey, Dad, want to take her out for a spin?”


I roll my eyes. All he cares about is that truck.


“Not today, buddy,” Dad says. “Let’s help get this truck unloaded first. And where’s Poppy?”


I know if I don’t start helping, he’ll come looking for me. I stare at the stack of letters. I’m practically drooling at the thought of opening up letter number three. I want to read on so badly. But then I remember that Mom made me promise to read one a week, so I carefully slide the letter and the photo back into the metal box, and put the box back in its hiding place.


I climb down the ladder and out into the yard. Dad and Troy are lugging boxes from the trunk of our car.


“Where you been, lazybones?” Troy gives me the death stare. I stick my tongue out at him.


“Real mature,” he says. As if he’s totally mature now just because he knows how to drive. I should remind him that he still tells poop jokes every night over dinner.


I grab a box marked POPPY’S PERSONAL STUFF out of the trunk of Dad’s car and lug it upstairs. It feels weird to be moving into my grandparents’ house.


“I figured you’d want your regular room,” Dad says as he passes me in the kitchen.


I nod. I guess Dad still remembers how much I loved staying in that room when we visited. I clutch the box closer to my chest and climb up the steps. There are four bedrooms upstairs, and I head toward mine. As I reach the end of the hallway, my pace slows down. I know for a fact that this used to be Mom’s room when she was a kid. The door is open, and I put the box down on the dresser. Everything’s exactly as I remember it. Double bed with a yellow lacy bedspread. A dresser and two matching nightstands painted antique white. An oval rug with tiny red roses covering the floor. I look around for a few seconds, wondering why Mom put the letters in the barn, rather than in here. Unless she left something else for me? I run over to the closet and fling open the door, but it’s empty. I check the floor for loose floorboards, but there are none. I open every drawer of both dressers, and even crawl under the bed, but there’s nothing. The place is empty.


It doesn’t matter. I know Mom is with me. Why else would she have written those letters? She knew I was going to be here. She knew all of this would happen.
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