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Prologue
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My eyes snapped open to the muffled sound of whimpering coming through the walls. These rooms shrunk to closets when you squeezed in our desks and chairs along with a dresser and two beds with a nightstand between them. To get the most space possible, the beds were smack against the walls. My ear was practically part of the wallpaper when I slept.

Two of the new kids we called The Unborn were in the adjoining room. They sounded like puppies. We nicknamed them The Unborn because coming here, living in a foster home, was like being born again, only this time to live in limbo. They had been delivered here yesterday and had spent their first night at the Lakewood House, the foster home Crystal, Butterfly, my roommate Raven and I had christened Hell House.

Information about any new wards of the state, as we were known, spread faster than jam on a fresh roll around here. When it came to learning about one of The Unborns, everyone was suddenly an attentive student, and if you overheard something, you almost felt obligated to be a gossip.

According to Potsy Philips, one of the orphans who made a habit of picking on each and every new kid who came to our home, these Unborns had no father. They were alone with their dead mother for days before anyone noticed.

So what’s new about that? I thought. We’ve been here for years and no one’s really noticed—or cared. Actually, that’s not entirely true. We care about each other. Not all of the kids get along, but I’m lucky to have found true friends here, my sisters, Raven, Crystal, and Janet, who we call Butterfly because she is so fragile. We all arrived at the house within weeks of each other and became fast friends. When we feel like crying, or our hopes get so low we can’t imagine them ever being high again, or when we have happy news to share we know we can count on each other. And that means more than anything.

I lay in bed wondering if the new orphans would be as lucky, then realized that it was almost time to rise and shine. Louise Tooey, our foster mom, whose sickening smile reminded me of the Joker in Batman, would come knocking on doors in ten minutes, and if we weren’t up and dressed in time, her husband, Gordon, might follow soon after, his boots falling like sledge hammers on the stairs and wooden floors as he approached the rooms. If we were still in bed, he was capable of ripping the blanket off and glaring down at us like some giant buzzard, his eyes wide, his thick lips curled, baring his teeth.

“What do you think this is, a hotel? Are you waiting for breakfast in bed? I have to interrupt my work to come up here? That’s ten demerits!” he would bellow, his tan face turning dark red, the muscles and veins in his neck looking like thick rubber bands about to snap.

Your name would go up on the Big Board, a large cork bulletin board in the dining room. When you reached twenty demerits, it was room restriction, a day for every five points over twenty.

Just looking around at the rooms would explain why it was a punishment to be restricted to one. We weren’t permitted to put anything on our walls—no posters, no pictures. Supposedly, that was to protect the wallpaper, which looked like it was ready to peel itself off and roll itself into the garbage anyway. No radios or CD players were permitted because the walls were too thin and you couldn’t possibly play your music low enough not to disturb someone, especially Gordon and Louise. If you were lucky enough to be brought here with a tape deck or radio, it had to be stored in the utility room and you could have it only during recreation time. You actually had to sign out for your own things!

All the rooms had two windows. The older residents, like the four of us, had the rooms with a view of the lake. We had no curtains, just faded window blinds, most of which had something wrong with them so you had to put a pencil in the roller to keep the blinds down. We were told they were once a buttercup yellow, and the wallpaper was the color of fresh milk with circles as vibrant as newly bloomed violets. Now the walls were the bruised gray of two-week-old hard-boiled eggs, and the circles looked more like dead violets, faded and dried and stuck in someone’s book of memories.

Just to make us appreciate where we were lucky enough to be, Louise liked to describe the Lakewood House as it had once been when her parents and grandparents ran it as a resort. She would stop to check on everyone in the recreation room and then gaze around and sigh, her eyes glazed with tears as she drank in the worn oak floors, the tired walls and peeling paint on the ceiling.

“In its day, children, this was the most desirable tourist house in upstate New York, nestled between two mountains with a lake fed by spring water that was once crystal clear.”

Some of the younger children might smile. It did sound nice. Now, however, the lake was brackish, full of weeds, oily on the bottom and off limits to all of us. No fishing was permitted. The old dock was rickety and rotten and there were two damaged rowboats nearly completely submerged beside it. If Gordon caught you within ten feet of that lake, you received a full twenty-five demerits and one day’s restriction immediately. No one knew what the punishment might be for a second violation. Gordon left it to our imaginations. Maybe he would put you in the barrel.

There was a story going around that Louise and Gordon kept old pickle barrels in the rear of the house and if you were very bad, they put you into a barrel and closed the top with just tiny holes for air. You were left cramped up in there for days and had to pee and do your business in your underpants. When your sentence was over, the barrel was turned on its side and you were rolled hundreds of feet before you were taken out, shaken and dizzy. Most of the younger Unborns nearly wet themselves just hearing about it. When they then saw Gordon come lumbering down the hallway, his jaw slack, his rust brown eyes panning the room and the children for signs of misbehavior, they shook in their shoes and held their breath.

Gordon was enough to give any kid nightmares for life. The fact that he and Louise became qualified as foster parents is, as Crystal says, testimony enough that foster children are on the lowest rung of the social totem pole. That’s the way Crystal talks. You’d think she was already a college professor or something.

I ground the sleep out of my eyes, ran my fingers through my hair and sat up. Raven was still dead asleep, her right leg out and over the blanket, her long dark hair fanned out over the pillow.

Raven is by far the prettiest of the four of us. Her face is as beautiful as a model’s, and everyone is jealous of her shoulder-length ebony hair. All she has to do is shower and shampoo and her hair gleams as if a fairy godmother touched it with her magic wand.

“Hey, sleeping beauty,” I called. She didn’t move. “Raven, it’s time to wake up,” I sang out. Nothing, not even a twitch was visible in her body.

I reached down and scooped my socks out of my tennis sneakers, rolled them into a ball and then flung them across the room, bouncing them off the back of Raven’s lovely head. That got her attention.

“Wha . . .” She turned, looked at me, and smirked, sinking back into her pillow as if it were made of marshmallow.

“Rise and shine, Miss San Juan, before you-know-who comes around and does you-know-what,” I said and rose to open the dresser drawer to pluck out a fresh pair of panties. We had to share the one dresser, a reject from a thrift shop, that was here when the first tourist arrived from New York City, back when the trains were running and the Lakewood House was listed in a resort magazine called Summer Homes.

“My grandparents began this as a small farm, couldn’t make a living at it, and started to take in boarders,” Louise told us for the four hundredth time yesterday. “From that they developed a well-known tourist home. My parents were very successful, but the economy changed so Gordon and I decided why waste all this? Why not do a good deed and become foster parents? You lucky kids are the beneficiaries.”

You lucky kids? Do a good deed? Louise and Gordon care about someone else besides themselves? Crystal, who is smart enough to become President someday, if women could ever become President, told us how Louise and Gordon receive money for each child and how that money grows as the child gets older, and then how that money is tax free!

“It’s Saturday. Why can’t we sleep later on Saturday?” Raven moaned.

“Bring it up at the next meeting of the directors,” I quipped. “You better move your rump, Raven, before the rug rats take up both bathrooms.”

On our floor we had to share the bathroom with six other orphans. Gordon was always lecturing us about running the hot water too long. We were convinced he was the inventor of the two-minute cold shower. The Lakewood House had its own well, and he threatened us with the horrible possibility of our running out of water and having to bring it up in pails from the lake.

“I hate this,” Raven grumbled. For a moment I stared at her as if she had said something unexpected.

Yes, I hate it too, I thought, but neither of us has had any prospective parents nibbling around us. And chances were, we never would. Crystal, who was a junior computer whiz, spent the most time of anyone on the home’s one donated computer. She often presented us with wonderful facts, especially about foster children. On any given day, she claimed, there were nearly 50,000 foster children who no longer lived with their mother or father and have been declared by the courts as free to be adopted, but who usually remained in state-run, state-funded substitute care. Good luck to all of them. Crystal told us the population of foster children is growing 33 times faster than the U.S. population in general. Maybe we’ll take over the world, I joked, but no one laughed.

I slipped into my panties and reached for my jeans just as Crystal burst into our room, her face flushed. She was still in pajamas, which for Crystal was very unusual. She was Miss Punctuality.

“What?”

“She’s doing it again! She worse. She’s like . . . petrified wood!”

I looked at Raven, who then leaped out of bed, threw on her robe and followed Crystal and me to Crystal and Butterfly’s room. There was Butterfly with her legs pulled up and in, her hands clenched into fists, her eyes shut so tight the lids looked sewn together. Her lips were pursed stiffly, her nostrils quivering with her heavy breaths. We looked at each other. Butterfly went into these catatonic trances more and more lately. It didn’t exactly take a rocket scientist to figure out the reason. She was lonely, fragile, afraid of rejection. For her, going into this trance was like crawling into a cocoon. Crystal, our resident child psychologist, said Butterfly was trying to return to the womb. Raven thought she was nuts, but I understood. I never said anything, but I sometimes wished I could go back as well.

I shook Butterfly’s upper arm and her whole body moved as if it were one frozen piece.

“Butterfly, come on. We’re all here. Stop this, now. You know what’s going to happen. Gordon or Louise is going to come in here and see you and call for the paramedics or something and then you’ll end up in some looney ward.”

I shook her again, but there was no response.

Crystal stepped up beside me.

“We need to join,” she said.

I looked back at the door.

“Shut it, Raven.”

She did so and the three of us surrounded the bed, Raven and I on one side, Crystal on the other. We looked at each other and then as if we were all going under water, took deep breaths and leaned over so that all our heads touched. Linked this way, we began our chant. It was our secret ceremony.

“We’re sisters. We will always be sisters. One for all and all for one. When one is sad, we’re all sad. We all must be happy for one to be happy. We’re sisters. We will always be sisters.”

Butterfly’s eyelids fluttered.

“We’re sisters,” Crystal continued, and we joined in once more. “We will always be sisters.”

Butterfly’s eyes opened and her mouth moved softly until she was into the chant with us. Then we stopped and stood back. Butterfly looked from Raven and me to Crystal.

“What happened?” she asked.

“You’re all right now,” I reassured her. “Let’s get dressed and get down to breakfast. I’m starving.”

It had been Crystal who had come up with the joining and the chant and all because of Butterfly. It was really Butterfly who had brought the four of us together in the first place. No one was more vulnerable here. Crystal was her first protector because she was rooming with her and then Raven and I came in to keep the older girls from taking advantage of both of them. Crystal used her sharp wit and tongue to put down anyone who ridiculed Janet for her size and shyness. Eventually, the three of us circled her like three protective sisters and inevitably became closer to each other because of it.

Crystal labeled us the Four Ophanteers instead of the Four Musketeers. We were always saying, “All for one and one for all.” For now and maybe forever, we were the only family we had.

Crystal said the ritual and the chanting would defeat our sense of isolation and loneliness. She really was like a schoolteacher. “Man is a gregarious animal,” she lectured. “Religious and meditation groups favor group recitations. There’s security in hearing other voices saying the same things or making similar sounds. Touch is intimate and a commitment,” she explained. I didn’t know what it all meant, but I knew it made sense because it usually worked.

Once again, it had worked this morning, but I feared the day when it wouldn’t.
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A Glimmer of Hope

As I got ready to go downstairs for breakfast, I couldn’t help but worry about Butterfly, and wonder how my other sisters and I were spared the same fate: each of us had tragic stories, some, I was beginning to realize, more tragic than others.

I was almost adopted when I was nearly thirteen by Pamela and Peter Thompson, a young couple who had never had a child of their own. Pamela was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen and, though I thought it was strange that she wanted me to call her Pamela instead of Mommy or even Mother, I did what she asked. Orphans learn at a very young age to do anything, well, almost anything, to please prospective parents.

Pamela had been a beauty queen and chose me because she thought I looked like a younger version of her. No one had ever told me I was beautiful before, or had the potential to grow up to be beautiful, so when Pamela and Peter chose me for that very reason I was completely surprised, but happy, and for the first time in my life I thought that maybe I was special. That I wasn’t just a little girl no one wanted.

I soon realized, though, that Pamela didn’t think I was special because of who I really was, but because of who she thought she could make me into. All the pretty clothes and fancy lessons that at first made me feel like a charmed princess, soon became suffocating to me. I wasn’t allowed to excel at the sports I played so well or to even be myself. I was getting all mixed up inside—I wanted to please Pamela, she was my new mother, but I also knew that pleasing her meant losing myself.

Peter tried to help, and explained to Pamela that I could do well in sports and be a beauty queen, but Pamela just got nastier and nastier. Finally, when it seemed that she just wouldn’t ever listen to the dreams that were in my heart, I did the only thing I knew how to make her understand. I cut off my beautiful long hair—the hair that she so loved to brush and wash, the hair that would help me win her precious beauty pageants.

Pamela went into such a rage when she saw me that she started to hyperventilate, gasping for breath, declaring she was on the verge of a heart attack. She said I would be an enormous embarrassment to her and was no good as a beauty pageant contestant, or even as a daughter. Peter didn’t know how to deal with Pamela’s fury and so he sent me back to the Child Protection Services like a defective toy. And, years later, I am still here at Hell House.

Butterfly’s experiences must have been much worse than mine, since she can barely talk about them. We’ve learned a bit over the years, but mostly when she tries to speak about it, or something reminds her of that time, she goes into one of her trances. Her foster mother, Celine Delorice, was a woman in her early thirties who had once had a promising career as a ballet dancer. She married a well-to-do businessman, Sanford Delorice, who supported her attempts to become a prima ballerina. However, shortly after their marriage, Celine was in a serious car accident and had to spend the rest of her life in a wheelchair. She talked Sanford into adopting a foster child and Celine chose Butterfly because she was so dainty and supposedly had perfect feet. She believed Butterfly would become the dancer she had expected she would be, and she had her start training almost the same day they brought her home from the orphanage.

Butterfly was a good dancer, but not a great dancer. She didn’t progress as quickly as Celine had hoped and began to freeze under the pressure and the possibility of failure. Celine Delorice actually suffered a nervous breakdown from it. At least, that’s what Butterfly told us, and soon after Sanford returned her to the system, claiming his wife’s handicap made it impossible for them to bring up a child properly. Crystal thought there had to be something more, but she never pressured Butterfly, who could turn to stone if you forced her to talk about her past.

Despite her reserved façade, Raven wasn’t all that different from the rest of us. She had lived with her real family, her mother’s brother, for a while after her mother had been arrested for a drug related crime and put into rehabilitation. We didn’t know the nitty-gritty details, but something happened and Raven was brought here. All she would tell us was her uncle and aunt were not fit parents, especially her uncle. She did tell me that whatever had happened at her uncle and aunt’s home involved her cousin, Jennifer. I wanted Raven to trust me enough to explain what had happened, but it seemed like Raven had trouble trusting anyone, even Crystal, Butterfly and me.

Raven’s situation was really a lot more complicated than ours because Raven had a natural blood parent out there, somewhere, and the state made it almost impossible to adopt a child if there was even the slightest possibility she or he could be returned to that parent.

Crystal was the only one who really had a good experience with foster parents. She didn’t speak about them very much, but when she did talk about them, she described Thelma’s obsession with her soap operas and Karl’s obsession with being efficient and organized. She told us he was an accountant and saw life as a balance between assets and liabilities. He often lectured her about being sensible. She said her adoptive parents were pleasant enough people, but from the way she spoke of them, I think she believed they were both living in a fantasy world. When they were both killed in an automobile accident, none of the relatives wanted to take her in, which resulted in her being returned to the system.

So here we were, the four of us, the Orphanteers, so different from each other, and yet, drawn to each other, feeling safer in our own little group, each of us adding something that we all needed, each of us willing to risk pain and unhappiness to protect the other or the group. Just looking at us, no one would think we had anything special to hold us together.

I usually wore dungarees and a tee shirt or old sweat shirt. I had sneakers and one pair of dressy shoes, but I favored my clodhoppers, as Raven called them, with sweat socks. I always wore the pink ribbon my real mother had tied in my hair before I had been given over to foster care. Of course, it was quite faded by now. I just tied it on my wrist. I hardly ever wore lipstick or makeup and used a stick deodorant rather than a cologne, when I even cared. Raven always wore a skirt or a dress.

Crystal wore simple one-piece dresses, and kept her dark brown hair either in a bun or sometimes in a ponytail. She would wear lipstick rarely, much less any makeup. She could walk around with an ink stain on her chin all day because she rarely looked at herself in the mirror.

Butterfly had much of the clothing she had when she lived with the Delorices, dainty little dresses, multicolored sneakers, a nice pink leather jacket. It was as if her growth had been stunted by her unhappiness. She hadn’t grown out of much. She kept her golden hair in curls and only wore lipstick when Raven helped her with makeup.

Despite our four individual personalities, we did have something special, something we knew the other girls coveted. Maybe it was just the “Joining.” Maybe there was some spiritual tie. At least we had something to believe in: each other.

Despite the episode with Butterfly, we were dressed and on our way down to the dining room in plenty of time. The Lakewood House was physically a perfect dormitory for two dozen or so foster children. Very little had been changed since its resort days. There was still a large sitting or recreational room where there once were card tables used for board games, dominos, card games or a game none of us had ever heard of before, something called mah-jongg. Louise said it had been the most popular game the tourist women played. She showed us the pieces, all with Asian writing on them, but warned us never to touch them. She explained that she and Gordon were just waiting for the right time to sell them as valuable antiques.

Most of the house was antique, or just plain old. The stairway we took down to the dining room shook and squeaked. The pipes groaned like arthritic old people, windows froze in their grooves, even in the summer, and very often, electrical fixtures didn’t work. Gordon hated doing any maintenance, and usually waited until it was absolutely necessary. He didn’t replace a step that had cracked badly on the stairway, for instance, even though it was dangerous, until he knew someone was coming from the state to inspect the premises. If something broke in our rooms, or if there were plumbing problems, he blamed it on one of us and let it remain broken for as long as he could.

Early on we noticed Louise was almost as afraid of Gordon as we were. If she ever contradicted him in front of us, he would just glare at her, his face crimson, his eyes glowing like embers in a fireplace, his neck muscles straining so hard, the arteries and veins would pop out, and his two large hands tightened into mallets. He was unusually strong. When he felt like showing off, he would permit the children to watch him chop down a tree. He did it with an ax, never pausing from the beginning until the tree actually began to topple. Chunks would fly around him like pale yellow moths; the tree seemed like it was made of paper. These demonstrations of power were indelibly pressed into the minds of the children. Woe to those who were the target of Gordon’s fury.

And yet, whenever there were guests or state officials at the house, Gordon metamorphosed into a soft, smiling, gentle giant of a man who could walk around with a seven-year-old on his shoulders, loving, caring, protective. To see someone with such obvious physical power behave so gently was heartwarming to the visitors. Once, he caught me staring with disgust at him while he was putting on one of these Academy Award performances. He glanced my way and then he turned back to me, fixing his gaze on me with such a cold, bone-chilling look, I had to walk away quickly, my chest vibrating with the hammerlike thumping of my heart. I avoided him for days after that and finally he seemed to forget about me.

None of the wards seemed of any real interest to him. He knew our names and he knew which children to use when he wanted to demonstrate his concern and care in front of state people, but he usually left the real parenting work to Louise. She was the true administrator of the Lakewood House; he was more like a work boss.

However, Gordon was always after her to keep some distance between herself and the wards. He would complain about it, out loud, right in front of us.

“You’re getting too involved with that one, Louise. I warned you.”

Afterward, she explained that she and Gordon had been specifically instructed not to get too close with or form any sort of bond with a foster child. The logic was we were here only temporarily and soon were going back to our real parents or off to new adoptive families, and no one wanted any of us to feel sad about leaving or resent our new homes. What a joke. Who would resent leaving this? For my part, I was happy Gordon kept some distance and happy he was always after her to do the same.

Sometimes, she looked at us as if we really all were her children. Childless, she regretted losing any one of us. A real mother couldn’t be more possessive at times, but warm affection around here was like contraband. She had to look for Gordon first and be sure he wasn’t around before she planted a kiss on a child’s forehead or held someone close to her ample bosom.

Louise wasn’t the only one who tried to make us feel like a family here. A sweet elderly lady who insisted we all call her Grandma Kelly prepared our meals each day and always had kind words or a smile for us. Grandma Kelly lived in the nearby village of Mountaindale and had actually worked for the Tooey family when the Lakewood House was still a tourist retreat. She was only about five feet three with a round face that always had scarlet tinted cheeks, especially when she worked over a hot stove. She had soft eyes as blue as blue jay feathers. Her hair was the color of pewter and even more curly than Butterfly’s, but she always wore a cap when she was in the kitchen. She told us she hadn’t been brought to America until she was nearly twelve. To this day she still had an Irish brogue. Crystal said she reminded her of a leprechaun.

“It would be great if Grandma Kelly really was a leprechaun and led us to treasure so we could get out of here,” I said.

Of course, Crystal didn’t believe in such fairy tales, but we all liked to think that there was a pot of gold out there for us.

We joked about what Grandma Kelly would have made for breakfast that morning as we walked down to the dining room and while we stood in line waiting for our meals Crystal told us she planned on spending the day at the library, using their computer.

Crystal’s dream was to become a doctor, and she told us she’d been researching information on getting college scholarships. She claimed that anything we wanted to learn about could be found on the Internet.

“What about my future?” I asked

“As I told you before, there are statistics about foster children. Every year about fifteen thousand graduate from foster care by turning eighteen with no permanent family, and forty percent of all foster children leaving the system end up on welfare.”

“Thanks for the encouragement,” I muttered. “Miss Good News.”

“You could get married,” Raven said. “That’s what I’m going to do as soon as I find someone rich enough.”

“Why should he marry you?” I asked.

“Because I’m the prettiest girl he’ll know,” she replied, turning her shoulder and fluttering those long, black eyelashes. “And I’m the next Selena who will make one hit song after another, that’s why.” Butterfly laughed and Raven hugged her. “Someone loves me,” she said. “Butterfly will be a famous dancer too, Crystal, so put that into your stupid statistics.”

“I hate to disappoint or discourage you, but it’s pretty hard to make it in the entertainment industry,” Crystal joked back. “And look what happened to Selena!”

Raven stuck out her tongue as she turned to take Butterfly’s hand. “C’mon Butterfly, let’s get our food and let Crystal be grumpy by herself. She just doesn’t know how to believe. We can be anything, as long as we believe.” Raven’s words sounded brave, but I knew that they were mostly for Butterfly’s benefit; she was still shaking from this morning’s episode.

As we waited in line for our food we surveyed the dining room.

Along the walls were the old photographs of the Lakewood House’s bygone days, group pictures of guests gathered at the lake or around the lawn chairs. In most of the pictures, the people were dressed formally, men in jackets and ties, women in ankle-length dresses with high collars and frilly sleeves, all with pale faces, and all looking years and years older than they really were. There were many photos of families because the Lakewood House catered to families. The foster children now living here looked at these pictures closely, usually with soft, dreamy smiles on their faces, imagining themselves as part of one of those families, hugging their mother, holding their father’s hand, standing close to their brothers and sisters, having a name.

It did look like the Lakewood House was a pretty, happy place once, full of laughter and music. According to Grandma Kelly, the guests sat on the big wraparound porch and talked into the wee hours while the crickets chirped and the owls peered through the moonlit night, curious about the murmur of voices, the sound of screen doors, the cry of a child. Sometimes, although I would never say it, even to one of the Orphanteers, I thought I heard the ghostly laughter and even the quick steps of happy children running through the house, out the screen door and down the steps to play on the carpeted green lawns, safe, happy and full of hope.

Maybe someday we would run out of this house to a place full of safety, happiness and hope.

The din of conversation, clanking dishes and silverware, laughter and screeching that greeted us this morning was a hundred decibels louder than on weekdays. School-age children knew they had two days off and except for the final afternoon hours of Sunday, could put school work aside. On nice days, we could play softball or go down to the dilapidated, cracked and crumbling tennis court and volley or play doubles after our chores. Raven and I were the house champions and I was always the captain of the softball team. Louise permitted the older kids to have a picnic lunch if they took a few of the younger ones with them and watched over them. She trusted the four of us with more children than any of the other older children.

Often Gordon would find work for us, however. We painted the house, cut grass, collected leaves or washed windows. Inside, we washed floors, helped with dishes, dusted and vacuumed. We were told this was our home so we had to take care of it ourselves.

“You’ll appreciate our home more,” Louise explained to soften the blow of Gordon’s assignments.

“You don’t have to justify anything I tell them to do. They should work for what they get,” Gordon blasted at her before turning to us, his eyes fixed like two laser beams. “I don’t ever want to hear complaints.”

Chores were rotated. None of us four had to do kitchen work this weekend. We stepped into the dining room, a long, wide room with the biggest windows and the only windows that had new blinds because this was where the state people were entertained when they came. We saw Meg Callaway running the food line. A few long tables were placed together at the other end of the room and all of us walked by, filling our plates. Meg was fifteen, tall and gangly, with braces that looked like car bumpers on her teeth. Crystal said she could be the daughter of Ichabod Crane from Sleepy Hollow. She read the description of him that said he had a neck so long and a nose so long, he looked like someone had perched a weather vane on his shoulders.

Meg was always trying to get in with us, be one of us, but whatever chemistry existed among us didn’t exist in her. She was sneaky and conniving and full of so much jealousy and envy that Raven said her eyes had to be green no matter what. She was always whispering and trying to turn one of us against the other. She spread rumors like fertilizer in a garden hoping to grow conflicts and make herself look like everyone’s hero. No one really liked her, but many were afraid if they didn’t pretend to be friendly, they would be the object of some mischief. Twice last week, I had caught her taking stuff from younger kids.

“Here comes Goldilocks and the three bears,” she quipped as we approached the food table. She studied Butterfly a moment and then her lips thinned and hinged at the corners to form her icy smile. “Why was Goldilocks crying now? Someone pour glue into her dancing shoes?”

“Come outside after breakfast and I’ll show you why she was crying,” I said. Her smile quickly evaporated. She turned to one of the ten-year-olds assisting her.

“Get more toast, I told you,” she said and avoided looking at me.

We took our food to our table.

“Why is it these rolls are so hard?” I muttered. Crystal finished her orange juice and signaled with her eyes so the four of us drew closer.

“I overheard a conversation between Grandma Kelly and Gordon yesterday when I was working on the computer. Grandma was complaining that he was buying two-day-old bread because it’s cheaper. She said she knew he was not buying the best grades of meat too. He denied it and told her to mind her own business. She said the food was her business and he said maybe she should think about retirement.”

“The creep,” Raven said, her eyes fiery.

“I don’t want Grandma Kelly to retire,” Butterfly said mournfully. She almost always looked down quickly after she spoke as if she were afraid of what reactions her words would create in listeners. Her foster mother had to have been a tyrant.

“Don’t worry, she’s not,” I told her. “Doesn’t anyone check on him, check on how he uses the money that’s supposed to be spent for us?” I asked Crystal.

She shrugged and thought a moment.

“Bills are doctored, I suppose, or deals are made under the table with suppliers.”

“We oughta turn him in,” I said. The four of us were still crouched over our trays, whispering. It felt like a conspiracy.

“If we didn’t put our names on the complaints, he would accuse Grandma of doing it now that she has complained to him,” Crystal pointed out. “And I don’t think any of us want to sign anything against Gordon Tooey.”

As if on cue, Gordon entered the dining room. Almost immediately, the din diminished. He panned the room as if he were looking for an intruder, his dark eyes just narrow slits, his big hands on his hips. He wore a white long-sleeve shirt with the sleeves rolled up past his bulging forearms. On his right arm was a tattoo of a shark, something he had gotten when he had been in the navy.

“I don’t expect to see no lollygaggin’ about today. Right after breakfast, everyone get to his or her assignments pronto. We got an inspection in a week and I want this place looking tip-top.”

I wanted to shout out “Then burn it down and start over,” but I just looked at my food. Louise came bustling in behind him, full of smiles. She was somewhere in her fifties, a five-foot-ten brunette with shoulder-length hair. I thought her best feature was her startling cerulean blue eyes. She had a way of looking at you, but clicking on and off you as she spoke so that you never felt you had her full attention. It was as if she really was afraid of what Gordon told her, afraid that if she looked too hard or long at one of the state’s wards, she might form a deeper relationship and suffer if and when the ward was adopted.

“Good morning, everyone,” she cried, looking more at the ceiling than at us. She turned toward the windows. “Isn’t it a glorious day? Let’s all do our work quickly and efficiently so we can have time to enjoy the fresh air and sunshine. You know, children, years ago, people came to these mountains to recuperate from lung ailments like tuberculosis and that’s because we have the best fresh air. You’re all lucky to be living here,” she declared, slapping her hands together before she went to a table to help some of the younger kids.

“She has syrup in her veins instead of blood,” I murmured. “I can’t imagine them making love. They look like oil and water. She probably keeps her eyes closed the whole time and holds her breath until it’s over.”

Raven laughed so loud she drew Gordon’s gaze for a moment. All of us dropped our eyes to our plates. When we looked up again, he was marching out. There was a collective sigh of relief.

“Welcome to another joyful weekend of slave labor at Hell House,” I said, loud enough for the kids at the next table to hear. Some laughed, others checked the doorway to be sure Gordon was gone.

“I don’t want to whitewash that fence again,” Raven declared. “He better not have put that down for me. The fumes from the paint make me cough for days.”

“That’s because it’s bad for your lungs,” Crystal explained.

“Come on,” I said, wanting to change the subject. “Let’s eat this mush and get outside, even to work.”

The assignment list was posted. I was given the task of cutting grass—I didn’t like that chore but at least it got me outside. Crystal and Raven were told to rake up and Butterfly was assigned dusting and polishing in the recreation room.

“Is she all right enough to be by herself this morning?” I asked Crystal before we left to go outside.

“She’ll be fine,” she said. “Won’t you, Butterfly?”

“I’m okay,” she said. She gave me her Sweet Pea smile. “Really, I am.”

“If anyone bothers you, especially that Megan Callaway, come outside,” I told her.

“I don’t like being a tattletale.”

“You’re not a tattletale if someone is bigger than you and picks on you, Butterfly,” I assured her.

“Everyone’s bigger than me,” she moaned. I looked at Crystal. I always looked to Crystal when I needed another answer or a better one.

“Everyone’s bigger than Grandma Kelly, too, but that doesn’t make her less of a person and certainly not less of a cook, does it?” Crystal said. “When you think of what she accomplishes with what she’s given . . .”

“That’s right. Good things come in small packages,” I said.

Butterfly beamed again.

“Picnic lunch today,” I announced. “Near the tennis court.”

Grandma Kelly wrapped sandwiches for us on weekends. We could choose from ham and cheese, just cheese, peanut butter and jelly or chopped egg, take a container of milk or juice, a small wrapped cake or cookie and spread a blanket on the grass. We almost felt like real people on beautiful weekend days. Raven hated when I said that.

“We are real people. It’s not our fault no one’s noticed lately,” she would declare angrily.

Weekends were almost like auditions for us. Prospective adoptive parents were brought to the home to look at and talk to any child they might want to adopt. Having us working like little elves on the property was thought only to enhance our prospects, for potential mothers and fathers would see that we were productive and far from spoiled by our lives as wards of the state. Today was no different. Just after we had spread our blanket and sprawled out to enjoy our picnic, Louise came looking for Butterfly.

“There you are, Janet,” she said walking over to us and gazing down at Butterfly. “They’ve seen your pictures and come to meet you,” she declared in that official voice of hers. Whenever she took on that tone, I felt my heart flutter.

“Who?” Butterfly asked.

“Their names are Mr. and Mrs. Lockhart,” Louise replied. “Come along, Janet. Brush down your dress, please,” she ordered. She stepped up to her and played with her curls. “I hate when they just come by like this without a full day’s warning.”

“Don’t they often come by on Saturdays or Sundays?” I asked.

“You know what I mean,” she replied. I shook my head. “Honestly, Brooke, you can be so . . . uncooperative sometimes. Why don’t you model your behavior on Crystal? She knows when to speak and when to be silent,” she added.

“I speak when I have something to say and when I know it will do some good,” Crystal said.

“See?” Louise followed, missing Crystal’s sarcasm by a mile. “Janet, please stand up straight and don’t squint so much. Come now, Mr. and Mrs. Lockhart are waiting.”

Butterfly looked back at us nervously. I held my thumb up.

“Good luck,” Raven called.

“I can’t understand why she hasn’t been grabbed up before now anyway,” I said as they walked toward the house. “She’s adorable, sweet, bright.”

Crystal put down her book and looked at both of us.

“Each of us has something special, if anyone would ever take the time to notice. People shop for children these days almost the way they shop for everything else. They don’t see us as people, just as another kind of possession. This home is like a department store. I’m tired of waiting, tired of feeling like a piece of merchandise,” she added with uncharacteristic emotion. I raised my eyebrows.

“That’s exactly how I feel,” Raven said. “I just hate being looked over like an animal in the pet store.”

“You better get used to being stared at, Raven,” I joked. “You’re beautiful . . . everyone looks at you.”

Raven suddenly became subdued. “It’s not like I ask for the attention; and besides, that kind of attention I don’t need. You know I’m always trying to get people to see the real me, the singer, the one with dreams.”

“I was only kidding, Raven, we know you don’t go looking for boys to follow you around like puppies. They just do.” I felt bad now; Raven was really upset.

“It’s all right. I know you guys understand me. It’s just that I get sad sometimes. I don’t think I’ll ever find anyone who likes me for me, not just for how good they think I’ll make them look.”

Crystal and I looked at each other sadly. We knew what it was like to feel like we’d never be loved.

Butterfly didn’t come out again until we had finished lunch. We were just folding our blanket when she appeared, head down, walking slowly. Crystal was right about us all feeling like some item in a department store, I thought as I looked at Butterfly. How do you audition for life, for a family? Do you try to speak correctly? Do you smile as much as you can so they will think you’re generally a happy person? Sometimes, they look at you closer than a doctor. You wonder if you should have washed behind your ears. Do you have bad breath? Shouldn’t you be wearing the best thing you had? What were the right answers to their stupid questions? “How would you like living with us?”

How would we like it? What do you think? We’d hate it. We’d rather stay here and be nobody.

“What were they like?” Raven asked Butterfly immediately.

“They were nice,” she said.

“Old or young?” Crystal asked.

“Not old. She’s very pretty. She has nice eyes my color and my color hair. She said I looked like I could be their child.”

“Wow!” Raven said. “Good-bye, Butterfly.”

She looked at us, her face suddenly full of fear.

“If they want you, Butterfly, they’ll make a warm, loving home for you,” I said. “You will be happier.”

She nodded.

“Where do they live?” Crystal asked.

“Near Albany.”

“That’s nice,” Crystal said. “I bet they’ll put you in a good school too.”

“We’re not going to be here forever, Butterfly,” I said when I saw her sadness at the thought of leaving us. “Raven, Crystal and I would love to have the chance you’re getting. We’re happy for you.”

She nodded, her eyes filling with understanding.

“Let’s play Ping-Pong,” Raven said, taking her hand. There was a table behind the house.

“I’ll meet you all in a while,” Crystal said. “I’m going to run down to the library.”

Butterfly looked at me.

“I’ll see you guys later. I want to get the softball equipment and hit a few.”

We all separated and I went to the supply closet off Louise’s office where the sports equipment and our CD players and radios were kept.

As I went into the closet, I saw the Lockharts, the couple who had met with Butterfly. They did look like a nice, young couple, happy, well-dressed, the sort of parents who would love and cherish someone as sweet as Butterfly. The walls were so thin in this house, it was easy to put my ear to the one between the closet and Louise’s office and listen to their conversation. I was hoping I would hear the good news and bring it to everyone first.

“Yes, I know how you feel,” Louise said. “She’s adorable. However,” she continued, “I must give you some more detail about her so you won’t have any unpleasant surprises,” she added.

“Unpleasant?” the young woman asked warily.

“Well, difficult is a better word, I suppose. She’s been seeing the psychotherapist more lately. I’ll read you a bit. ‘Janet suffers from a deeply entrenched sense of inferiority. Her catatonic seizures are a direct result of this. She withdraws to a state of immobility, shutting down her senses, as a defense against the fear of rejection.’”

“Catatonic? That little girl?”

“Oh yes. I’ve had to call the paramedics a few times,” Louise said.

My mouth dropped. She hadn’t. Not once.

“Oh dear.”

I heard the deep note of resignation. Their retreat had begun.

Furious, I marched out of the supply closet and pounded up the stairs to Crystal’s room, hoping to catch her before she left for the library. She took one look at me and dropped her book bag.

“What?” she asked.

“Louise is sabotaging Butterfly. I heard her telling the prospective parents about Butterfly’s psychological condition. She made Butterfly sound like some lunatic who falls into catatonic states all the time and needs constant medical attention.”

Crystal just nodded.

“Why would she do that, Crystal?”

“Simple,” Crystal replied. “I told you before. Foster parents receive more money as the children under their care get older. So the longer the system fails to find permanent homes for kids like us, the more money flows in. We’re a little money machine for the Tooeys.”

“That’s horrible! How can Louise use us like that?” I asked angrily.

“Well, in Louise’s case, I think it’s more complicated. She really hates to give any of us up. Gordon wants the money, but Louise really cares in her own way. She thinks of us as her own children.”

“What use is having someone care for you if they just end up holding you back, trying to turn you into their idea of the perfect child?” I’d been through that before—I couldn’t believe that it was going to happen again.

“Do you have an alternative?” Crystal questioned. I stared at her a moment.

“Yes.”

“What?”

“Let’s just run away,” I said finally.

She didn’t laugh, as I’d expected; instead she looked at me intently and then shook her head.

“I better stay here today. Butterfly might need me,” she said with a sigh. “Let’s not tell Butterfly what Louise is doing. It would make her too sad to think she may never leave here. And I wouldn’t mention the running away thing either.”

“But I’m serious, Crystal.”

She turned her back to me and stared out the window.

I was serious. I really was. I just had to make everyone else believe me.



2

[image: image]

A Close Call

After Raven and Butterfly played Ping-Pong they came down to the ball field and I pulled Raven aside and told her what Louise had done. She wanted us to barge into her office and confront her.

“We’ll turn that place upside down and then rip out her hair,” she threatened.

“I’d like to, but we can’t. I don’t want her to know I was eavesdropping,” I explained, “and second, do you want to face Gordon afterward?”

Raven simmered down. The image of Gordon Tooey enraged was enough to calm even her Latin temper. In the winter when it was very cold and Gordon’s breath could be seen at his nostrils, I thought it looked more like smoke from a dragon.

“Well, it’s not fair. We should be able to tell someone,” she moaned.

“Like they’ll listen to us,” I said. “The only hope we have is to run away and make our own lives.”

“Run away?” She stared at me with wide eyes. “That’s an idea,” she said and looked disappointed for not thinking of it herself. “Yes, that’s a good idea.”

“Let’s wait to talk about it,” I said. “I want to come up with a plan first.”

“You’re serious?” She smiled. “Well, Brooke, I think you’re definitely on to something.” She then told us she was going up to her room to get ready to go to the movies with Gary Davis, a boy our age who was really more of a friend than anything else.

We were permitted to go out on dates once we reached sixteen, but we had to be back before eleven P.M.
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