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In memory of my father, whose dreams took us so many places,

And to my mother, whose belief in me helped make this wish come true.



Chapter 1
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MY PAPA’S DREAM brought us to America. Momma said only a fool believed in dreams, but she knew Papa, so she packed our trunks. And whether she believed or not, that dream swept us out of Bohemia and across the ocean. We’d arrived, in the autumn of 1900 in “a new land for the new century," as Papa put it. By May of 1901, neither the dream nor the country felt new. They both felt old and worn out. As I stood behind our house, staring at a dozen bundles of filthy laundry, I couldn’t help but think Momma had been right.

Papa had dreamed of a thriving farm where we would live well. He had imagined acres of green fields, not the dry, barren hills of southern Colorado. He had imagined fresh air and sunshine, the bounty of the fertile land filling our larder and our pockets. Instead, he spent long days underground, toiling in the unwholesome air of a coal mine. And even with all this laundry Momma took on, our pockets stayed empty and our larder was never full. Now that my sisters and I were out of school for the summer, Momma had determined to take on as much washing as we could from the bachelors in town. But it still wasn’t likely to mean much money.

“This is too much wash to do in the kitchen,” Momma observed from the back door.

“It’s too much to do at all,” I grumbled.

“If you want to be going back to school in the fall, you’ll be needing a new dress,” she said. “And the money’s got to come from somewhere.”

The new term would not start until October, when the schoolmaster returned from one of the other coal camps in the area. But saving money wasn’t easy. When we left Bohemia, Papa had thought a year in the coal mines would earn us enough for a farm. We had been here nine months already and had saved almost nothing.

“At least Trina will get a new dress,” Aneshka said. She was sitting on the back step, kicking at the dust. “I’ll just get her old dress cut down to my size, and Holena will get mine that used to be hers.”

“I don’t mind,” Holena said quietly from her seat beside Aneshka. She would be starting school for the first time in the fall.

“Mind or not, it can’t be helped,” Momma said, her mouth setting into a thin, tight line. It was almost the only expression she had worn since coming to America. “And you do have to go to school.” School was important. Momma had had few chances to learn English. She relied on my sisters and me to translate for her.

Momma sighed, looking again at the big piles of coal-blackened laundry. “We’ll take this load down by the creek. That way we don’t have to haul water. Trina, you carry it there, and we’ll all join you when chores here are done.”

I began hauling tubs and bundles of filthy clothes across camp and down the steep slope to the little creek to the west. It took me four trips back and forth across the shabby town, and each time I returned to the house it seemed Aneshka was working slower and slower at her easy jobs. Holena, who was too little to help carry anyway, was watching Momma knead the week’s bread dough. I glared at Aneshka as I gathered the bundles, but she ignored me.

In the creek bottom, I found a wide, grassy spot and built a fire, then arranged stones to balance a tub over the flames. Then I filled the tub with water from the creek. By the time I was done, my sweat-soaked dress clung to my shoulders. My mother and sisters had still not arrived. I wiped the sweat from my forehead with the corner of my apron. Was this all there was to my father’s dreams—sweat and coal dust and endless hours of work?

I stretched and looked around. If I was going to spend the day scrubbing filthy clothes, I wasn’t going to stay here while I waited for the water to boil. I deserved these few minutes to myself. I wandered along the water’s edge, listening to the birds chirp in the low bushes and trying to forget the drudgery of the day ahead.

A short distance downstream, the valley narrowed and turned. The slopes of the valley became steeper, blocking the view of anything around the bend. I had never gone there. For months, I had come only to the creek to draw water. My pace quickened as a flutter of adventure stirred in my heart. I glanced back toward the laundry. My mother and sisters still weren’t there. I had time to see what lay beyond the shoulder of land.

Around the bend, I stopped in amazement. The creek spread out into a still pool. At its edge, an ancient cottonwood tree leaned out, its massive branches reaching across until they shaded the creek bottom from slope to slope. For a moment I thought I might be dreaming. I had never seen this tree before.

As I approached the tree, the high slopes of the valley shut out all sounds from the mine. For the first time in months, I couldn’t hear the clank and screech of the cables in the hoist. The only sounds were the gurgle of the stream as it entered the pool and the sighing breath of breezes in the leaves overhead. Unexpectedly, tears filled my eyes. How often I had taken those sounds for granted in Bohemia. How foolishly we had left that behind to come here.

I pressed my hand against the rough bark to assure myself the tree was real. The trunk was so thick, I could not have reached even halfway around it if I’d tried. Two massive roots, each as thick as a mule’s haunch, ran from the trunk to the water’s edge, enclosing a triangle of soft grass between water and tree. I stepped over the closer root and sat down, my back against the massive trunk. The roots encircled me like my father’s arms had when I was a child, making me feel safe. In the stillness, the constant ache for our home in Bohemia welled up inside me.

I watched a small leaf spinning lazily across the surface of the water, feeling like I was in a secret place. The mine, the washing, the endless chores had disappeared. There was only me, and the soothing stillness of this place. But as the leaf drifted out over the deepest part of the pool, I realized that I was not alone. A movement beneath the surface created a ripple that caught the leaf and spun it faster. I sat up to see better. With a flash of silver, the thing disappeared under the bank. I crawled forward and leaned out over the pool. The water was clear, and I could see the pebbles on the bottom in the shifting green light beneath the tree. I lay still and watched. After a long moment, a fish emerged from beneath the bank. It was not a large fish, but larger than I had expected in a creek that size. It watched me, just as I watched it.

A story stirred in my memory. Back in Bohemia, my grandmother had told stories as we helped her stuff sausages. One had been about a fish—but I couldn’t quite remember.

The fish began to rise toward me with slow sweeps of its tail. I leaned closer, until my face almost touched the water. I could clearly see its flat, broad head and the whiskerlike feelers protruding from either side of its mouth and chin. It was a carp, a fish we had considered lucky back in Bohemia. Only a few inches and the surface of the water separated us as it watched me with one shiny black eye. I held my breath, waiting to see what it would do.

“Katerina!”

A shout from upstream shattered the moment. I jerked my head up and the fish darted away. Aneshka was standing at the bend, her hands cupped around her mouth, getting ready to yell again. I scrambled quickly to my feet and stepped out from the shade.

“Coming!” I called, and hurried toward her. I didn’t want Aneshka here. This place felt special—magical—in a way Aneshka couldn’t understand. She was too much like our mother.

“Where have you been?” she said, her hands going to her hips.

“Nowhere,” I said, and brushed past her without another word. She was five years younger than me; I didn’t have to answer to her. But as I approached the washtubs, I knew I would have to answer to Momma.

“Where have you been, Katerina! I sent you down here to start the washing.”

“The water was heating; it wasn’t ready,” I protested. I hadn’t been gone very long.

“But it isn’t hot, because while you went off daydreaming, the fire went out.”

I looked at the washtub. Weak wisps of smoke and bits of half-burned wood were all that remained of the fire I had started. No steam rose off the water.

“I’m sorry.” I began stuffing fresh wood beneath the tub. Soon the fire was lit again, but Momma wasn’t satisfied.

“Trina, the family needs your help, not your daydreams. You are thirteen, practically a woman, but you act like a child. Honestly, Holena is more help than you some days.”

“I am sorry, Momma,” I said again. What else could I say? I couldn’t talk back to her. And there was no point in saying how I ached with homesickness, not just for what we had left behind, but for what we were supposed to have here in America. That was not the sort of thing I could say to my mother.

I wasn’t sorry I had left the laundry and found that peaceful place beneath the tree, either. It had been worth a scolding to feel still and secure for those few moments.

We boiled and scrubbed laundry until dusk that day, stopping only briefly to eat a lunch of bread and pickles while a fresh tub of water heated. In the afternoon, Momma left us to finish while she returned to the house to form the week’s bread into loaves and begin preparing our supper.

“You are in charge, Trina, so don’t go wandering off again,” she said before she left, proving she hadn’t forgotten my mistake. I hadn’t forgotten either. I had worked extra hard to make it up to her, but I was still thinking about the fish and trying to remember the story.

As soon as Momma left, Aneshka started complaining, but I wasn’t listening. Every time I bent over the boiling tub, I saw the fish in my mind, just beneath the surface. As I scrubbed the clothes on the washboard, I searched my memory for the story that I couldn’t quite recall.

We carried load after load of heavy, wet laundry to the house, and hung it to dry. When we finally heaped the last pile into the washtub and struggled up the slope into camp, the whistle had blown at the mine and the shift was changing. Aneshka and I were still hanging shirts on the lines when my father arrived, trudging silently, his shoulders slumped by exhaustion. In Bohemia, he had always whistled or sung when he walked. Here, he was just too tired.

I was relieved when Momma said nothing over dinner about my absence that morning. I didn’t want to tell them about the tree or the fish. It would sound childish, like something out of a fairy tale. Besides, my mother’s accusation of daydreaming still stung. I hadn’t been daydreaming. What I had seen was strange, but real.

When supper was over, Papa went out to sit on the porch in the cool evening, and Momma took out her mending basket and sat with him. Before she went, she turned to me.

“Trina, you will wash the dishes tonight. Holena and Aneshka may do as they like.”

I opened my mouth to protest, but closed it again when my mother gave me a sharp look. “They worked all day without complaint—you ran off and left your work undone, which slowed us all down. So this evening, you will make it up to them by doing the dishes alone.”

I bit back my reply as I stacked the plates and carried them to the counter. Couldn’t she tell that Aneshka had dallied at her morning chores while I did the hard work? And, she had done nothing but complain after Momma left us at the creek. Still, I couldn’t talk back to my mother. Soon I was alone in the kitchen, scrubbing plates while my sisters giggled and played outside.

Our neighbor Old Jan arrived just as I finished. Like us, he was Czechy, or “Bohemian,” as we were called in this country. He and his two sons had lived in the coal camp longer than we had, but had fallen on hard times shortly after our arrival. Old Jan’s leg had been crushed in a cave-in at the mine and had been amputated just below the knee. The old man had not worked since, nor would he again. As they were our neighbors and our countrymen, we had stuck by them, and they had become like family to us. His younger son, Marek, was a year and a half older than me and had gone to school with me at first. After his father’s accident, however, he had lied about his age to get a job in the mine.

Since both sons worked the night shift, Old Jan was alone in the evening, so my parents welcomed him, no matter how tired they were. Momma got out of her chair and scooted it forward for Old Jan, while Papa filled a pipe with tobacco for him.

“Trina,” Momma said, “go put the coffee on for our guest.”

I turned back into the hot kitchen and set the pot on the stove to heat. By the time I returned, Old Jan was comfortably settled. Holena and Aneshka were sitting cross-legged on the porch in front of him, begging for a story. In Bohemia, Papa or our grandfather had often told us stories after supper, but since starting work at the mine, Papa was always too tired. My sisters had discovered, however, that Old Jan was more obliging.

“Come on, Trina.” Aneshka patted the porch beside her. “Old Jan is going to tell a story.”

I was too angry to sit by Aneshka. I gave cups of coffee to my parents and their guest and sat down on the porch steps a few feet away.

“What story would you like?” Old Jan asked.

“A story about a princess!” Aneshka cried.

“And what kind of story would you like, Holena?” Old Jan asked, leaning forward and patting her round cheek lightly with his gnarled fingers.

“I would like a story about animals,” Holena said quietly.

“Animals and a princess, eh?” Old Jan said with a chuckle. “And what about you, Trina? What story would you like to hear?”

“My grandmother told a story about a fish. I’ve been trying to remember it all day.”

“A fish. Hmmm.” He considered for a long moment. “Was it ‘The Magic Carp,’ perhaps?”

I sat up straighter, feeling the same tug of excitement I had felt that morning when I saw the tree. “Yes, that’s it! Can you tell it? Please?”

He smiled. “That is a good story, and it has animals. Very well, then. ‘The Magic Carp.’”

Aneshka scowled at me, but Old Jan didn’t seem to notice as he began the tale.

“There was once an old fisherman and his wife, so poor they had only fish broth for supper and went to bed hungry. One day the old man had caught nothing all day long. He was about to give up when he saw a flash of movement in the deepest pool in the river, so he cast his line one more time. When he did, he hooked a carp with whiskers on its chin. This carp was hardly big enough to eat, but it was all the old fisherman had, so he prepared to kill it.

“‘Stop!’ the little fish pleaded.” Old Jan spoke in a highpitched voice that made Aneshka and Holena giggle. “‘If you let me go, I shall grant you three wishes.’

“‘Three wishes?’ the fisherman asked, amazed.

“‘Three wishes,’ the fish assured him. ‘Spare me and your dreams could come true!’

“Well, the fisherman couldn’t believe his luck! Dreaming of what he might wish for, he unhooked the fish and let the little fish slip back into the water before he knew what he was doing. He thought he had lost his chance, but the carp poked its head up above the surface of the pool. It twitched its whiskers three times and said, ‘Three wishes are yours, before the summer’s end.’ Then, with a slippery white flash, it disappeared into the depths of the pool.

“The fisherman hurried home to his wife and told her of the wishes, but she merely grumbled that he was a fool to fall for the trick. She gave him his bowl of fish broth, even thinner than usual. The fisherman looked into the bowl, and with a sigh he said, ‘I wish just once I had a nice, fat sausage for my supper.’

“And what do you know, just like that, a nice fat sausage appeared on his plate. Well, the old couple was amazed, but immediately the old woman began scolding, ‘Now look what you’ve done! You could have had anything and you’ve wasted a wish on a silly sausage!’

“The old man tried to calm his wife, but she kept scolding until he got angry. ‘Quiet, woman!’ he shouted. ‘I’ve heard enough about this sausage! I wish it were stuck to your nose!’”

Old Jan paused while Aneshka giggled. Holena clapped her hand over her nose, her eyes wide. “Sure enough, that sausage stuck itself to the old woman’s nose. Well, they tugged and pulled, and pulled and tugged, but they couldn’t get that sausage off! So in the end, they had to use their last wish to wish the sausage away, and they ended up no better off than they were before.” Old Jan paused and turned to me. “Is that the story your grandmother told?”

“Yes. Grandmother always asked us what we’d wish for if we had three wishes.” I ached remembering how we would laugh at our wishes as we worked.

Papa smiled. “So she did. Very well, my girls, what do you wish for?”

“All the plum dumplings I could ever eat!” Aneshka cried, clapping her hands in delight.

“I would wish for blue hair ribbons,” Holena said dreamily.

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Hadn’t they learned anything at all from the story? Holena was only five, but Aneshka was old enough to understand the moral.

“You’re as foolish as the fisherman and his wife,” I said. “You would waste your wishes on simple things!”

“Well then, wise Katerina, what would you wish for?” Papa asked, smiling.

I frowned, wishing I hadn’t started the game. “There’s no such thing as wishes.”

“You sound like the fisherman’s wife,” Aneshka said. Then she giggled and added, “Trina’s going to end up with a sausage stuck to her nose!”

“It’s only a game, Trina. What would you wish for?” Old Jan asked.

“It’s a stupid game,” I insisted.

“Just say what it is you want, Trina. Please?” Holena asked, but even her sweetness couldn’t soothe my annoyance.

“I want to go back to Bohemia!” I said, bitterness sharpening my words more than I intended. I could see in my father’s eyes that my words hurt him, but before I could take them back, he gave an answer I hadn’t expected.

“And I would wish us right back to America and onto a farm. So you see, Trina, your wish would be wasted too.”

“But why?” I asked. “It’s horrible here!”

“Perhaps for now it is, but here in America, we will have a better future,” he said.

“That’s right,” Old Jan said. “In America, our children’s dreams can come true.”

“Dreams don’t come true! Especially not here!” I knew better than to talk back to my elders, but now that I had given voice to my anger, I couldn’t seem to stop it.

“They do if you know what to wish for,” Old Jan said. “And if you find a magic carp.”

I opened my mouth to answer, but I couldn’t. Had I found a magic carp? I was staring at him with my mouth open when my mother stood abruptly. “Enough of this nonsense. It is time the children were off to bed,” she said.

Aneshka protested, but I did not. Old Jan’s words had made me uncomfortable, and besides, I was tired from a day of scrubbing clothes. I thanked Old Jan for the story. Taking Holena’s hand, I retreated into the house. I helped her into her nightdress before changing into my own, and the three of us lay down on the mattress we shared. Through the thin walls, I could hear my mother apologizing for my outburst to Old Jan, and my cheeks burned.

“Never mind, Mrs. Prochazkova,” Old Jan said in his kindly way. “She is just homesick. She’s very young yet, after all.”

“She is old enough to know better,” Momma said.

“But she is still a child inside,” Old Jan replied.

His tone had been kind, but I squeezed my eyes shut in shame and turned toward the wall so I could not hear what else they might say. I did not want to be talked about as a child. I didn’t want to be talked about at all. I wanted to go to sleep and forget the day, and, slowly, I did.

I woke in the cool moonlight, lying on the thick cottonwood root, leaning out over the water. A flash of white deep in the pool caught my attention. I leaned farther, watching and waiting, my nose almost against the surface of the dark water. The gleaming carp slipped out into the moonlight and rose to the surface. It thrust its flat head up through the glassy surface and its whiskers twitched—one, two, three times.

“Three wishes before the summer’s end,” it said in a voice that bubbled like washwater. “Wise Katerina, what do you wish for?”

Suddenly I was aware of Aneshka beside me. “Plum dumplings!” she squealed, clapping her hands. “I wish for all the plum dumplings I can eat!”

“And blue hair ribbons!” added shy little Holena from my other side.

“Stop! Stop!” I cried, leaping to my feet. “You’re wasting my wishes!” But it was too late; the dumplings and ribbons had already appeared.

Only one wish was left! I had to formulate it carefully. Before I could speak, Momma appeared from over the hill with bundles of laundry, calling my name and scolding me for dreaming.

I woke with a start, my heart thumping in my throat. I was back on the thin mattress, Aneshka and Holena pressed up against me, breathing evenly. It had only been a dream, but it had seemed so real—just as being beneath the cottonwood that morning had seemed like a dream. Momma was right; I was too old to believe in fairy tales. But if there really was a magic carp in the creek by the coal camp . . . I smiled to myself and snuggled deeper under the covers, comforted by the idea. Soon I had fallen back into a dreamless, forgetful sleep.



Chapter 2
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I HAD NEARLY forgotten the dream the next morning, but I had not forgotten my mother’s disappointment in me, or my own embarrassment at being thought of as a child. I determined to do my chores quickly and allow nothing to distract me. When the kitchen was clean, I heated the irons on the stove and carried in the mounds of stiff, wrinkled clothes that had dried on the lines overnight.

Ironing was hot, tedious work, with the stove burning all day. The piles of clothing never seemed to get any smaller, and by midmorning, I could not keep the cool, shady pool of the creek out of my mind. I tried to push it away, but it lapped back in, and I found myself ironing the same spot on a shirt long after the iron had cooled. I jerked my attention back to my work with a guilty glance toward Momma. She hadn’t noticed, so I folded the shirt and quickly took the next one from the pile, trying harder to keep my mind on my work.

The ironing took all day, Momma and I pressing clothes while Aneshka and Holena carried each neatly folded pile back to the house of its owner. The men were all at work in the mine, of course, but no one locked their doors in camp.

It was late afternoon when we folded the last shirt and sent Aneshka off with the last pile. Momma poured herself a cup of coffee from the pot on the back of the stove and slumped into a chair at the table. She mopped her brow with her sleeve.

“It’ll be time to be getting your papa’s supper soon,” she said. She nodded toward the tobacco can on the shelf behind the stove. “I need you to run to the store, Trina. Take the money from the washing.”

I took the can down from the shelf, my heart sinking. Momma often sent me on this chore, since I had learned enough English to speak with the storekeeper, Mr. Johnson. I didn’t mind the chore so much, but I hated the idea of spending the money we had just worked so hard to earn. We would never save money at this rate.

“Shouldn’t we save some for new dresses?” I asked.

Momma shook her head. “Shame on you, Trina. Think of your papa. Think of how hard he works! He needs a few good meals a week.”

That was true enough, but I left a little in the money can anyway, hoping I had enough. If I didn’t, I would just have to put it on credit. Mr. Johnson kept a ledger book under his counter for such occasions, and was happy to let us use it if we needed to.

I was glad to be outside at last. I was grateful for the breeze that dried the sweat along my hairline. The street we lived on— in fact, the whole camp—ran in rows of drab houses up a hill, with the mine at the top. At the bottom stood the only fine buildings in the town, a few two-story houses with picket fences and neat yards for the mine officials, a school, and a community meeting house that served as Saturday night dance hall and Sunday morning church. The largest building in the group, a long, low building with a covered porch, housed the store and company offices.

I had never been in those offices, but I came to the store at least once a week. It was jammed with an assortment of goods, from buckets and brooms to coffee, flour, and fresh meat two days each week. As I approached, I noticed a team of horses and a wagon tied up at the rail beside the steps. The front door was open and I could hear voices inside, but it wasn’t until I had stepped through the doorway that I realized the voices were raised in anger.

I paused uncertainly. Mr. Johnson was behind his counter, and facing him from my side was a tall, dark-haired man I didn’t recognize. He was holding a piece of paper under Mr. Johnson’s nose. Beside him on the floor were two wooden crates. A third crate was open on the counter.

“But you ordered them!” the dark-haired stranger was saying. He had an Italian accent, but his English was better than my own. He gave the paper a little shake. “It says so right here on the invoice. Twenty crates. Right here on the invoice.”

“That’s not my invoice,” Mr. Johnson said without looking at it.

“It’s your company. It came from the head office in Pueblo, like always.”

Mr. Johnson pushed the paper away from his face impatiently. “Well, I didn’t order them, I can’t sell them, and I won’t take them!”

The man with the invoice clenched his free hand. I backed out of the doorway, afraid a fight was about to start. My movement caught Mr. Johnson’s eye.

“Now, look, you’re scaring my customers,” he said. He turned his gaze to me and smiled. “Come in, missy, and tell me what I can do for you.”

Both men’s eyes were on me then, and I felt foolish as I stepped forward into the store once again. I swallowed hard and spoke, just wanting to get my purchase and get out before their argument resumed. “I need a pound of coffee and four chops, if they aren’t too much.”

Mr. Johnson turned back to the other man. “‘If they aren’t too much.’ You see what I’m dealing with here? Miserly Greeks and tight-fisted Irishmen, all day long.”

Anger warmed my cheeks, but I held my tongue. The Italian man was still looking my way. His mouth turned downward into a frown under his bushy mustache. “She’s just a kid, Johnson.”

Mr. Johnson was wrapping the chops in paper. “Yeah, well, kid or not, they won’t buy that lot around here, so you might as well haul it back out to your wagon.”

The Italian’s frown deepened, and he turned back toward Mr. Johnson. But before he could say anything, Mr. Johnson slapped the chops onto the counter beside a tin of coffee and looked back at me, still rooted beside the doorway.

“Well, come on, missy. You can’t very well pay for these from over there, can you? Torentino here won’t bite.”

I hurried to the counter, pulling the handful of coins from my pocket. “How much?”

“Seventy cents for the coffee and two fifty for the chops.” He gave a sudden, insincere smile and reached into the open crate on the counter. “Say, missy, how about a special treat for your family, huh? A nickel a can.”

I looked at the can. Across the top it read EMPSON’S FANCY. Below that was a picture of ripe, purple plums on a branch. It would have been a treat, he was right. I thought briefly about Aneshka and her love of plum dumplings, but I only had enough money for the coffee and meat. “No, thank you, sir,” I said, and handed him the money for my order.

“Don’t you like plums, miss?” Mr. Torentino said.

“Yes, sir, but I have no more money.”

“You can put them on credit on your father’s account,” Mr. Johnson said, reaching under the counter for his credit ledger.

I shook my head. “No, thank you.”

Mr. Johnson tossed the can of plums back into the crate. “You see, Torentino? I can’t sell them, and I won’t take them. Send them back. Tell the head office they made a mistake.”

“I can’t send them back; I’ll lose too much money. The order—”

“Damn the order—get those crates out of my store!” Mr. Johnson said.

More uncomfortable than ever, I scooped up my packages and hurried for the door. Behind me I heard the scrape of the crates being picked up and the heavy step of Mr. Torentino as he lugged them toward the door. Though I longed to escape, he was coming behind me, so I held the door for him. He carried the crates out onto the porch and set them down.

“Thank you, miss,” he said. “Do you buy all your food from Johnson?”

“Yes, sir,” I said. “There’s nowhere else to buy it.”

Mr. Torentino glanced over my shoulder, back through the open doorway toward Mr. Johnson’s counter. “And he’s getting plenty fat off you folks at those prices. Send back all twenty crates! We’ll see about that!”

He seemed to be talking more to himself than to me. I tried to go around his crates and down the stairs, but he called out to me, plenty loud enough for Mr. Johnson to hear him.

“Hold up there a minute, miss.”

I paused.

“You say you like plums, and I’d guess you got a family from that package of chops.”

I nodded, edging a little closer to the steps. I could see Mr. Johnson watching suspiciously through the open door.

“Here,” Mr. Torentino said. He took a can from the top crate and held it out to me. I shook my head.

“Take it, it’s free. Here, take a couple more, too.”

“Free?” I said. I couldn’t believe it—it had to be a trick.

“If he won’t take them, I have to do something with them. Take these for free and tell everyone you see that I’ll be selling the rest for a penny a can.”

“Hey!” Mr. Johnson yelled from inside the store. “Hey, you can’t do that!”

Mr. Torentino put the three cans in my arms and grinned. “You’d best run along now.”

I was happy to oblige. I went down the stairs two at a time. Behind me I heard Mr. Johnson burst out onto the porch, shouting at Mr. Torentino.

I kept my head down and ran! I was panting by the time I burst into the kitchen. Momma looked up in alarm, but her expression shifted quickly to annoyance when she saw me cradling the cans of plums.

“Trina! We don’t have money for such things!” she scolded. As soon as I could catch my breath, the whole story tumbled out of me.

“He said he’d be selling them for a penny a can, if Mr. Johnson hasn’t run him off yet.”

“A penny a can!” Momma exclaimed. “That’s cheaper than anything else we can eat. Do you have any change left?”

“I left a little in the money can,” I said. Momma reached for the can and got out the dime still there.

“Go back and get as many cans as you can carry. Aneshka, you can start mixing the dough. We’ll have plum dumplings tonight after all.”

Aneshka gave a little hop of delight and giggled. “Trina must have seen a magic carp in the washwater while she was daydreaming yesterday, Momma.”

That’s when I remembered my dream. It flooded back into my mind with brilliant clarity: Aneshka wishing for plum dumplings at the pool by the tree. And here they were, exactly as she had said, all the plum dumplings she could eat. The first wish. But it had only been a dream, I was sure of that. This was only a coincidence.

“Come on, Trina, don’t just stand there,” Momma prodded. “Go back and get more before they are all sold. Take Holena with you; she can help you carry.”

I set out for the store again, Holena’s hand in mine and the money in my pocket, and I pushed the dream out of my mind. As I passed neighbors and houses with their doors open, I called out Mr. Torentino’s offer. Soon word was spreading and other women were hurrying down the hill with us. I was glad for their company, in case Mr. Johnson was still there, still shouting.

At my side, Holena trotted to keep up. “Did you really see a magic carp in the washwater, Trina?” she asked. “Really?”

“Of course not,” I said. I was annoyed that Aneshka had made such a joke in front of Holena. And I was annoyed that it felt true, even though I was too old to believe it.

“But Aneshka got her dumplings,” Holena said. “Do you think I will get my hair ribbons, too?” Her eyes were round and shining with hope. I hated telling her that her hope was for nothing, but how could I tell her otherwise? I turned my eyes back to the dusty road ahead of us.

“We had better hurry or there won’t be any plums left for us,” I said. I felt her hand slacken in mine and knew she was disappointed, but I didn’t look at her. I just kept walking.

Mr. Torentino had moved his wagon across the street from Mr. Johnson’s store. Though the storekeeper was standing on his porch, glaring at the growing crowd of women around the wagon, there seemed to be nothing he could do about it. Mr. Torentino was in the back of the wagon, prying open crates and handing the cans to the women who were holding money up to him. I tried to blend into the crowd, but Mr. Torentino noticed me.

“Well done, girl!” he called out over the heads of the gathering women. “Well done! And will you have more?”

“Yes, sir,” I said and held up my dime. He took it and handed down ten cans of plums, which I cradled in my apron as I worked my way out of the crowd. I could not help noticing Mr. Johnson watching with narrowed eyes. He hadn’t missed Mr. Torentino’s words, I was sure of it.

“Papa will be surprised, won’t he?” Holena said.

“He will,” I agreed. Despite Mr. Johnson, I couldn’t help smiling to myself. Plum dumplings! We hadn’t had such a treat since arriving in America.

“You know what, Holena?”

“What?”

“We should make it a special night for Momma, too.”

Holena’s eyes glowed at the thought. “How?”

I thought for a moment, not sure how, but then I saw a patch of dandelions blooming alongside the road. “Flowers for the table?” I suggested.

Holena’s smile nearly split her face. All the way home, she skipped along the edge of the road and picked dandelions. They were only weeds, but they were bright and cheerful clenched in her little fist. When we got home, we put them in a can of water and onto the table while Momma’s back was turned. When she saw them, she smiled—the first smile I could remember seeing on her face in a long time.

We busied ourselves in the kitchen, full of anticipation and excitement as we swept and washed and set the table with great care. Momma disappeared into the bedroom and came back holding a tablecloth, embroidered on the corners with flowers. She only brought it out on Christmas and Easter, so we were all surprised when she spread it on the table. She saw us watching and gave a little shrug.

“The Lord knows we have few enough things to celebrate here. We’d best use it while we can.” She turned back to the stove, but I had seen the smile crinkling the corners of her eyes. I felt a pang, almost like homesickness. She had been quick to celebrate when I was little, but not since we had left Bohemia.

My thoughts were interrupted by the whistle at the mine. The shift was changing and Papa would be on the way home soon. I hurried to straighten the silverware Aneshka had laid on the table.

Papa always washed off the coal dust and dirt in a tub at the back door. It wasn’t until he was drying his face that he stopped and sniffed the air.

“What is that smell?” he asked with a smile.

Holena tried to tell him, but Aneshka shushed her.

“It’s supposed to be a surprise,” she insisted.

Papa smiled at them both. “She doesn’t have to tell me a thing, Aneshka,” Papa said. “I know plum dumplings when I smell them. But how? Did your wish come true after all?”

“So it would seem,” Momma said from the doorway behind me. “Now come inside. Supper’s all ready.”

Supper that night felt like a grand affair, although the food was much the same as always—gristly meat, boiled potatoes, and bread spread with salted lard. But the tablecloth, the flowers, and the plates of plum dumplings made it festive. I recounted for Papa all that had happened at the store. When I told him of Mr. Torentino’s selling from his wagon while Mr. Johnson glared at him from the porch, he laughed.

“Serves the swindler right,” Papa said.

Momma looked stricken. “Hush, Tomas! Don’t say such things!”

“They can’t hear us here, Ivana. Besides, this is America, isn’t it? A man can say what he thinks here.”

“They’ll fire you for saying such things,” she said.

“Not tonight,” Papa said, unbothered by her warning. “Tonight we have plum dumplings and all the luck in the world, right, Aneshka?”

Momma frowned at Papa before rising from the table to fetch more of the dumplings still steaming on the stove. They were the best things I had tasted since we had left Bohemia. Aneshka ate so many we all thought she would be sick, and Momma made her stop.

We were still at the table when we heard the familiar clop of Old Jan’s crutches on the porch steps. Papa went out to greet him while Momma dished up a bowl of plum dumplings and took it out to him. That left my sisters and me to tidy the kitchen.

For once Aneshka was cooperative and cheerful, and the job went quickly. I was soon stacking away the last plates on the shelf while Aneshka and Holena folded Momma’s lovely tablecloth. Holena carried it into the bedroom to put away while Aneshka and I took coffee to the adults.

I had just settled myself comfortably on the porch steps when Holena appeared in the doorway. Rather than skipping out like usual, she seemed frozen, staring at us as if we were strangers. In her hand she held two long, sky-blue ribbons. Her eyes met mine.

“They were in the trunk,” she said. “I found them.”

Momma turned to look. “Why, so they were! I had forgotten I had such things; it’s been so long!” she said.

“You wore them at our wedding, Ivana, remember?” Papa said.

Holena’s face fell a little, but Momma smiled.

“So I did, but I have no use for such things now. And they are just the right color for your hair, Holena. Would you like to have them?”
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