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Prologue





1964—Sri Lanka, formerly Ceylon


Cholan approaches his small wood hut, and he can clearly see that his mother is vexed. When she sees his empty bucket, she shakes her head in exasperation.


“What! Where is my water? You’ve been daydreaming again, haven’t you? Now the making of roti will be delayed and so will dinner.”


Cholan is known as the mekankalitl talaiyutan ciruvan, the boy with his head in the clouds, though now his head droops and his eyes scrape the brown earth. He kicks his sandaled toe against the dirt floor. His mother, usually forgiving, is not so this day, and he wonders why. A slight shiver runs up his back; he senses the gods and mortals are out of sync. That is never good, he thinks.


“Sonam,” his mother calls. “Go fetch me a bucket of water, quick!”


Cholan’s older brother yanks the bucket from his hand, snapping the bucket handle in Cholan’s direction before storming off.


Still visibly annoyed, his mother says, “Cholan, you can start the fire for baking the roti.”


Cholan bites his lip as it begins to quiver. This is a real punishment; he has an unreasonable dread of fire and smoke, and his mother knows it. She normally keeps him from any tasks that involve one or the other. But not today.


Head down, Cholan pulls some of the logs from the woodpile outside their hut and slowly approaches the large, open stone hearth in the kitchen. He scrapes at the ash and uncovers a few glowing embers, then fashions a teepee with the smaller pieces of kindling and starts blowing softly on the pile. His unease increases as he smells the bitter smoke working its way up the rough chimney. Some whorls make their way into the room and circle his head tauntingly. He glances at his mother, who is impatiently mixing the rice flour in her wooden bowl, and she quickly averts her eyes.


“Don’t make cow eyes at me,” she snaps, continuing to stir with much more vigor than necessary to mix the bread.


Head bent, Cholan coughs sadly and continues his task.


As the fire begins to blaze, Sonam returns, noisily banging the bucket and sloshing water onto the dirt floor. He walks by, cuffing Cholan, who looks up in surprise. The gods are getting angrier, not calmer, he thinks. Then he notices the swollen lip marring Sonam’s normal good looks and easy smile.


Cholan asks quietly, “What happened?”


His mother pops up, takes a rag from the basket, and tries to dab Sonam’s lip.


He ducks his head and mutters, “It’s fine. I just slipped on a rock getting the water Cholan was supposed to get.”


Guilt washes over Cholan, and with slumped shoulders he wanders outside. Sitting on the flat stones beside the hut, he surveys the village. Everything looks right, and the tension between his shoulder blades eases slightly. He hums to himself, willing the world back into proper alignment. After a minute or two of humming, the world feels a little righter, but still not completely right.


Sonam emerges from the hut and gives him a crooked smile. “Want to head into the forest and pick some mushrooms? Maybe it will make Ma happy.”


Cholan’s worry flares back up. If his brother can feel something is wrong, then things truly are bad. Sonam typically is oblivious to the spirits that Cholan feels all around.


He trots over to his big brother and puts his hand out, offering to carry the old wooden gathering bucket. They head up the trail toward the mountain.





After an hour of picking and wandering, Sonam turns and sniffs the air. “I think the roti is ready. I’m heading back. Are you coming?”


Cholan shakes his head. “No, I’m not hungry.”


Thirteen-year-old Sonam is always hungry, while ten-year-old Cholan often forgets to come in for meals. Sonam picks up the bucket, waves, and heads down the trail.





Cholan is not sure how much time has passed since Sonam left him to his own devices, but he suddenly thinks, Oh dear, Ma burned the roti—and the sharp acrid smell causes every hair on his body to stand on end. As he stares at his forearm in fascination, a roar erupts to the left of him.


Spinning, he sees a wall of flames pulling everything into its vortex. His head becomes dizzy with fear. Agni! Could the fire god be this angry because I forgot the water?


He takes off in a sprint to get away from the angry fire god. He runs and runs, his lungs sucking in smoke and the heat becoming unbearable. A sharp pain knifes into his back—the exact spot where he felt the tension sitting in the village. That tension clearly prophesied this horrific event. The burning branch bounces off his back and lands to the side. He stares at his hands and arms and the skin is angry with red welts and blisters. The pain is now all over him.


And then, suddenly: Vishnu takes over!


With a swipe of his hand, Vishnu hurtles Cholan through time and space to a different afternoon. The air is no longer filled with smoke and ash; instead, the day is cool and crisp, void of any sign of Agni. Cholan sees his brother running up ahead and knows they are in one of their many races down the trail to the village. The trees on either side of him are a sweet, mottled green and so alive. There is no pain or misalignment of the god world with their world. Cholan sees his brother stumble and then slow. A surge of pure adrenaline shoots through him. I’m going to beat him. Finally!


With the many hands of Vishnu pushing him, Cholan’s legs pump like pistons against the strong earth. Feeling pure and strong, hope surges through his body.


His eyes and his mind are back in this other time. A time without fire, without pain. He doesn’t see the hopelessness of his current situation, the scorching of his skin, or how his smoke-filled lungs struggle to take in enough oxygen to his body. His mind is singularly focused on bright skies and Sonam.


Cholan bursts through the wall of flames just as he is overtaking his brother in their race of another day. His mind snaps back to the present when he hears his sister Sateen scream, “Cholan!”


The villagers are huddled at the riverbank and his father starts moving toward him—first slowly and then, as recognition dawns on his face, faster.


Cholan folds into a heap on the unscorched grass. One’s mind can only do so much when the body is failing. Still, Cholan is able to smile as his father kneels beside him. He revels in the thought that he has just beaten Sonam, blissfully unaware that he will never run again.


Phurbu, the village Ayurvedic doctor, gently pushes Cholan’s father aside as he is struggling to figure out where to touch Cholan with his red and blistered skin. Phurbu slides his hands under the small boy and carries his damaged body back to his hut, where he carefully cuts Cholan’s remaining clothes off his body.


Phurbu nods. “Only your extremities. That is good.”


Cholan tries to speak, but nothing comes out of his singed throat. He lies back exhausted; the pain is squeezing all thought from his head and he moans in agony, not sure he can bear a moment more. 





Cholan lies in the hut, counting the sapling trees that make up the outer walls of the hut, trying anything to take his mind off his suffering. He prays for Vishnu to come and snap his mind somewhere else again as he did yesterday to save him. He thinks his prayers have been answered when he begins to experience strange jumps through a sort of dream state. It isn’t quite like yesterday, but he is happy for any respite from the dull, aching, never-ending pain.


On the days Vishnu does not come, all Cholan has are the 148 saplings that make up the walls of his family’s hut and the memory of making the tightly woven fibers that tie the saplings together. He made them with the other village children by picking the thrushes that grow near the stream. They stripped the thrush down to thin threads and then braided them together to make strong binds that hold together their huts, even during the fiercest of monsoons—the ones that come twice a year. Cholan fondly remembers making the binds, although at the time he hated every minute of it. Looking down at his hands, which look like shredded goat meat, he wonders if he will ever be able to plait thrushes again.


Lying on the rough fabric of his mattress, Cholan’s eyes slide from the saplings to his brother and sister’s mattresses, hung on the large hooks they use to keep them off the ground during the day. My mattress will never be hung up again. His eyes, hair, and skin have become the same color as the mattress, a burnt-bread color. As the days continue, he imagines he is melting into it and thinks that one morning there will be nothing left of him except his two brown eyes as he disappears into the mattress altogether—gone forever.














CHAPTER 1: Magic






1976—Brunswick, New Jersey


Kevin, after all the prior years of indifference toward Marta’s very existence, notices her—really notices her.


Maybe she changed during the three months off over the summer between seventh and eighth grade. Maybe the world tilted just so and there was a sudden alignment of the cosmos. Or maybe the matching casts encircling their arms were mixed with magic and pulled Kevin finally into Marta’s orbit. Who knows? Whatever the reason, a shiver runs down Marta’s spine when she sees Kevin enter the nurse’s office and their eyes meet. Time stops for one beat, and her heart tumbles in her chest. She knows her world will never be the same, as he really sees her.


She gives Kevin a quick smile, her hazel eyes framed by bangs, chestnut hair swaying about her shoulders ready to mask her face like a velvet curtain if needed. Kevin parts his lips to speak, but Marta quickly turns back to face Mrs. Watson, a soft smile on her face. He looks the same as he did last year; his hair is like golden straw. Her quick glance confirmed he still has his cowlick in the back. His longer hair hides it well, but she can see where the wing of his blond hair wants to take off and fly.


The nurse’s office smells of disinfectant and something Marta imagines is what anesthesia smells like, though she knows the nurse doesn’t perform anything more complex than putting Band-Aids on cuts. After a bit of silent standing and waiting, Kevin says, “Looks like no gym for us for a while. Does yours still hurt?”


Hugging her arms awkwardly around her body, feeling the cast press uncomfortably against her ribs, Marta glances back at Kevin.


She says, “Not so much any more. But I have Tylenol just in case.”


“Me, too. Here is my plan. If I’m in some dumb boring class, I’m going to say I need some Tylenol and I’ll pop back here for a visit with dear old Mrs. Watson,” he says conspiratorially, nodding toward the nurse.


Mrs. Watson peers with raised eyebrows, and Marta shrinks into herself, biting her lip, worried she will get in trouble due to Kevin’s audacity. Kevin gives the nurse a quirk of an eyebrow coupled with a beaming smile, and she smiles warmly back at him, shaking her head.


Having cajoled Mrs. Watson into forgiveness, Kevin turns back to Marta and asks, “What happened to you?”


“I fell off a pickup truck in my yard and broke my wrist. Chipped my tooth, too.” She smiles at Kevin again and taps her front tooth. “See? Good as new. My tooth is what my parents freaked out about. They didn’t pay any attention to my arm until it stayed swollen and started turning a deep purple two days later. Finally, they listened to me and took me for x-rays.” She finishes her story in a rush.


Kevin gazes into her face and holds up his cast as he replies, “I slipped on my dock, diving into Brunswick Lake. God, it hurt when I hit the wood instead of the water.”


Marta notes Kevin’s cast is much more disheveled than hers, as if he has taken a file to both the arm hole and the thumb hole to make some self-prescribed adjustments to the fit. Kevin asks her about her schedule, and as luck would have it, they have several classes together. Of course, this isn’t some unbelievable stroke of luck, as Brunswick is a small school, but Marta has a fleeting thought that this is all part of the plan the gods came up with to bring them together.


They discover they share homeroom and they walk side by side to room 232, chatting like old friends. Marta can’t believe how comfortable she is talking to Kevin. It is as if they have been doing this forever.





That night, flipping open her diary, Marta stares off in space before writing:




It happened. I really talked to him, and it was so easy. I knew he was nice, but he seems so sweet too. I think he may like me—not like I like him but still I think he does. I am so happy I broke my wrist, we are both stuck in our casts for another couple of weeks. Who knows what will happen after that? Judy Blume is right. Good things can and do happen!








By the third day of school, they have fallen into a routine. They meet at Marta’s locker and head to homeroom together, then when lunch finally rolls around, they go through the line and then sit together. Patrick and Nancy, their designated “tray carriers,” sit with them, as do a couple of other friends. This will become their table for the year, equipped with a seemingly magic aura, and they bond into a tight-knit group. After years of teetering on the periphery, Marta is securely in the core of this circle.


Gym class used to be a nightmare for Marta, but it has become a magical fifty-two-minute slice of heaven. Mr. Morgan doesn’t even try to find something for Kevin and Marta to do to fill the time. He has limited use for kids who can’t run and jump like Superman, and injured kids fall well below that, so they get to sit on the stack of red mats on the stage and watch the uncoordinated kids struggle through the class, sweating and fearful as they try to throw, catch, or hit various balls.


During these gym sessions, Marta and Kevin can talk freely.


One day, Kevin admits to Marta, “I can’t believe I didn’t pay attention to you sooner. I must be some kind of idiot!”


“It’s because I’m like a little mouse,” Marta says with a giggle. “Not many people notice me, usually. But I always saw you.” She ducks her head as she makes this confession. “I’ve always felt you were special, even though you never said more than a handful of words to me in all these years. I remember the first time I met you, the first day of first grade . . .”




1969—Brunswick, New Jersey


Marta is excited and, as usual, very worried. Kindergarten was wonderful, but she isn’t sure that means first grade will be. She chews her lip; maybe kindergarten wasn’t real school and only now it really begins. There have already been some worrisome signs in these first few minutes in class—namely, none of the other kids seem to notice her, and she isn’t sure why.


Sliding carefully into her chair with the attached desk, Marta adjusts her new blouse and pants she got for back to school. They are both a little big, as her mother wants them to last the whole year, if not longer. Marta worries the clothes are swallowing her up. Marta is printed in clear block letters on a crisp piece of folded cardboard on the front of her little desk, and she furtively scrutinizes the other girls’ names and wishes she was a Michelle or Ann or even Pam, anything but Marta. Marta is so foreign sounding. The room is bright and colorful, and there are more books than she has ever seen. A petite red-haired teacher stands up from her desk and beams at each of them. Marta smiles back tentatively.


“Hello, children. I am Miss Talikin. This is the year we will embark on a wonderful journey together: we are going to learn to read. Some of you may already know some words or even may be reading; others may not. That is okay; we have a whole year together to learn the magic of letters being combined to form words and those words to form sentences and those sentences to create stories for us to explore and enjoy. How does that sound?” She ends in a rush, as if she wants to jump right into the magic.


Marta sits up straighter, her too-big blouse forgotten. The boy in front of her says, “Cool,” and Marta thinks, Exactly.


Miss Talikin continues to explain and describe all they will do this year. Marta is spellbound.


When Miss Talikin pauses for a moment, the boy in front of Marta turns around in his chair and says, “Hi.”


Gazing into inquisitive, bright blue eyes, Marta replies, “Hi.” His eyes are so shining and clear, she can’t look away; she doesn’t drop her eyes as she normally does. She notes he has a gap between his front teeth, and she peeks at his name card on his desk. It says Kevin. Once he turns back to face forward, she stares at the back of his head and his blond, wavy hair until, blushing furiously, she forces herself to bring her eyes down to her desk.


Miss Talikin distracts her from her embarrassment when she holds up several books. “These will open new worlds to each of you. Worlds you control by what you choose to read. You can travel to the moon or stay closer to home; you can travel to Whoville or the planet Uriel from A Wrinkle in Time and anywhere in between. This is the year your world expands.”


Marta wonders, How can reading do all that?





The next day, Kevin slides into his chair and says cheerfully, “Hi,” in her general direction.


“Hi,” Marta squeaks out.


This morning his blond hair is sticking out in the back with a cowlick that is damp, as if he has tried to tame it with some water. She is comforted by those hairs, which—since he keeps smoothing them down throughout the day, knowing they are misbehaving—she can only assume he is embarrassed by.


Miss Talikin does just what she said she would do yesterday: she opens new worlds to Marta and the other students. Some don’t seem as impressed by the feat or in need of magic as Marta is, but they all learn to read.


Each day she goes home on the bus with a new book in her book bag, and once she is done with her chores and dinner, she sits and reads. Slowly working her way through Hop on Pop; One Fish, Two Fish; and all the other Dr. Seuss Learn to Read books. She watches Kevin work his way through them as well. She waits each morning for his morning hi, sure that it is aimed directly at her for a reason.


As the months go on, however, Marta faces the fact that Kevin talks and is friendly to every kid in class—he does not treat her any differently from their other classmates. He has an easiness about him, and Marta marvels at how comfortable he seems to be. Not a care in the world. Just the opposite of her.


Marta moves onto Frog and Toad Are Friends halfway through the year and can’t help but reread the story of Toad and his funny-looking bathing suit. She connects to his worries about his clothes, as she, too, is concerned that her clothes, while not quite as bad as Toad’s bathing suit, could result in a similar embarrassment.







1976—Brunswick, New Jersey


As these memories of first grade flash through her mind, Marta muses out loud to Kevin, “You were like a beautiful cloud—something I could watch and enjoy but I knew I could never actually touch or hold on to. I realized that even back in first grade.”


“Until this year,” he replies. “Until that first day in the nurse’s office, when our broken arms magically brought us together.”


“Oh my gosh, I had that exact thought on the first day at the nurse’s office. Oops, I can’t believe I just told you that. Honestly, I didn’t mean to.” Marta turns beet red.


“Hey, it’s totally cool. Magic is real. You need to believe that, or what is the point?” Kevin chuckles and continues, “Just hope it is not in the plaster, ’cause I get mine off in a few weeks and I don’t want to forget about you.”


Marta glances up, stricken.


“Whoa, totally jokin’,” he says quickly. “I will never forget you ever. Not if I am a million miles away on some far-off planet. Okay?”


Collecting herself, Marta lets out a deep exhale. “Yeah. Of course, I know you were joking.” She shrugs nonchalantly, smiling bravely. “Even Mars?”


Kevin hits her shoulder with his good hand and states vehemently, “Even Mars.”


He then turns serious and reaches for her hand. Marta stiffens and clenches her fingers into a fist to keep the calluses on her hands hidden from this boy. She shrinks into herself, no longer smiling. A flash of worry passes over Kevin’s face when his hand contacts her tight fist. Marta sees it and her heart lurches. She didn’t mean to make him feel bad. She forces herself to not pull away further and instead tentatively brushes his hand lightly with her fingers. Relief washes over Kevin’s face and Marta feels a surge of happiness fill her. Looking down at their entwined hands, she feels the slightest rub of her rough inner palm against his own palm and she tries to ignore it. She is happy she saved him from any embarrassment of his own.


A warmth spreads through her chest, not an uncomfortable heat from a blush but more like the warmth of a blanket enveloping her. She has never been good with banter, but suddenly it is just rolling off her tongue. Their hands rest loosely between them and she feels a secret undercurrent to their conversations; it’s clear to her that under the surface, rippling through some magic space, they are communicating something much more profound than the actual words they’re speaking. She knows she will always be connected to this boy sitting next to her, no matter what.

















CHAPTER 2: American Pie






1976—Brunswick, New Jersey


Kevin is thrilled with his new relationship with Marta. She is witty, shy, smart, and as pretty as Marcia Brady—so many great qualities, all rolled into one.


“What’s your family like?” he asks her one day.


The two spend time together every day now, in school and outside of it, and they talk about everything. Kevin has already learned that Marta lives on a small farm and has a pet cow and a pig. He is pretty sure her father doesn’t fully consider her cow and pig to be official pets, but Marta glosses over such things and seems to be a believer in if you don’t say it, it won’t be real.


At his question about her family, she shrugs. “I have a younger sister who is two years younger than me.”


“My brother’s also two years younger,” he says. “And then there’s Debbie, five years younger. We get along most of the time, though my mom and dad are a bit nuts. They’re old-school hippie sorts. I’m always afraid they’re going to pack us up and move us to a commune in the woods. They don’t like the government and talk about homeschooling us way too much for my liking. They think school doesn’t let us grow enough creatively, and other stuff like that. They’re big readers of Jack Kerouac and any other antiestablishment rubbish.”


Marta laughs softly. “My parents are the exact opposite of yours,” she says, but doesn’t share much more.


Kevin finds Marta a little mysterious, and that is a first: most of the girls he knows are pretty straightforward. Weird, certainly, but not mysterious. But he finds everything about Marta interesting, right down to her habit of holding her breath when she is worried or embarrassed or experiencing any number of the other emotions Kevin sees play across her face during their conversations.


Determined to know more, he peppers her with questions and gathers little kernels of information like a detective gathering clues.


“So, what’s your favorite TV show?”


“Well, we only get to watch educational stuff,” she says. “My dad only agreed to buy a TV after we rented one to watch the moon landing. Oh and of course we watch Kung Fu.”


He shakes his head. “Kung Fu? Really, that’s educational?”


“I don’t think so, but my dad likes it, so we don’t question the educational benefits,” she says. “I’m just glad to be watching anything. So that may be my favorite. Everything else is either the nightly news or PBS stuff.”


Kevin squirrels away this information with all the other tidbits he has gathered, such as her parents are strict and keep her and her sister working on the farm most of the time.


“So, what is your favorite thing about living on a farm?”


She brightens. “Oh, definitely the animals. I love our cows. Staring into their eyes, they always seem so sad. Like they know something, and it is not good. I sometimes stare into their eyes, trying to figure out what they know, but then I get worried about what it might be and have to stop.”


Kevin grins. Then he gets serious and asks, “Okay, least favorite thing?”


“Oh, that’s easy. The chores. Specifically, feeding the chickens. The dust, the smell, the chickens . . . it takes me even longer with my cast. Hate that for sure.”


“What? You don’t get out of doing chores with a broken arm? Boy, your dad is a hard-ass. Even Mr. Morgan let us out of gym class. Maybe see if the doctor will give you a note to get out of chores.”


Marta grimaces, then puffs out her chest, puckers her eyebrows, and, with a stern look on her face, states in a deep voice, “Marta, what does this doctor know about a farm? Are those chickens going to feed themselves? Now get out there and do your chores.”


Kevin barks out a laugh, sure her impression of her father is spot-on.


She tells some funny stories about the things she and her sister do to entertain themselves when left to their own devices and not under the watchful eye of their father. Marta is leaning back against the gym wall with her feet tucked under her and Kevin is holding her hand, tracing her fingers with his own.


He holds up her right hand and says, “Look, your finger is kinda crooked.”


She giggles. “Oh, yes, that was sweet.”


He continues holding her hand up to the light as though he can see right through to the bone and see the story that explains the bent finger.


“Me and Ada were picking rocks in a field in the back of our property. We have acres and acres of land, and all of it is rocky. I was swinging my arm back to get enough speed to hurl the rock into the dump truck, and Ada was right behind me, throwing hers forward. The two rocks smashed into each other.”


“Ouch!” he says sympathetically.


“I screamed and blood was all over the place and my middle finger immediately swelled.” She looks triumphant.


“And that’s good?” He can’t believe she thinks the pain of smashing her finger with a rock is a good thing. Then it dawns on him this means the work is really tough. He considers the slight girl, her back against the gym wall before him, and figures she is some kind of strong. And she doesn’t even know it.


“Yep. The only way to get out of a day of picking rocks is an injury with blood and guts. Ada was so pissed. Her fingers weren’t even scratched. She cursed and I cheered. It was definitely my lucky day.”


She continues with a big smile on her face, “My hand was throbbing. I jogged to the house—slowly, cradling it, as it really was beginning to hurt bad. Turns out it was bad . . . I had to go to the emergency room to get a hole burned through my fingernail to relieve the swelling. Got out of chores for a whole week, though—well worth a little pain. I think I got to read two Black Stallion books during my week off, so a fond childhood memory for sure.”


Kevin hoots in laughter and immediately stifles himself when Mr. Morgan turns an icy glare in their direction.


“I hate stone walls,” Marta confides. “People love them and think they are so quaint, but I know someone dug, hefted, and then deposited all those rocks a hundred years ago, and I feel their pain.” After saying this, she hesitates and blushes.


Kevin chuckles and takes her finger to try to straighten it. As he does, he thinks, I would like to fix anything and everything that has ever hurt this girl.


She continues idly, “My dad buries most of the stones in a pit in our back field. I guess he doesn’t like stone walls, either. He is more of a barbwire-fence guy. Honestly, I think I have picked the same stones over and over—it’s like they somehow work their way back to the surface after being dumped into the pit. I’ve always wanted to share that idea with my dad—the rocks being regurgitated back up by the earth—but I know he wouldn’t get it. You get it, right?”


He nods his head vehemently. “Absolutely—the rock monster lies just below the surface and thinks it’s a game you are playing! You pluck the stones and toss them in the pit, and he is tossing them back. It’s all in good fun, you know, a big misunderstanding.” He grins at her. “We should discuss this with my dad. He loves discussions and arguing different points of views, particularly if one’s point of view is based on something fantastical or whimsical. He once took the troll’s point of view and argued how the Billy Goats Gruff were in the wrong. Told you my parents are nuts.”


Marta giggles. He can tell she is more relaxed around him now. He used to feel a distance between them even when they were sitting shoulder to shoulder, but he doesn’t feel that so much anymore. Maybe he has uncovered all her secrets. He knows her life on the farm is tough, her parents aren’t your normal loving parents, she gets lost in books, and she feels a little out of step with the world. He hopes he is helping her find herself and that she’s starting to see herself as he sees her: a magical flower that with a little sunshine and magic will become the most wonderful thing the world will ever know. Kevin stares down at Marta and his cheeks are stained a bright pink when she catches his eye. He blinks his eyes to clear the words of poetry that are echoing in his head. Marta’s hazel eyes dance up at him and he wonders if she can see the bright sturdy sunflower he had in his mind’s eye a minute ago.





As the year continues, Kevin uncovers more and more layers of this special girl. Marta is soft-spoken but funny. She blushes frequently and gets flustered easily, but Kevin also sees a confidence deep inside her, an intriguing contradiction. She is smarter than him and very well-read. She sometimes uses words that he has to ask his mom the meaning of when he gets home. She is studious, and he learns that by showing up happy and focused, grades miraculously improve. He is doing better in school than he has in any year prior.


Marta rubs off on Kevin in other areas as well. Teachers seem to like him better, and kids do, too. He even grows four inches that year, and while he is pretty sure Marta didn’t cause that, he can’t rule it out.


Eventually their casts come off, and Marta resumes playing some sports. Kevin goes to Rec Park any time Marta is there to play softball or soccer. While he isn’t into team sports, he is strong, with a sinewy strength that comes from swimming all summer, hiking in the fall, and doing all the activities his parents think is good for the mind and the body. Rec Park is two miles from his house, and Kevin skateboards or bikes there all the time. Kevin and Marta have figured out a way to steal more time to themselves now that they are back to the gym grind. Marta tells her parents a later pickup time or tells her coach she is being picked up early and jogs away from the practice field into the parking lot, where Kevin will be waiting, and they either walk in the woods or go to his house, where he introduces her to music and bands she has never heard of. Their special song is “American Pie” by Don McLean. They sing the lyrics at the top of their lungs. Kevin loves to watch Marta sing. She loses herself in the music, which is the only time Kevin thinks he sees into her soul.




So, bye, bye, Miss American Pie


Drove my Chevy to the levee, but the levee was dry


And them good old boys were drinkin’ whiskey and rye


Singin’, “This’ll be the day that I die,


This’ll be the day that I die”





On one of those visits to his house in October, Kevin’s parents are discussing some spiritual reckoning, and his dad turns to Marta and asks, “What do you think about the importance of being stewards of the earth?”


Marta blushes. “I don’t really know,” she says slowly. “Is that something from church or the Bible?”


Kevin’s mother grins and shakes her head. “Church? What does church teach you about being good stewards? It just teaches you to blindly believe in your god over anyone else’s god. Formal religion has been the cause of all wars since the dawn of time.”


Kevin tries desperately to catch his mother’s eye, as he can tell she is getting on one of her rolls, and he wants to stop the tirade. Marta is clearly confused and uncomfortable.


“I go to the Brunswick Congregational Church,” she says. “Where do you guys go?”


Kevin’s mom smiles conspiratorially at Marta and wraps her arm around her tightly. “Why don’t you come to our church this Sunday and you can find out?”


Kevin groans loudly.


Marta glances back and forth between the two, looking even more confused. Kevin’s mother is now smiling like an angel. He knows that is never good. She loves riling up things and people, and she clearly has Marta in her sights. But he knows he can do only so much when his mom latches on to something. His parents’ progressive thinking sometimes is too much for him to deal with, and he has been hearing it his whole life.


“I think my parents would let me do that,” Marta says. “I got to go to Nancy’s Catholic church last year to see what it was like, so I think they would let me.”


She doesn’t seem to notice that his mom dodged the question of what church they go to. Kevin sighs. He loves his parents, and maybe it will be okay for Marta to hear some of their free thinking. Hopefully she won’t think his family is too kooky and run back to her un-crazy family.














CHAPTER 3: Pickle Jars






1976—Brunswick, New Jersey


The following Sunday, the Dixons drive over to Marta’s house and pick her up at ten thirty. Marta squeezes in the back seat between Kevin and his brother Mark. His little sister, Debbie, is in the way back of the station wagon.


Mark peers over at Marta and elbows Kevin. “That your girlfriend, Kev?” he asks with a smirk.


“Shut up, Mark.”


Marta glances up toward the front seat, worried. When nothing happens, she looks over at Kevin and whispers, “I would have gotten in big trouble for saying that.”


“Saying what?”


Marta whispers even lower, “Shut up.”


“Oh lord, if I got in trouble every time I told this knucklehead to shut up, I’d always be in the doghouse,” he tells her, laughing.


Marta giggles and relaxes back into her seat. Raising her voice back to a normal volume, she says, “Oh, I almost forgot—what church are we going to? I told my dad it was the Baptist church because I had to tell him something. I couldn’t remember what your mom said.”


“Oh, she didn’t say,” Kevin says with a wink. “But you’ll find out soon enough.” 





They drive to the entrance of Newcastle Falls Park and, to Marta’s surprise, park and everyone tumbles out of the car. Marta stares at Kevin’s family, who are in cut-off shorts, sundresses, and dirty sneakers. She stares down at her yellow pedal-pushers and collared blouse, dismayed at her choices.


“Is this your church?” she asks. “A park?”


“Yeah, sorry ’bout this,” Kevin says, a contrite look on his face. “I told you my parents are old hippies. They don’t believe in any formal religion unless you count Wiccan. I think they could get behind that. But here we just go to the falls and connect with nature. Nothing to worry about. It’s kinda fun.”


Marta bites her lip and begins to worry in earnest about what she will tell her parents. “Wiccan” is definitely out.


They hike for a few miles, with Kevin’s parents espousing the beauty of nature and stopping periodically to smell flowers or turn over a log, marveling at the perseverance of life when they find mushrooms or salamanders underneath. They pick mushrooms as they travel up the hilly path. When they get to the falls, they spread out and sit down on natural stone benches, watching the waterfall as it cascades into the pool of clear, crisp water below.


Marta feels something calm inside her. She breathes more freely. I really like this church, she thinks. It is certainly better than her church, which entails a lot of sitting, standing, and opening of different hymnals, where singing loudly is a requirement. She is much happier sitting on the rough stone, watching the water splash below.


Debbie wanders off and starts doing cartwheels in an open area near the falls. Marta is itching to join her, as she looks so free and wonderful.


Kevin, as if reading her mind, says, “I bet you can do a mean cartwheel. I watched that girl in the Olympics score a perfect ten. She reminded me of you.”


She looks up at him in surprise, as the Olympics were in August, before they “met.” She says quietly, “That’s funny. I watched Nadia Comaneci too. We’re Romanian, so my father was really into it. You’d think she was his daughter, he was so proud and excited. I watched her and thought I looked like her too—I mean, I can’t do anything like she can do.” Her cheeks turn pink. “Did you hear what she said when people asked her why she never smiles?”


He shakes his head.


“She said it’s because she is always running routines in her head, getting ready for the next competition. She couldn’t even enjoy winning the gold medal because she was starting to worry about the next one.” She peeks at Kevin, biting her lip, as she always does when her chest tightens with anxiety that springs up from nowhere and everything.


He takes her hand and leans his head into hers. “My dad has a quote he always says: ‘All the things that truly matter—beauty, love, creativity, joy, and inner peace—rise from beyond the mind.’” He taps Marta’s forehead and smiles. “It is some Zen philosophy he loves to spout. Some of his stuff is crazy shit, but some of it makes sense, and this saying makes sense to me. I think he is trying to tell me not to worry about stuff I can’t control, and that sometimes the stuff in your head isn’t really what matters. That is your sermon for the day.” He flashes a mischievous grin, then turns to watch his sister.


Marta mulls the words over in her head. They make sense to her, too. After a few minutes of internal debate, her chest loosens, and she gets up and joins Debbie in doing cartwheels until she is dizzy with laughter.





Walking back toward the stone benches after she’s finished cartwheeling, Marta glances around, and a tinge of anxiety winds its way up her spine, but no one is paying her any attention. Kevin’s father is reading a small book of Buddhist teachings. Kevin’s mother has her eyes closed and is wearing a faint smile on her face. Mark disappeared down toward the falls. Marta pushes the worry away and slides back onto the bench next to Kevin, taking a deep breath. At this moment, sitting in these woods, next to this boy, she feels happy.


The next moment, anxiety unfurls inside her gut as if angry that she even attempted to tamp it down.


She blurts out, “What will I tell my dad I did for church? He won’t get any of this.” She spreads her hands at the lush, green trees and the water surging by.


“Maybe tell your dad it was a naturalist church called Newcastle Church, in the middle of the park,” Kevin suddenly says. “You can make it sound legit. Tell him we all picked up trash around the park. We sometimes do that, too. I think there should be a church like that, so make one up. You’re good with stories.”


Marta looks up, feeling relief and surprise. Again, Kevin has displayed this uncanny ability to read her thoughts. She especially likes the fact that he thinks she is a good storyteller. That almost makes the idea of telling a lie to her parents something good. Just tell a story, she thinks. I can do that.





Back at their house, Kevin’s mom puts on Bob Dylan’s Hard Rain album, and they all gather in the living room to listen to “Shelter from the Storm.” Sitting with his family, listening to Bob Dylan wheezing out his pain, Marta again feels as she did in the park, as though there is a higher god who occasionally lets you know what perfection feels like. She stares at Kevin’s parents. They look ordinary, but they are truly extraordinary in how they spend so much time opening their kids’ eyes to the beauty in the world around them. Marta thinks of her parents and how they never look up but always down. They miss so much stooped with the weight of the world keeping them from seeing or hearing the beauty all around them.


Turning, she glances at Kevin. He is staring at her intently and he whispers, “I can see the music moving through you.”


Marta scrunches her forehead. His warm shoulder is pressed against hers, and Marta feels a direct connection to this boy, the earth, and the song. They will be each other’s shelter from the storm.





Later, they make lunch together in the Dixons’ large and chaotic kitchen. Marta is in charge of putting pickles on all the plates. When she uses the last of the pickles, she rinses the cap and jar and asks, “Where do you keep your pickle jars?”


Kevin’s mom asks, “Keep our what?”


“Your pickle jars. This one is empty.”


Kevin’s mother looks at Marta quizzically, reaches for the jar and its cover, and drops them both into the trash bin. Marta stares at the trash until Kevin nudges her in the ribs.


They eat their sandwiches and pickles; everyone is talking at once and laughing. Mark even punches Kevin in his ribs. A box of Oreos is passed around afterward. Marta marvels at the difference between this meal and the Sunday dinners at her dull, quiet house. She can’t imagine chattering on like Debbie is doing over the plaintive cry of Bob Dylan. Sunday dinner is normally a pot roast that her mother bakes in the oven for hours with potato and cabbage. Marta doesn’t mind the food her mother cooks up. It tastes good with her mother’s spices and the ground mustard her father makes, but the sandwiches they made and ate were so . . . American.





Back at her quiet, dark house that night, Marta thinks about the pickle jar lying in the trash at Kevin’s. Her family saves every item and reuses it forever; pickle jars are the perfect containers for the pickling or canning of peaches or applesauce in the fall. Their pantry and the cellar storage are filled with pickle jars of every size and shape. Years and years of scrimping and saving every penny, but they never get ahead.


Lying on her twin bed with the vinyl mattress under the faded sheet, she decides she doesn’t want to work so hard for so little. Other kids’ families, including Kevin’s, throw out plastic bags and pickle jars. She has a wild urge to go down to the cellar, grab a few random jars, and hurl them against the wall, smashing them into smithereens. Her lip quirks up in a smile. She knows she would never, as her parents would think she had completely lost her mind. But one day, she promises herself, when she is a braver Marta, she will break a few pickle jars. She pauses as a memory flashes through her head. She realizes she met that braver Marta once already. It was all the way back in sixth grade. She didn’t break a pickle jar, she did something even more fearless.
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