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CHAPTER 1


I first met Baby Girl in a freight car.


I was carrying a bag.


She was sleeping in one.


It was as if that old train was just there on the tracks waiting for me. The doors on the last car were flung open as if to say, “Come on in, Becky!” I climbed in and looked around. When I saw that lime green gym bag just sitting there, I worried that someone else had already taken the train up on its kind invitation. I thought it best to move on before its owner returned; but when that bag started moving, I had to take a peek. What I saw set me reeling. Two little legs kicked out at me with feet no bigger than my thumbs. Her little hands were curled into fists and her face was scrunched up tight. What really caught my eye was the bright red cloud of curls that sprang from her head.


Now, Mama always said, “If there’s trouble to be found, Becky will find it.” Mama was usually wrong. I don’t go looking for trouble. It finds me. But in this instance, I guess we found each other.


I knew how I had gotten in that train car, but I was at a loss for how a baby had landed there. For me, it happened when a thick blanket of dark clouds rolled out over the sunshine-soaked sky. Within minutes, the black sky was split by a cluster of lightning flashes that looked like someone had tossed a handful of tinsel in the air. A thunder boom shook my insides, and I had to go searching for cover. The train looked like an okay place to save me from a good soaking if those clouds opened up. Necessity had brought me into the freight car, but the newborn was a real puzzle. She sure didn’t get there on her own.


I looked around for some sign that this baby’s mama was coming back for her. I squinted into the dark corners of the car. There was nothing but a big old spider hanging from a web in one corner and a broken beer bottle in the other. I crept toward the doors to peek out. The sand on the floor of the car ground into my knees. I thought about that broken bottle, and for a moment I worried that some of that sand might be broken glass. (I tend to lose sight of my real worries when my mind races in all kinds of directions.) The baby let out a sigh and I was reminded of what my genuine problem was. I took a quick look around at what was outside the car, then crawled back to Baby Girl.


I lifted the baby out of the bag and moved us and our belongings into one corner of the freight car. Those welcoming open doors also made us easy to spot, so I was hoping we could hide there in the shadows until I figured out what to do. The rain had quickly grown steady, making it less likely anyone would walk down the tracks checking the cars, but I was still worried about getting caught where I didn’t belong. Worse yet, I was afraid of getting caught with a baby to explain away. Who would believe I just happened upon her here?


I pulled my long legs—my too-long legs—as close to my body as I could and pressed my backpack against the rust colored metal walls. The bundle of coins and the wire binding on the notebook in my backpack made it a less than ideal cushion. When the train finally jerked into motion, it banged my head against the wall. Daddy would have said that a jolt like that should have knocked some sense into me.


I’m sure he would have been disappointed by the actual results.


I should have been home helping Mama with the chores. Instead, I was hitching a ride on this train out of Tyson. When I woke up this morning, it had seemed like any other June day on our farm. The air was a little hotter and heavier than usual, even for our neck of South Carolina, but that didn’t shorten the list of chores any. Mama and I got an extra early start on the canning. By mid-morning, her feet were swelling; baby number ten was due before school starts up again, so I sent Mama upstairs for a rest. I stacked the jars of strawberry jam on the shelf and called in my brother Joseph. I asked him to take the other boys down to the pond to fish. Then I promised the girls I’d play all afternoon with them if they would take a nap before lunch. Thinking about breaking that promise hurt my stomach some. When the last little one closed her eyes, I snatched a book from my room and headed for the front porch. The bubble of silence burst when Daddy came in the back door looking for an extra hand. I know I should have helped Daddy, but I was tired and in need of some quiet time myself. So, when I heard Daddy call my name, I ran to the far side of the barn to hide.


I had only read five or six pages of my book when Caleb Brown cast his shadow over me. Now, I’ve heard folks around home say I’m pretty, but they usually say it with a sting. That poor child, such a shame, and Becky’s such a pretty girl, too. I want to tell them there’s no shame in me helping out my mama instead of hanging around town with the other girls talking about clothes and makeup. Most days, I don’t even mind helping Daddy. I know the farm is too much work for one man, and Daddy says there’s no money to pay help. As for Caleb, you’d never hear anyone adding hurtful words to their approving thoughts of him. Not by a long stretch. He is one of the handsomest boys in town, and he would not deny that fact. He has hair the color of honey and eyes you could drown in. His feeling so sure of himself makes his whole face light up when he talks, which makes everything he says seem more real and important.


I’m not trying to make excuses for myself, but rather trying to explain how once again trouble found me. I wasn’t looking for it.


Caleb had a bunch of fireworks with him and wanted to test a few out before the Fourth of July. I know I should have said no, but sometimes reason escapes a girl. Looking at Caleb’s long curly lashes and lightning smile just separated me from my common sense.


That boy spent a good deal of time arranging the rockets in a circle, pointing them to a creek that ran through the back fields. It all looked like a science experiment until he lit the fuses. The rockets went up, but instead of heading for the creek they made a loop in the air and crashed through the roof of the barn.


The walls of that barn shook with every bang and the ground rocked beneath my feet. My knees felt like they were about to give out under me when I got my first whiff of smoke. I saw Daddy running up the hill as flames began shooting out of the hole in the roof. By the time Mama made it up there, the whole barn was on fire.


Caleb had run off, leaving me alone with the burning barn. The animals were all out in the fields, but seeing that building disappearing in smoke made my heart ache. My great-grandpa had helped build that barn back in the 1930s when he was only a teenager. It had held up through decades of storms and the passing of the farm from generation to generation. And now in only a few minutes time, there seemed to be no hope for it. There were no words to describe how truly sorry I was, but I had to at least try to explain to Daddy what happened. I should have known better than to tell him I wasn’t alone.


Knowing I was behind the barn with a boy made him even angrier than the barn being on fire. “What were you doing back there with a boy? I didn’t raise you to be acting like that! How long has this been going on?”


“Daddy, we weren’t doing anything. I was just reading my book in the shade back there when Caleb passed by. He just stopped to talk, that’s all.”


Daddy’s eyes showed no mercy. “Don’t you be lying to me on top of all this,” he said, waving toward the barn. “I know what teenage boys want from girls.”


“But it wasn’t like that, Daddy. Honest, we were just talking.” Daddy took a step forward and I thought he was about to raise his hand to me. Mama must have thought it, too, because she stepped between us.


“Joe, please, we can talk about this after,” she said. Just then sirens wailed as fire trucks turned up our road. Someone on one of the neighboring farms must have seen the smoke and called for help. “Help is on the way,” she said.


Daddy must have heard the sirens too then, because he stepped back and walked toward the sound. Mama turned to me and took me by my shoulders. “What were you thinking, child, talking back to your daddy like that? If you have a lick of sense you will stay out of his way until he has time to cool down. Go spend the night with your friend Tammy. Maybe by morning, everything will be all right.” She looked over her shoulder in Daddy’s direction. The volunteer fire fighters were climbing up the hill behind him. “Go on, now. Get away before all these folks leave.”


Now Daddy has always had a temper, and I’ve received more than my share of his whippings, but I’d never seen him that mad before. It only took a minute for me to decide that Mama was right. I would be a whole lot safer away from him for a while. I couldn’t go to Tammy’s house, though. We hadn’t been friends in years, at least not the kind of friends that have sleepovers. Besides, the fire in Daddy wasn’t going to die out overnight. Every time he looked at that charred building, it would flicker up again.


I ran back to the house and went straight to the third board in the upstairs closet floor. That little hiding place was my own personal safe. I didn’t have much cash in there, but what I had I had come by honestly. At least, mostly honestly. Last year, Mrs. Gordy, my English teacher, had a talk with Mama and Daddy. She told them I had real potential, but that I needed some time every week for reading and thinking. Now Mama and Daddy don’t put much stock in that kind of thing, but I think they were a little afraid of Mrs. Gordy. They came home from school and told me to take every Wednesday afternoon off from my chores to go to the library to smarten myself up. Daddy warned me about what would happen if the results didn’t get Mrs. Gordy off his back.


Every week, I walked from school to the library where I read books about places around the world. I never faced much competition for the books I wanted. Almost all of the kids there stayed in front of the rows of computers. Most of the kids I knew from school had computers at home and cell phones in their pockets. I wondered if these library kids’ families subscribed to the same thinking as Daddy did. He would never allow these things in our home, and let us know in no uncertain terms that we were not to bring the subject up. I never really minded that much, though. I guess you really can’t miss what you never had.


So I kept reading my books, and before long I knew I wanted to go to college, then travel around the world and write a book about my own adventures. My teachers all told me if I kept my grades up, I’d be sure to get a scholarship. Even if they didn’t have to pay a penny, Mama and Daddy would never go for that though. In their minds, college was a big waste of time—especially for a girl who belonged on the farm, helping her family make ends meet. As far as they were concerned, I would stay on as the unpaid help until I found a husband to tell me what to do. So each week, I took a longer route to the library, stopping along the way to pick up pop bottles and cans, which I then turned in for nickels and dimes. I hid the money in a box under the third board from the right in the floor of the upstairs hall closet.


One day, my route took me behind the Main Street Bookstore. I found a whole box of books with their front covers torn off. Since they were in the trash, I figured I could take some home and it wouldn’t be stealing. It didn’t take too long to figure out that a new box was put out the third Wednesday of every month.


One afternoon, the owner, Mr. Tyler, caught me back there. He asked me if I wanted to work a couple of hours a month pulling off the covers. That way, I would know which books I was taking. He didn’t pay much, but he paid me in cash. So one Wednesday a month, I skipped the library and went straight to the bookstore.


Mama complained about me bringing home trash. Daddy said, “You can’t judge a book without a cover.” Neither ever asked where the books came from. I kept bringing the books home and putting the money under the board. Now, I know a wiser girl would have turned all of that money over to her daddy for the good of the family. Hiding it away was playing with fire, and I have a knack for getting burned, but that money tied me to other activities that I had no permission for and it fed my dreams for a different future. So with every deposit I made into the Bank of Becky, I added a new place, a new adventure to the list I wrote in my notebook. I tried real hard to not think about the consequences if I got caught.


With the barn in flames and Daddy’s temper ablaze, I pulled out my money and went to my room. I grabbed my backpack and stuffed my notebook, some clothes, and a couple of books inside it. I counted my money and put half of it in my bag. I thought it would be enough to last me until Daddy had time to calm down. I left the other half of the money on the kitchen table to help pay for a new barn. I hoped that might make me more welcome when I returned.


The train’s shrieking whistle brought me back to the here and now. Had I slipped off into a doze? Was the baby okay? I opened my eyes and concentrated on how the boxcar shook, rattled, and swayed along the tracks. I held the baby tighter. This wasn’t the way I had pictured my travels starting out. I had no fancy traveling clothes, no luggage, and no plane tickets in hand. My dry lips reminded me of just how unprepared I was. Even if I could get into my backpack without putting down the baby, I knew there was nothing to eat or drink in there. My lack of supplies made me wonder about my traveling companion’s situation. So I opened the gym bag that had doubled as her cradle and looked inside. No food. No diapers. No nothing.


Now, I may be only sixteen years old, but I know a whole lot about taking care of a baby. As the oldest of nine, most of the feeding and changing and rocking fell to me. And although you would never hear Mama say so, I’m darn good at it. Which is why, as I brushed a ringlet from the baby’s forehead, I whispered, “I just might be the luckiest thing to happen to you in the few days you’ve been on this earth.”


As soon as the words passed through my lips, I laughed at myself for saying it. Truth be known, I’ve never been lucky to be around. As hard as I try to do the right thing, something bad always seems to come out of it. “No, Baby Girl, I’m no one’s lucky charm,” I said. “But I’m afraid for the moment I’m all you’ve got.”


I felt her breath like a whisper on my cheek and wondered what her mama was thinking, leaving her in an old train car. I started thinking about all the ‘what ifs.’ What if I hadn’t been sitting against the barn this very morning, just trying to get a moment’s peace? What if Daddy had listened to my side of the story? What if that lightning storm hadn’t started up just as I happened upon this rickety old train? And what if—what if I didn’t hop into this very car with this little bundle in it?


Now the last thing I needed was a baby to take care of, but what choice did I have? I could just leave this little one on the train, but if no one had seen the two of us in that car, what chance was there of someone else finding her? I couldn’t risk her not surviving the wait. I could go to the police to tell them about my discovery, but they were sure to call Mama and Daddy right away. That would not end well.


I could hear Daddy now. “If ‘ifs’ and ‘buts’ were candy and nuts, we would all be living in a sweet world. And this ain’t a sweet world, Becky. So stop wasting what few brain cells you have on ‘what ifs’ and start working on what is.”


In this instance, Daddy may have been right about concentrating on the here and now. This baby was hungry. Her once peaceful body heaved as she tried to catch her breath between cries. I was worried about how long it had been since her last feeding, and about my lack of supplies. I also admit to worrying that her cries would draw attention to the boxcar, and trouble would find me again. I hoped that the rain that was tapping like a drum on the metal walls would drown out the baby demanding to be fed. Maybe the constant bumping and rocking of the car soothed her, or maybe she just wore herself out crying, but the baby finally fell back asleep.


Deciding my best course of action was like answering a multiple-choice question with no right answer. I remembered what they told us in school about taking a test—if you can’t see the right answer then pick the one that seems the least wrong. Making sure this baby was safe and keeping me out of Daddy’s reach for the time being were at the top of my needs list. This made the least wrong choice easy enough to see.


When the rain stopped, the air hung heavy over us. It wouldn’t be long before that old rusty boxcar heated up like an oven, baking us inside. We had been on the train for hours, so this baby was sorely in need of a bottle and a clean diaper. I grabbed hold of her bag and slid toward the door. Keeping a safe distance back so we didn’t bounce out of the opening, I waited for a place to hop out. A raindrop hanging from the roof of the train car wiggled back and forth. It broke free and landed on my cheek. I wiped it away and found an eyelash on my finger. I looked at the dark crescent of hair, made a wish, and blew it off my finger. Having no idea where this train was heading, I used my wish in search of a safe place for us to get off.


The train lurched to a stop. I threw my arm out to brace myself and to protect the baby as I was flung onto my side. My aching arm let me know it was definitely time to make a change. Like Daddy always said, “When opportunity knocks, you go running out that open door.” I held the baby close to my chest and swung my legs out of the car. My feet didn’t meet the ground, so I wriggled my butt toward the edge of the car floor until my toes touched the gravel. It wasn’t the most comfortable way to go, but life had already served this baby a few too many jolts.


The first thing I saw was a giant sign by the side of the tracks. I knew right away that this baby and I had just shared a first in our lives: we had crossed the state line. The sign had a picture of two huge peaches on it, just smiling and making eyes at each other. In big, bold letters it said “Welcome to Watson’s Grove, Georgia! There are no strangers here—just friends we haven’t met!”


“Well,” I said to my tiny traveling companion, “this looks like a good enough place to spend a few days.”
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CHAPTER 2


I walked down the road with the baby curled up against my shoulder. A big part of my money was in nickels and dimes, and it was weighing heavy in the bag on my back. I saw a gas station up the block and headed in that direction. I was hoping for a bathroom, and for once my wish came true. The door was locked, so I asked the old man by the tanks for the key. He started giving me a hard time, saying it was only for customers. I was about to point out that I didn’t have a car when I noticed a little convenience store behind the tanks. “Is that your store?” I asked.


“Yup,” he grunted.


“Well then, I’m about to become your customer,” I said. I marched over to the little store and looked around. I grabbed a baby bottle, water, and formula mix and put them on the counter. I stared at the shelves a little more. Mama never used anything but cloth diapers, and the store sold nothing but disposables. I finally snatched a package from the shelf along with a package of wipes and told the old man I was ready to pay. He took his time ringing up the sale, giving me time to add a bottle of soda and a candy bar for me to the order.


The old man muttered, “You want anything else?”


“No that’s all,” I said. “And the key to the restroom,” I added.


“I told you,” the old man said. “The restroom’s just for customers.”


“I am a customer,” I reminded him.


“You’re a store customer,” he said. “The restrooms are for gas customers.”


The baby started to fuss. I looked that man straight in the eye and said, “Fine, then you won’t mind me changing my baby right here on your counter.” He grunted and handed me the key. He made me so mad that I paid the whole bill in nickels.


After I took care of my needs, I changed the baby’s diaper and gave her a little rinse to cool her off. I mixed her a bottle and headed out the door. Now, I pride myself on being honest, so even though that clerk was one of the nastiest people I’ve ever met, I felt pretty badly about the lie I’d just told. I don’t even know why I said she was my baby. That lie surely would lead me into bigger troubles.


A park bench across the street under a big weeping tree looked inviting. I sat in the shade feeding Baby Girl and thinking about what to do next. I didn’t need to dig into my backpack again to know there wasn’t enough money for the two of us to get by on for long. I was hoping my situation would change faster than the money could disappear, but my gut was reminding me that wishing something doesn’t make it true.


Only a few hours had passed since I left home this morning. I wondered what Mama and Daddy were thinking, now that the flames must be gone. Mama didn’t even know Tammy and I weren’t close anymore. Would she even check to see if I was there? What was going to happen when Mama and Daddy realized I was really gone? Would Daddy call the police to fetch me home, so he could do the punishing?


Baby Girl’s fussing drew me back into the here and now. I laid her belly-side down across my arm and rubbed her back, trying to draw a burp from her. As worried as I was about my current situation, I couldn’t imagine a mama leaving a baby alone in an empty train car. I thought again about going to the police, but then a whole other batch of ‘what ifs’ came into my head. What if her mama meant to be on the train with Baby Girl and the train just pulled away without her? What if she was searching all over for her baby right now? What if the police were looking for us both?


I finished burping Baby Girl and looked back toward the gas station. I noticed the nasty old man talking to a police officer and pointing my way. I picked up our bags and hurried down the block. I ducked into a store called Second Hand Rose and hid in the back behind a stack of old blankets and curtains.


“Can I help you, miss?”


I nearly jumped out of my skin. I turned to face the store clerk. She was shaped like a comma with hair as white as milk.


“Boy or girl?” she asked, reaching out to stroke Baby Girl’s head.


“A girl,” I answered.


The old woman smiled. “I thought so. That baby is too pretty to be a boy. What’s her name?”


I was just about to say that Baby Girl’s name was Trouble with a capital T when I looked down at her innocent sleepy face. “Her name …” I hesitated and looked toward heaven for the answer. What I saw instead was a great big old map of the state of Georgia hanging on the ceiling. “Her name is Georgia,” I said, finding it impossible to cross my fingers since my hands were otherwise occupied. And then, because I always talk too much when I’m nervous, I added, “I’m looking for a carriage.”


“I just got a beauty in,” the clerk said. She put her arm around my middle and shuffled us up front. When she let go, I peeked out the front window. The policeman was gone, so I breathed a little easier.


“Back here,” the old woman said, waving us in behind the counter like we were a crop duster looking for a landing.


I came around and let out a whistle. I had never seen such a fancy carriage in my whole life. The clerk looked pleased as punch. “Brand new,” she said. “Never been used.” Then she opened the cartons next to it and started pulling out baby clothes and bottles, and rattles. “You get first pick,” she said.


At first, I got real excited. Then I started to think about my money situation again. “How much is the carriage?” I asked.


The old lady thought for a minute. “Hmm, it’s the nicest one I’ve ever had in here. I think fifty dollars seems fair.”


She might has well have said fifty million dollars as far as my funds were concerned. I turned to the cartons and plucked a couple of undershirts and sleepers and an extra bottle from the box. “How about just these?” I asked. I stepped back onto the customer’s side of the counter and started twitching and turning, trying to get my money out while holding Baby Girl and all our bags.


The clerk looked at me and said, “I got so many new things in this week that I could really use some help around here. Money being tight and all, I can’t pay much but I’d be willing to throw in some merchandise. You wouldn’t happen to be looking for a job, would you?”


I took a deep breath and stood there, shuffling my feet. I felt Baby Girl’s legs ride up my chest as she started to fuss. Her beet red face could only mean one thing—she was going to need another diaper change. I looked back at the old woman. On one hand, we had walked into this store less than twenty minutes ago and here this woman was offering me a job. I couldn’t help but feel a little suspicious. On the other hand, diapers cost money and money was in short supply. Then the old woman came around and started rubbing the baby’s head again.


“Having this little princess here every day will draw in the customers,” she said. “Do we have a deal?”


The baby squirmed into a new position. I looked down and saw a stain on my shirt where the diaper had leaked. What was it that Daddy always said about desperate times? “Deal,” I said.


The clerk grabbed my hand and shook it. “My name is Mary Rose Perkins, but everyone calls me Rosie.”


I smiled, and without thinking said, “And my name’s Becky Miller.” I wished I could grab hold of my words and swallow them back up. Telling a stranger my real name could be dangerous, since I didn’t know just how much trouble I was already in.


Rosie wheeled the carriage around and said, “Take this as an advance on your pay. Be here at ten sharp.”


I looked at the carriage, unsure of what I should do.


Rosie must have sensed my uneasy feeling because she reached up and patted my shoulder. “Please, take it,” she said. “I’m not worried. Mother Nature might not have given me a pretty face like yours, but she did give me a sixth sense about people. I know in an instant if I can trust folks or not, and I’ve got a good feeling about you.”


I walked down that block pushing Baby Girl in her carriage, with all our bags tucked in the deluxe basket on the back. I didn’t know where the old woman’s kindness was coming from, but I promised myself then and there that somehow I would live up to her trust in me.
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CHAPTER 3


I stopped at a laundromat called Super Suds to change Baby Girl’s diaper. When I was done, I noticed a pay phone against one wall. A phone book hung below it, chained to the wall. I skimmed the yellow pages, looking for an ad for a motel nearby. I had never stayed in a hotel or motel before, so it was on the top of my adventures list. I’d read enough books to know a motel would be cheaper.


Baby Girl started crying again, so I started pushing the carriage back and forth while I balanced the open phone book on my knee. This first adventure wasn’t going to be quite the way I imagined it. There would be no sunbathing by the pool with my little friend, here. But it would give me time to think over my situation and try to figure a way out of it.


It didn’t take long to realize I was dipping my pail into an empty well; there were no motels listed in town. I dropped the phone book and looked over the cork board hanging on the wall. A few notices announced rooms to let. I skimmed over them and sorted them in my head. The one with NO KIDS written in big red letters and the one that cost more money than I’ve ever had at one time were of no use to me. I dug a pen and paper out of my backpack and jotted down the addresses of the other two. Maybe I could talk one of these folks into renting the two of us a room for one night.


I counted what was left of my money, and started thinking about the price of diapers and formula. I told myself to stop wasting my time. Thinking about how little there was wasn’t going to make my money grow any. I was going to have to use what I had as wisely as I could.


I could feel the wire binding on my notebook as I stuffed my money back in my bag. I’d made sure to bring it with me when I left. I didn’t need to open it to know that the words Super Suds did not appear anywhere on my adventure list. Then again, neither did taking care of a baby. But here I was, surrounded by peeling paint and dented clothes dryers, house hunting in the Super Suds.


The air in there was starting to curl my hair, so I decided to ask the ladies by the washers if they knew about a motel nearby or could point me in the direction of the addresses on the notices. They whispered to each other and turned their backs to me. I felt like I was back in school when the girls would all huddle together to compare their new back-to-school shoes and pretend to not notice when I walked in the room. I guess it was easier for them to ignore me than to have to look at the worn down heels and scuffed toes of my shoes.


Standing there in the Super Suds I did exactly what I’d done back at school—looked for the closest doorway to pass through. In this instance, I was glad to see the door to a ladies’ room. Since I was going to have to search out these addresses, Baby Girl and I would likely have a long afternoon ahead of us. That would mean having to stop to feed her again. I rinsed her bottle in the bathroom sink and filled it back up with water. When we came out, the laundromat ladies, who had been staring at the bathroom door, turned away again. I was starting to think that Rosie was the only person in town who had read that welcome sign down by the tracks.


I could feel the heat penetrating the soles of my sneakers as soon as I stepped back onto the sidewalk. I hoped to find someone to help me get my bearings, so I didn’t have to push the stroller all over town looking for those two houses. As I searched the dusty storefronts for a friendly face, something up the road a piece caught my eye. I turned my attention to the black and white car heading in my direction. I put my head down and kept walking. I pictured the officer jumping out of the car and chasing after me. I tried to listen to the tires on the pavement, hoping they didn’t slow down as they approached us, but all I could hear was my own heart pounding against my chest. I kept my head down and plowed forward. About a half a block later, I felt a jolt and the carriage bounced back at me.


“Whoa!” a voice said. The rest of his words were drowned out by Baby Girl’s crying.


I bent over to lift Baby Girl out of the carriage and when I stood up straight I came face to face with my traffic victim. He brushed a mass of dark hair from his eyes. The expression on his face looked like worry, not anger.


“Is she okay?” he asked, in almost a whisper.


I swayed back and forth, rubbing her back until she quieted. “She’s fine,” I said. “I’m sorry, I should have been looking where I was going.”


“I guess we should be happy you are steering a baby carriage and not a car,” he said.


I bent down to put the baby back in the carriage and to hide my red cheeks. I fidgeted with her for a while, making sure she was far enough up to be covered by the shade of the carriage top. When I stood back up, the boy was still standing there smiling at me. I guessed he was waiting for some kind of an excuse or explanation for my running him over on the sidewalk.


“My mind was on where I was going instead of where I was. We’re new in town and I don’t know the streets,” I explained, hoping I hadn’t said too much.


“I think the problem was more where your eyes were than where your mind was,” he laughed. He reached out and pulled the slip of paper from my hand. “I know this area.”


He was giving me directions when music started playing from the phone hanging at his hip. He glanced down at the number and said, “I’d take you there myself, but I’m already late getting back to work.”


I shook my head. “You’ve already been enough help,” I said. “Sorry again about running into you and making you late for work.”


“No problem. Maybe it will teach me not to be rushing around all the time. If I hadn’t plowed out of the store and right across the walk, I wouldn’t have been such an easy target,” he said. “Take care now.”


I watched him climb into a truck with a stallion painted on the side of the bed. Almost like a knight in shining armor, I thought. Luckily, my common sense made an appearance and reminded me of one of the contributing factors to my current troubles. I pushed away any more thoughts of this boy and got back on my way.


The good news was that both places were within a few blocks of each other. As I walked along, I decided to visit them both and then make up my mind as to what would be best for us. Since waking with the sun that morning, I had made enough rash decisions to last me a month of Sundays. Plus, letting on I had options might make the owner more inclined to let us have the room for only one night too.


It didn’t take long to reach the first place. A red and white sign declaring a room to let hung in a first floor window. I picked up Baby Girl, carriage and all, and carried her up the porch steps. Before I even knocked, a woman wearing a flowered housecoat and bright red lipstick swung open the front door. “Who are you looking for?” she asked.


“I came about the room to let,” I said.


“Speak up,” she said, in a voice loud enough for the neighbors to hear.


“I came about the room to let,” I repeated.


She stepped closer, took a good look at the baby in the carriage, and scowled. “How old is that baby?” she asked.


“She’s just a couple of days old,” I answered.


“A baby that young shouldn’t be out in this heat,” she said. She stared at me a moment and said, “There is no room.”


“But the sign,” I said, nodding toward the window.


She threw her shoulders back and placed her hands on her hips. “I said there is no room to rent,” she said. “I was just going to take the sign out of the window.”


She turned her back to us and went inside, closing the door tight behind her. I lifted the carriage down the steps, then turned and looked back at the window. The sign was still there.


When I reached the second house, I saw a man aiming a hose at a rabbit that had invaded his garden. He had the poor thing trapped between the stream of water and the fence. The old man seemed to be enjoying the rabbit’s dilemma. Taking notice of me standing there staring at him, he turned off the water. Dropping the hose, he walked toward us as the rabbit made its escape. He stuck his cigar between his teeth, wiped his hand on his dirty T-shirt, and grabbed my hand and shook it. “Are you here about the room?” he asked, looking me up and down with a smile.


I crossed my arms and moved so that the carriage separated us. He looked at the carriage as if he was noticing it for the first time. “Does this baby belong to you?” he asked.


I nodded.


“Well, I’m not set up here for babies. Plus, the price is per person not per room. I’ll have to charge you at least double the rent, maybe more if she’s a noisy one,” he said, rolling the cigar between his teeth.


“Thanks anyway,” I said. I got us away from that house as quick as I could.


The further away from the center of town I walked, the bigger the houses and yards got. But they weren’t the only things getting bigger. I would be fine bunking out under the stars, but Baby Girl was a whole other story. I was running out of options, and my worries about the night expanded with every step.


Baby Girl was waking up again, and I knew from my own brothers and sisters that it would only be a few minutes of time before she would start wailing to be fed. I reached into the carriage basket for the bottle of water and the formula mix. The water felt like it had been boiled for tea. I turned the corner and started searching for a solution to my newest problem. There was a group of children playing in their bathing suits on one of the lawns. The biggest one was holding a hose up in the air, producing a shower for the little ones to run through. I wondered how long it would take for one of them to run and tell their mama about us if I asked to fill Baby Girl’s bottle from their hose. I didn’t have a chance to weigh the odds. A woman opened the front door and yelled, “This is your last warning! I want you children in the house, changed into dry clothes, and ready to run errands in ten minutes.”


The girl dropped the hose and chased the little ones inside. I knew it would be safer to wait until the family had gone off on their errands before touching their hose. Unfortunately, Baby Girl was starting to rumble like a volcano ready to blow and I knew we didn’t have the luxury of ten minutes to wait. I hurried up the block, pouring some of the hot water out as we went, and quickly grabbed the hose and started adding fresh water to the bottle. As soon as it was half full, I hightailed it back to the carriage and practically ran down the block.


I turned the next corner, eager to get out of sight, in case someone had spotted me with the hose. I ended up on a street that finished with a circle. There was no way out but the way I’d come in. At the end of the road, three trees sharing one large trunk grew. I decided to hide behind it to feed the baby. This street was quiet, but I walked down the block trying to look like I belonged there. I settled behind the tree and hurried to mix the formula before Baby Girl started to cry. I sat and leaned against the trunk, positioning myself so I could peek between the trees without our being seen. Baby Girl was gulping that formula down so fast that I wondered how much of it was going to come right back up. I stopped to burp her and when I looked back out onto the street, I saw a mailman walking around the corner. I curled up tighter and checked to make sure the carriage was out of sight.


I sat and watched as he strolled along poking letters in the boxes and slots. More precisely, I took notice of the houses where he didn’t stop. I held my breath as he came around the circle and didn’t breathe easy again until he moved on to another street. I changed Baby Girl’s diaper and rummaged through my bag for the candy bar and soda I had purchased earlier. The candy was a gooey blob and the soda was hotter than the baby bottle had been. I brushed off my backside and mustered up the courage to walk around the circle a couple of times. I wanted to get a better look at the houses that had gotten no mail. On my first time around, I looked for cars in the driveway or lights on in the house. Then I circled around again, listening for dogs and checking to see how close these houses were to their neighbors. I spotted a treehouse behind one of the houses. It might be hard to climb up there carrying the baby, but at least it would give us a roof over our heads.


When Baby Girl started fussing again, I knew it was time to head back toward town. My belly was rumbling as loud as Baby Girl was crying, so we stopped in the Tick Tock Diner. A woman sitting at the counter elbowed the man sitting next to her. He turned, looked at us, and shook his head. The group in the front booth stopped talking and just stared at us.


The cold reception caused me to worry about leaving all of our worldly possessions in the carriage basket. I grabbed our bags and took a seat in a booth in the back. When the waitress sauntered over, I asked for some water. She slapped the glass down on the table so hard the water splashed out of the top. “Is that all you’re going to order?” she asked, her words sounding more like a challenge than a question.


I took out the new bottle I had gotten at the second hand shop and mixed some formula for Baby Girl. I looked at the menu and ordered the cheapest thing on it for me. “You want me to heat that up?” the waitress asked, pointing at the bottle.


“No, I don’t want to trouble you,” I answered.


“Well, you can’t be feeding it to her like that,” she said, as she grabbed the bottle from my hand.


A head popped through the window behind the counter. “Hey, Dottie,” the voice yelled. “This food isn’t going to serve itself.”


The waitress walked off with Baby Girl’s bottle, mumbling the whole way. When she returned she put my plate in front of me and held the bottle out. “You know to test the temperature of this before you give it to her, right?” she said.


I nodded, took the bottle out of her hand, and put it on the end of the table opposite of the waitress. When I finished my meal, I made sure the waitress was watching before I placed a few drops of the formula on the inside of my wrist. Dottie came over with the bill as I fed Baby Girl. I asked her where the library was in town and if she knew how late they were open. I knew that if I was going back to that treehouse, it would have to be after dark. She answered my questions and asked a few of her own. “Are you new in town? Is this your baby? Is it just the two of you? That baby doesn’t look at all like you. Does she look like her daddy?”
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