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TO STORYTELLERS AND ESPECIALLY STORYKEEPERS






Chapter One

[image: ]

Gran loves me.

This is the truth, heavy as the air this late August night. It’s stronger than the throw-away thoughts that will keep my eyes open when I crawl back into bed. It’s brighter than the lilacs that grow in tangles by the white stone marking Gran’s eternal rest: Dolcie B. Jacobs, beloved grandmother and mother.

But much as she loves me, Gran hates me too.

This is the new truth that’s tickling me from the inside out and twisting down, down, down to where I lock away her best stories. Including the one she told me when the sky was the blue of a newborn baby’s eyes. I’ll keep that one just for me, no matter what.

Because if there’s one thing Gran couldn’t ever stand, it’s a liar. “I don’t have room in this old heart for hate, Trixy,” I can hear her say even now. “Except for liars and thieves.”

And here’s one last for-sure truth: That’s just what I am. A selfish liar and a thief.

I’ve been lying to Mama, stealing my gran’s stories, and, worst of all, I’m about to break my daddy’s heart.

I’m going to run away with Raymond Crickett.

Only Raymond doesn’t know it yet.



When kids at school found out that Raymond Crickett’s dad was a famous musician who went on tours, everyone thought he must be super rich. Rumors put his house at three stories tall, contended that celebrities could be spotted on the rocking chairs on his porch, and that his dad did nothing but sing and strum his fiddle all the day long. People whispered that the only reason Raymond had lunch tickets for the cafeteria and patches on the knees of his jeans was that he wanted to blend in with everyone else.

But the truth was that Raymond’s house was a lot like mine—only my ranch house was yellow and his was blue. We both had big front porches and tiny living rooms. Both of our dads had pushed their old trucks into the yard when the engines refused to turn the last time.

There were differences too. While Mama had planted flowers around my house, Raymond’s house had plain grass right up until the porch. The paint around the trim was flaky, and a couple of railings on the porch had splintered or broken fully off.

The house was a bit like Raymond—pleasant but not quite taken care of enough.

Raymond’s dad spent a lot of time playing the fiddle, but he also had a bunch of side jobs, mostly landscaping and carpentry. Like Raymond, Mr. Crickett had big brown eyes. He also had a beard like my dad’s, only Mr. Crickett’s beard stretched into a point under his chin and his mustache curled up at the ends. Raymond told me once that his dad used “product” for that to happen. Tattoos ran along his arms and stretched to the sides of his neck. They were of eagles, trees, and words too swirly for me to read.

When Mr. Crickett sang, my heart paused.

Once, Mama and I went into the city and ate at a gourmet restaurant in the middle of winter. I wore a scratchy dress with silver ruffles and Mama had her hair twisted into a bun atop her head like a ballerina. Snow fell outside the windows, and all around us people rushed and slid on sidewalks. Inside the café, it was warm enough to fog the windows. Mama nibbled on a layered cookie that had cost seven dollars. I ordered a hot chocolate, and it arrived in a gold-rimmed red mug with a huge pile of twisting whipped cream on top. I remembered that first sip, how it seemed to pour straight down to the tips of my toes, filling me with sweetness, making every silly thing I had worried about—what the other diners thought of me, whether I was wearing the right dress or saying the right things—melt away.

Mr. Crickett’s voice was like that first sip of cocoa. I couldn’t be scared when he sang.

But unfortunately, he wasn’t singing when I crept down the street to their house in the dark of night.

I was sure I was about to be in a world of trouble. Mr. Crickett was loading the bed of the truck with bags and equipment while talking into a cell phone tucked in the crook of his neck. Sara, Raymond’s sister, leaned against the passenger side, scowling at him. I sneaked past them, moving silent as could be, toward the house.

I found Raymond sitting on the front porch stoop. He jumped when he saw me pop up beside the railing. “Trixy, what are you doing here?” he gasped.

I whispered, “I told you I was coming along with you on your daddy’s tour, didn’t I?”

“You most certainly did not.” Raymond’s head swiveled from side to side, making sure no one saw us. “You said you wanted to come along. That’s different. And then today you assaulted Catrina and got kicked out of school!” he said. “Dad saw a bunch of police cars and an ambulance going to your house too! What happened to you? I thought maybe you done lost your mind! You been saying such wild things lately!”

I scrunched my face and crossed my arms. “Raymond Crickett, my mind is right where I left it inside my head. Now’s the time to use yours. How can I get into your truck without your dad or sister seeing me?”






Chapter Two
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The first time I thought about running away was three weeks earlier. I came down to breakfast, making myself look as pathetic as possible with a sloppy ponytail and droopy face, hoping to convince Mama once again that I was too forlorn for school. I planned to tell her I was sick, which wasn’t a total lie. Already my stomach was churning, churning, churning, just about at the nonstop boiling it had kept up all through school this year.

But instead, I saw a note next to a plate of sliced apples topped with peanut butter. See you after school. Daddy’s upstairs if you need anything.

I looked out the window, spotting Mama running up the street. Running? What was happening to our family?

Daddy had worked the third shift the night before, so he was out cold upstairs with the fan blasting in his face. Mama was getting farther and farther away from me. I could get up from the table and head off to see all the places I knew about but had never seen. Places like Memphis, where the music comes from every corner, draping like a blanket of sound to tuck in the town. Places like Nevada, where the desert fries you like an egg in a buttered pan until the sun sinks and makes your breath turn to frosty clouds, all in the same day. Places like Montana, where the sky is wider and thicker than the ground, and standing there under all that sky makes things such as mud boiling right in its pocket of ground seem almost all right. Places like the loft of a dusty Tennessee barn, where a girl could fling herself into thin air and be cradled by hay that somehow loses its tendency to scratch when it’s called upon to save your life.

Thanks to Gran, I knew about all these places, though I’ve only ever seen but one place myself.

But I just walked down the dirt driveway to stand by the mailbox, where the school bus would pick me up.

The doors to the bus opened, parting the air, and for just a second I thought I smelled that bubbling Montana mud Gran had told me about while boiling eggs for salad last summer. But as soon as the doors creaked closed behind me, all I smelled was stinky Raymond Crickett. Okay, maybe it was the school bus itself that smelled that way, but my nose wrinkled just the same.

The only other person on the bus was Sara, Raymond’s sister. She sat in the last row, her knees folded with her head resting on them so all I saw was the top of her hair, which she had dyed turquoise over the summer. Most high schoolers drove themselves to school, but Sara’s eyes worked differently, and she used the bus. The high school was the last stop, and Sara usually slept through most of the pickups and drop-offs.

No such luck with Raymond. His eyes worked just fine and he never napped. He perched in the middle seat of the bus and, just like those shuddery pictures of the dead and buried, his eyes followed me no matter where I sat on that stinking bus.

If I was in the front row, right behind the driver, Raymond Crickett’s eyes—his whole body, really—tilted my way. If I sat in the way back, same thing. He was so much everywhere on that bus that the only way to feel like any space was my own was to plunk down in the seat right beside him. That way he had to twist to see me and I knew for a fact it was no accident.

To think, he used to be my best friend.

“I wasn’t sure you’d be on the bus ’gain today, Trixy,” Raymond said. I shuddered as the driver shifted gears. Raymond’s eyes got all watery.

I was about to tell him to mind his own beeswax, and just because I didn’t want to ride the bus, didn’t want to be in any sort of car, that didn’t mean he could get all teary eyed about it. But then the driver stopped the bus, opened the door, and let in the next group of kids. With them came the softest breeze, smelling like lilacs, and suddenly all I could see was Gran. She wouldn’t like those unfriendly words hurled at anyone, especially Raymond.

“So, what’d you write about for the memoir?” Raymond asked, making the last word sound like “memo-or.”

I didn’t need to ask Raymond what he wrote about. I knew it was about his dad, and his upcoming tour across the South with a string band called the Crickett Quintet. When Raymond and I were in first grade, Mr. Crickett was just a guy with a lot of tattoos and a fiddle hanging on the wall of the living room. Then Raymond’s mom left them, taking the dog with her but leaving Sara and Raymond. Mr. Crickett started plucking away at the strings of that fiddle. Gran and I used to go for long walks that wound up going past their house almost every night. Sometimes we’d be on their porch, singing along to Mr. Crickett’s songs. After a long while, Raymond and Sara would sing too.

Wouldn’t you know it? Gran started talking about places in Tennessee where she had heard bluegrass music just like his. And soon enough, Mr. Crickett not only had a real band, he had a list of places that wanted him to come and play, written out and handed over by Gran. She had a knack for things like that—plotting the next chapter in people’s stories and helping them turn the page. Months earlier, before the accident, she told us she wanted to go along on the next Tennessee tour with Mr. Crickett’s band, and that she wanted to take me too.

The bus lurched forward with a squelch, or maybe that was just the sound of all my guts liquifying into sudden panic stew. “It’s okay,” Raymond said. His arm shot out to keep me in place. “We’re okay.”

“I’m not worried about the bus,” I snapped. Okay, I lied. Again. I don’t like being in cars or buses much. Raymond dropped his arm. “I’m worried about that stupid assignment,” I said. “I sort of forgot to do it.” Sort of like how I forgot to do all my homework, classwork too, if I was being honest, these first three weeks of school.

The bus rumbled to a stop in front of Clarkville Primary School and my soon-to-be fourth-grade doom. Right on cue, my stomach reached a boil.






Chapter Three
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By accident I overheard Mrs. Brown talking to my parents that afternoon when I was supposed to be thinking about my choices in the hallway. I knew it was going to happen, that sometime soon Mrs. Brown would on-purpose ruin my life. But I didn’t think one simple mistake—not turning in the memoir—would mean she’d pick up the phone and call in my parents that day. I mean, I offered to tell her my life’s story, but she just rolled her eyes and shook her head all at once. (That takes skill, by the way. I’ve tried it in front of the mirror. Even braided my hair in a thick rope like Mrs. Brown’s and put on a turtleneck like she always wore, to pull the picture together. But I couldn’t do it. Or maybe I did but couldn’t see it since I was, you know, rolling my eyes and shaking my head.)

The thing is, they were talking on the far side of the room by Mrs. Brown’s desk. I guess she thought that’d be enough distance so their voices wouldn’t seep out from under the thin door and up through my toes to settle in my ears. And maybe she would’ve been right, had it been any other parents than mine. But Daddy’s ears were ringing since it had been blasting week at the quarry. Mrs. Brown kept having to talk louder and louder, and Daddy kept saying, “What? What’d you say, now?” which led Mama to repeating what Mrs. Brown said louder still until I think even Raymond Crickett could’ve heard it from the bus ride home.

“She’s a storyteller!” Mrs. Brown shouted.

“A what?” Daddy answered, right over Mama screeching, “She makes up stories!”

“Stories?” Daddy said back.

“Yes!” Mama and Mrs. Brown agreed.

“What?”

“She makes them up!”

At this, Daddy chuckled. “ ’Course she does. Gets it natural.”

This time, Mrs. Brown was the one who said, “What?”

“Trixy gets storytelling natural,” Daddy boomed. “Her gran, Jenny’s mama, she would whisper story after story in Trixy’s ear from the time she was a baby until she passed.”

“I’m sorry.” Mrs. Brown’s voice had dipped down into that dying-is-sad-so-we-whisper tone. I leaned forward in my chair to hear.

Mama cleared her throat. “Yes, well, she was nearly forty when she had me; she reached her eighties, so her life was long.”

Something twisted inside me. Mama said this to everyone who seemed sad about Gran. While sure Gran had been old enough for the tops of her hands to have tea-colored stains, for creases around her eyes, for afternoon naps, she was young as me too. We’d played in the creek, splashing each other until our clothes stuck like skin, just three days before it happened. She was young enough to laugh when a butterfly landed on her nose, and young enough to eat cookie batter from the spoon, young enough to dance with me on the living room rug, young enough to look up at the stars and still have wishes.

She was young enough to live a lot longer.

“When did she die?” Mrs. Brown asked.

Mama, I guessed, was tired of that tone too, since when she answered she did so loud and firm. “About six months back. In the middle of third grade.”

I scooted back in my chair, wishing the door were thicker after all. After the accident, all the doctors had told Daddy and Mama that I was fine, that my seat belt kept me safe and only the outside of my chest had been bruised. But they were wrong, because a sharp pebble got wedged behind my ribs. I felt it all the time, even though Daddy told me again and again that it wasn’t real, that they would’ve seen it on the X-rays. He called it grief, but it was a rock. And when Mama talked like this, like Gran’s dying was just something that had happened in the past, that rock poked my ribs, so sharp that my heart pounded and my palms sweat and my chest hurt.

“Hmm,” Mrs. Brown said, her voice back to normal now too. “That could explain some of Trixy’s difficulties. Grief makes us do odd things.”

“Difficulties? What are the difficulties with storytelling? Don’t you want kids to write and read stories?” Mama asked.

“All she does is talk!” Mrs. Brown said.

“What?” This time Mama and Daddy said it together.

“All she does is talk!” Mrs. Brown bellowed. “During my lessons, during quiet reading time, during gym class, during lunch. Talk, talk, talk, talk! I can’t take it!” Mrs. Brown sucked in her breath so loud, I could hear it. When she spoke next, her tone was hard but not as high. “For such a tiny thing, she has a loud voice.”

I glanced down at myself. So what if I was the shortest, skinniest fourth grader that Nurse Bev had ever seen? (She always laughed at the number on the scale when I went in for my yearly checkup. Told Mama, “She was born no bigger than a bean. Might make it to sprout size before she’s grown.” Mama always fretted—“I make her drink milk! Eat vegetables!”—but Nurse Bev said not to worry, that I’m growing as I should for someone who started out bean sized. Someday I’ll remind her that we all started out bean sized. Besides, I was born weighing four pounds, and four-pound babies are more like cantaloupes than beans.)

That didn’t mean I didn’t have big, loud stories.

“Trixy’s so busy talking that she doesn’t do her work! I have yet to see her get through a single exam, let alone turn in homework!”

“You don’t assign homework! Trixy never has any.” Mama slapped Daddy’s arm. She does that when she gets worked up sometimes.

“I give out homework every night!”

“Every night?” Daddy repeated. He didn’t need Mrs. Brown to speak any louder. She was plain yelling, louder now than that time Raymond Crickett got the pencil stuck up his nose. (He sneezed, and it flew across the room. I laughed so hard.)

“Didn’t you get any of my notes?” Mrs. Brown said.

“Notes?”

Oh, I was in a worse situation than that poor pencil now. Suddenly fear nipped at my armpits like fire ants.

All three of them got quiet. Too quiet.

“Trixy!” Mrs. Brown shouted. I heard the creak of her chair pushing back as she stood. Soon she was beside me. She gestured for me to follow her. “Come on in here. I think we could use some explanations from you.”

And wouldn’t you know it? For the first time ever in her classroom, I didn’t have a thing to say, but that old Mrs. Brown was still upset.

“Well, Trixy,” Mama prodded. “We need an explanation. What’s wrong?”

I shrugged, eyes fixed on my shoelaces. One was just a smidgen too long. It dragged under my shoe when I walked and made me wobbly. But I knew Mama, Daddy, and Mrs. Brown didn’t want to talk about my shoelace issues just then.

Besides, how could I explain what had come over me this year? I couldn’t understand it myself. All I knew was that once Gran moved from her bedroom off the kitchen to rest in the ground under that lilac bush, all the words that had ever been clogged up inside me gurgled to the surface like those geysers in Yellowstone. Mine only seemed to erupt when I was at school.

I opened my mouth to try and say something, but then I saw Mama’s pinched-up face. Just like always, she was holding in her own geyser, one of grief, and all my words disappeared again. Why was it that the more Mama kept inside, the more I felt like I would explode?

Mama patted my hand. “When you was a baby bean,” she started, and internally I corrected her—I even glanced up at Mrs. Brown and saw she too was mouthing were instead of was, “you cried all day long. All night long, even. We didn’t know what to do with you. You just had so much to say. So, so much.” Mama smiled at Daddy. “Remember that?”

“What?” Daddy yanked on his ears, trying to get them to pop. I looked at him and yawned widely. He did too, since yawns are contagious. His eyes widened and he grinned when his ears finally popped. “That’s better,” he said in his regular voice. “Now what was that, Jenny?”

Mama swatted his arm again. “I said, remember how Trixy used to cry, back when she was a baby?”

Daddy nodded and leaned back, crossing his arms and his long legs. “ ’Course I do. No one could quiet her. All red-faced fury and screaming like a beet would ’bout being yanked from the ground.” His chuckle faded a little when he spoke next. “Until your mama figured out the trick, Jenny.”

Mama’s face pinched up again. She stiffened a bit and turned back toward Mrs. Brown.

“What was the trick?” Mrs. Brown asked like Daddy was about to give her a plate full of cotton candy.

“Dolcie’s stories. Story after story after story, right into her little ear. Trixy would go still and blink like an owl, like she could just picture whatever nonsense her gran was harvesting.”

“It wasn’t nonsense!” I blurted. “All of ’em were true!”

Mama swatted Daddy’s arm again. “I’ve heard snippets of those stories all my life. Stories about grand adventures that weren’t possible for that woman. Stories about her family, though she never had any. No one believed her tall tales.”

“They were true.” I stomped my foot. But since I was sitting, it didn’t really have much of an impact. “I believe them.”

“What happened?” Mrs. Brown asked gently. “Cancer?”

Mama shook her head. “Car accident. Trixy was in the backseat.”

No one spoke. All my words evaporated in a poof. Everything poofed—Mama, Daddy, Mrs. Brown, the classroom. Gone, gone, gone. For a second, all I saw was a swirl of colors and the sound of a scream. I didn’t know if it was mine or Gran’s, but I hoped it was mine. I rubbed my knuckles over the rock in my ribs. Mama patted my arm, bringing me back to the classroom.

“None of us, I’m guessing, have been the same since.” Daddy sat up straight again, with a sideways glance at Mama, who for sure wasn’t the same. Not now that she was running, eating mostly salads or nothing at all, and wasn’t nearly as cushiony to hug.

After a moment of the four of us all looking down at our own shoelaces, Mrs. Brown cleared her throat. “As I said, grief can make us do unusual things. I’m willing to move past these first three weeks of school. Start fresh tomorrow.”

“That’s real kind of you,” Mama said.

Mrs. Brown and I silently mouthed really.

“On one condition,” Mrs. Brown said, and thus launched right back into dooming my entire life.



I stared at the glowing ghost-face of a blank document page on the computer. This was the second time I thought about running away, though I didn’t have a plan yet and I certainly wasn’t thinking of Raymond Crickett.

“All you got to do is fill it up with words, Trixy,” said Mama, her hand on my shoulder as I sat at the desk. “All those words that cram inside you and burst through at school. Let them out here.”

I shook my head.

“All Mrs. Brown wants is a three-page story every week. It don’t have to be good. Just a story.”

I held my fingers over the keyboard. “She wants this one to be a memoir, about something true that happened.”

Mama squeezed my shoulder. “I can think of something you might want to talk about.”

“I can’t talk about Gran,” I said, facing the blank screen so I wouldn’t see the hurt on Mama’s face at using the name. “Gran always told me her stories were just for me. So I can’t share them.” Remember, Trixy, stories aren’t the same if the wrong person hears them. They don’t settle in their ears right. That’s why my stories are just for you and only you.

Mama didn’t say anything for so long that I thought she had left the room. But then she whispered, “She’s gone. None of that matters anymore.”

I wanted to argue with Mama, tell her that Gran still was here, that I felt her all the time. But she wouldn’t believe me any more than she’d believe the adventures Gran had. I propped my feet onto the chair, rested my arms around my knees, and let my head drop. I peeked out the window. The stars were bragging about not having to do any schoolwork as they floated in space. Mama patted me one more time and left to go exercise to a fitness video in the basement. Maybe I should be more like Mama; get in line and move on.

Gran used to stare at the stars at night. I didn’t want to, but I remembered.

“What are you doing?” I had asked Gran as she looked up at the brightest star in the sky.

“Oh, nothing,” Gran had said, a smile tugging at her cheeks. “Just telling her I love her.”

“The star?” I laughed, and Gran tickled the spot between my shoulders, singing a song about wishing upon a star as she did it.

“Gran, can you write down that story you just told me?” I had asked her. Even though all the stories she told me were about her and her sister, she told them like they had happened to someone else. She even used their childhood nicknames: Dollie and Lil Sis.

“Write it down? Now, why would I do that?” And even though I was just remembering, my ears tingled and I heard her voice same as if she was whispering straight into them all over again. She has the best voice—had the best voice. That last, thick, honey-soaked sip of tea that makes slugging down the whole cup of hot, bittery water worthwhile.

“So I can read it over and over again. So I can show it to my friends!”

Gran laughed as though I had told her I was in love with Raymond Crickett. “No one believes my stories but you, Trixy Mae. And they’re just for you. If I wrote them down, they’d be picked apart. When I only tell them to you, they’re free, like you and me.” Gran had twirled, making her long dress swirl around to tickle my legs from where I sat at her feet.

“But if they’re all true like you say,” I had whispered, “everyone would have to believe them. Because true is true is true. That’s what Mama says.”

She had tugged on my earlobe and chuckled. “My stories will land the right way in your ears alone. Love does that, you know. It’s the only magic there is. It makes you hear each other in just the way you should be heard.”

Remembering that now, my heart hammered. I stopped the memory in its place, popping out of my seat and moving to the window before it could continue another second.

The night was clear and dark. If I stood on my tiptoes, I could see the lilac bushes surrounded by the white picket fence at the far edge of our yard. But I didn’t do that tonight. I looked at the stars. One was much brighter than the others. Closing my eyes, I tried to make a wish, but it came out as an apology instead.

Gran, I’m sorry But I don’t have any stories of my own.



The next morning, I got on the bus and sat in the front row.

When the driver stopped, Raymond Crickett moved from the middle to sit with me, plopping down on the bench seat so hard all the air huffed out like a fart. “What’s wrong with you today?”

“Nothing,” I said.

“Something’s wrong,” he said. “Are you worked up because of me?”

I forgot my promise to not talk so much and turned to Raymond. “Now, why would I be upset ’bout you?”

Raymond’s cheeks flushed a deep red. “Well, ’cause we’ve been making so many plans for the road trip and you were going to come with us, but now…”

I crossed my arms and faced the back of the driver’s bald head. “I happen to have been busy, Raymond. Too busy to think about your stupid road trip.”

Raymond didn’t say anything for a long time. “It’s not stupid, Trixy.”

I didn’t answer.



In the classroom, I took my seat at the desk in the back and tried to make myself as small and quiet as possible, keeping my words bottled inside. They pushed against my lips, threatening to explode. My hands twisted the story I’d printed out. I knew Gran wouldn’t like that I was sharing one of her stories, and I for sure knew typing it in straight lines would be even worse.

“What’s wrong with you? You sick?” asked Miranda Sherman, who had the misfortune of sitting next to me. And of being a hair sucker. The last inch of her thick brown hair always was soggy. But thanks to the talk geyser inside me, this was the first time she had had an opportunity to speak.

I shook my head, not trusting myself to open my mouth.

Despite how small I had made myself, Mrs. Brown found me and stood next to my desk. Her scent, a mixture of baby powder, pencil shavings, and righteous judgment, swirled around me. “Well, Trixy, we’re only a few minutes into class, but I can see already that you’re more composed! Did you write the story, as I asked?”

I paused, then nodded. Mrs. Brown put out her hand.

I didn’t move.

“May I have your memoir, please?”

I nodded again.

Mrs. Brown sighed and crossed her arms. “Really, Trixy? Why must you make everything so difficult?”

I copied her sigh and smoothed the pages where my fingers had worried the corners. Then I handed them to Mrs. Brown.

“Wow,” she murmured. “I only asked for three pages.”

A little flicker in my chest was proud that the story ended up being six pages. It swirled around inside with all the other about-to-burst feelings that pushed against me from the inside out.

“You know, you can speak. I like that you talk. I just don’t want you to talk all the time.” Mrs. Brown looked at me.

“Okay,” I whispered.

“Okay.” Mrs. Brown finally turned to go back to the front of the class. “Oh, wait!” She slapped the pages onto the desk. “You forgot to put your name at the top. How else will I know whose story this is?”

I pulled a pencil out from my desk and wrote Trixy Mae Williams across the top, my ears ringing so hard I guess I knew what Daddy felt like on blasting day. This made it official. I was truly stealing one of Gran’s only-for-me stories and handing it to Mrs. Brown as though it were mine to give.

“Trixy,” Mrs. Brown said in her what-have-I-done-to-deserve-this-child voice, “why are you pulling such faces?”

I bit my lip before I could blurt out another not-mine story.

Mrs. Brown shook her head. “Are you feeling well, Trixy?”

I shook my head, turned it into a nod, and rubbed at my ringing ears.

She sighed again, then tucked the story under her arm, walking away.

“No matter,” Miranda Sherman said. “Lots of kids get ear infections.” Her father was the pediatrician in town and so she always behaved as though she knew everything there was to know about healing. “My daddy will fix you up.”

“What?” I said before remembering I was clamping down on words.

“Your ears,” she said. “You keep rubbing them.”

I sat on my hands.

Miranda narrowed her eyes. “What was your story about, anyway?”

“Dollie and Lil Sis.”

“You wrote about a doll? Ha!” Miranda threw back her head, slobbery hair sticking to her cheeks.

“I did not,” I told her over the buzzing in my ears. “I told a story about Dollie and her little sister. That was my gran’s name when she was a girl—Dollie.”

“Sounds boring,” Miranda said, then licked out for another strand.

“You’re boring.”

“Trixy!” Miranda gasped.

Next to me, Raymond chuckled. “Gran was a lot of things, but she was never boring.”

I put my head down on my arms, not wanting to talk about Gran with anyone, especially Raymond Crickett. Gran had been a lot of things, but after stealing her story like that, I took some comfort that once upon a time, she also had been a thief, just like me.






Chapter Four
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Here’s the story I stole from Gran.


ONCE UPON A TIME, back when everyone called Gran Dollie, she resembled me—small and stick skinny, long curly hair, and eyes too big for her triangle face. Only my eyes are dark as night, while Dollie’s were the same then as when I last saw them, a sky so blue that for a moment you forget to breathe.

For three years, longer than they’d ever stayed anywhere, Dollie and Lil Sis lived near a bakery in Sweetheart Mountain, a little town near Jackson, Tennessee.

Dollie gazed through the bakery window, ballooning up her lungs with sugar-sweet air. A sign on the door proclaimed NO UNACCOMPANIED CHILDREN ALLOWED. “Breathe deep,” she said to Lil Sis. “We’ll fool our bellies.”

But Lil Sis’s bottom lip puckered. “My belly’s too smart for that.” Whereas Dollie was smoke-black hair and cloud-white skin, Lil Sis was sun-lit hair and suntanned skin. Dollie could imagine that pastry melting on her tongue; Lil Sis only felt her hollow belly.

The bakery was owned by a couple as tough as day-old bread. In voices gruff as sandpaper, they’d call to each other. “Dear, I need more flour.” Or “Darling, we’re low on cinnamon.” Always, the old man was called Dear. Always the old woman, Darling. Alongside them was their daughter, who lived with them, and her small son. Dear and Darling simply called her Honey.
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