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PART ONE
INCIPIENT


The ancient Greeks believed that fire was one of the four basic elements that composed all things in the universe … Fire is not, in fact, a substance. When you gaze at the leaping flames of a campfire, you’re observing not an object, but a process—a chemical reaction.
—National Fire Protection Association Reporter’s Guide: All About Fire



  


THE DAY BEFORE
JANUARY 2009
My heart races when the handsome Native guy enters the diner. He’s tall and lean, and he glides past my early-morning regulars as if modeling what metrosexual men wear. He smoothly removes a stylish black knee-length wool coat to reveal a black cotton turtleneck and Levi’s jeans. He looks a few years older than me. My silver-haired coffee crew would still call him a young man.
Mr. Model sits in my section, causing the butterflies in my stomach to drop like canaries in a coal mine.
Yesterday he sat at the counter but turned in his barstool to stare at me. I—or, rather, my ample breasts—have been stared at since I was eleven. My heavily winged eyeliner, multiple ear and facial piercings, and arm tattoos are supposed to discourage men from taking things any further. It’s a passive form of predator avoidance. Since the Native guy seemed even more intrigued, I escalated from passive to aggressive defense. I rolled my eyes contemptuously and followed up with a withering glare, while ignoring the jittery nausea of my instantly wary gut.
It worked, mostly. Mr. Model turned his attention to the laminated menu, but not before grinning at me. I kept an eye on him until he finally left. I hoped that was the end of the matter. The lingering turmoil in my stomach said otherwise.
Today, my body repeats the topsy-turvy gut reaction. I approach the booth with a full pot of freshly brewed coffee. My grip tightens around the black plastic handle.
Anything can become a weapon in my hands.
“Good morning, Lucy,” he says pleasantly.
I stiffen. My work apron has a name badge attached above my right boob, but he hasn’t looked at it. I always know when guys stare at my chest. Even the ones trying to hurt me get distracted.
Not this guy.
He turns the coffee cup right side up. His warm smile seems genuine. Cats enjoy playing with their prey, do they not?
I pour the coffee and wait for him to speak.
“Would it be possible for you to take a break and join me?” His voice is calm and without an obvious regional accent.
My first break at the Pleasant Diner is after the morning rush. Most of the silver-hairs have left by then. My last few customers have their checks, which the counter server can ring up.
I glance at my dad’s square Seiko watch—barely able to see the time through the scratched-up crystal but never doubting the hands I can still make out. It’s ten forty-five a.m. on the dot.
Mr. Model knows my work schedule.
I assess my options. Risk and reward. Do I smash the glass decanter against his skull and run? I’d gain a head start but risk escalating the cat-and-mouse game. Or I could get this over with and figure out my next move.
They don’t want me dead. Not initially, at least.
Running my fingers through spiky, dyed black hair, I sigh my surrender.
“Fine. But I need to clock out first.”
His shocked expression makes no sense; I gave the answer he wanted. Instead he reacts as if he just saw a ghost.
I head to the back of the diner, where an alcove leads to the restrooms and the kitchen. Along the way, I tug at Nancy’s apron and ask if I’m good to go on break. She’s never denied me, but it’s a courtesy thing.
“Sure, sweetie.”
Nancy is something of a legend. She’s been here the longest besides Tim, who is both cook and owner of the old-fashioned railcar diner. A few of the silver-hairs were classmates of theirs.
Whereas I call myself a server, Nancy is an OG waitress. She proudly owns the waitress label. I added the OG part and was delighted when she laughed and didn’t need me to explain that original gangster meant old-school proper respect.
“Keep an eye on me, okay?” I say while still within earshot.
“You got it.”
Tara, who works the counter, enters the kitchen as I hang my apron in my locker. We aren’t supposed to wear our aprons while on break.
“The hot guy came back,” she says. “He asked about you, not that I had much to say.” Her snark is loud and clear.
Ignoring her, I grab the iPhone from my backpack and return to the booth.
I’m glad I’ve never gotten too chummy with Tara in six months of working at the diner. Even Nancy wouldn’t be able to say a whole lot about me if asked.
Taking a seat opposite the hit man, I fiddle with my phone beneath the table.
“Hello, Lucy. Thank you for meeting with me.” He smiles amiably, unfazed by my silence. “My name is John Jameson. I’m an attorney and I wanted to meet you regarding a special project I’m working on.”
I almost channel Tara’s snark. Special project indeed.
Nancy approaches with a coffeepot to refill the guy’s mug. She does a double take when I motion for coffee. She knows I prefer tea.
“Thank you,” the attorney says to Nancy. He is polite. Not just his words, but because he makes eye contact with her while saying it.
She takes an exaggeratedly long time to fill my coffee mug. Nancy would make a bad spy. Mr. Jameson waits for her reluctant departure to speak again.
“Do you have any questions for me?” he asks after a sip of black coffee. His elegant wristwatch is silver, or more likely platinum, with two faces set to different time zones.
I stare back in sullen, tough-girl mode.
He reacts with an apostrophe of a smile that I’m not expecting.
I glance at a Greyhound bus zooming north on the business spur before heaving a sigh and meeting his eyes.
“Just get on with it. I’ve got better things to do today.”
“Well, I don’t. You’re the highlight of my day,” he says without sarcasm.
His expression matches the sincerity of his tone. Alert brown eyes, lighter than my own. Nice smile—no feral grin or anything sketchy. The morning light shines on the left half of his face. It’s not in his eyes, but I pull down the filtered shade anyway. No wrinkles or frown lines. If he really is an attorney, then he’s a bit older than I thought. His thick, dark brown hair, no gray, is pulled away from his face and gathered into a braid. I noticed his hair yesterday—the shiny braid that ends halfway down his back.
He waits for me to finish my inspection. There is nothing fidgety about him.
I’ve encountered attorneys before. Mostly court-ordered ones who were supposed to look out for my best interests. They were usually fresh out of law school, but already jaded about juvenile delinquents. The experienced lawyers—the well-dressed ones—always worked for the other side.
Mr. Jameson carries himself like a seasoned attorney—minus the cockiness. I can’t quite figure him out. Nothing screams hit man, creeper, scammer, or dangerous and yet …
I’ve been wrong before. Which is why my iPhone is recording our conversation and Nancy keeps me in her periphery.
“What. Do you. Want.” I leave unsaid:… and please speak clearly for the record.
“I’m an attorney who helps current and former foster kids who might be Native American find out whether they are indeed tribal and, if so, see if they would like to reconnect with their family and community. Is that something you’d like to pursue?”
The coffee mug slips in my hand. Hot liquid zings the spot directly above my heart. My hand is still shaking when I set the mug down.
I wouldn’t make a good spy today.
Attempting nonchalance, I scoff. “Never heard of anyone doing that.”
“Me neither,” he admits.
“Sounds expensive. And I don’t have money for that.” I focus on the coffee stain.
“I don’t charge anything. My work is funded by grants and donations.”
“Yeah, right,” I say, blotting the dark spot with a paper napkin.
There’s a spot-remover pen in my work apron. Glancing around, I catch Nancy’s eye and point to the stain on my shirt. We provide our own red tops at the diner. Thrift stores are hit or miss, and I’d rather not spring for a new shirt.
My plan was to keep him talking. Get as much information as possible and find out what he wanted from me. But my gut roils; I’ll need a bathroom soon. So I let him have it.
“Your jeans and turtleneck might be off the rack, Mr. Grant-Funded Do-Gooder, but your black cashmere coat is tailored like a second skin and those black lace-up boots look like Doc Martens but have a Prada triangle.” Rising, I motion for him to stay put. “I don’t know what game you’re playing…”
I grab my iPhone, stop recording, and lean over to snap a picture. I focus the shot to capture every follicle on his copper-colored face. It’s only then I notice an odd line down the right side of his cheek. A scar. I snap the picture before removing the phone between us, so we are practically nose to nose.
“I know you’ve been following me since New Year’s Eve. It. Ends. Now.”
He flinches as if slapped.
“I’ve only been in town for two days, Lily.” Something catches in his voice.
“It’s Lucy. Not Lily.” I snap my fingers in front of his face. “Pay attention.”
I bolt. Instead of looking back at the guy, I focus on Nancy taking an order from the booth nearest the alcove. She hands me a single wipe packet of stain remover as we cross paths.
“Do you need me to call for help?” Nancy doesn’t bother whispering.
“No. He’s leaving.”
I bypass the restrooms and push through the third door, which swings into the kitchen. It has a window the size of a picture frame to see anyone approaching from the other side. I use it to spy on Mr. Jameson.
He shakes his head, and a faint, sort of amused smile crosses his face just for a moment. Then he pinches the bridge of his nose and exhales before rising. He leaves something at the table before retrieving his coat. His back is to me while he puts on the expensive coat and leaves.
After I salvage my work shirt—thanks to Nancy’s stain-remover wipe—I return to the booth. Clearing the table, I notice one mug is missing. In its place Mr. Jameson left a twenty-dollar bill for Nancy and a business card for me.
The card has a black bird graphic and unfamiliar words: Gaagaagi Noodin. The back of the card lists a cell phone number and an email address, and there’s a handwritten message: Lucy, come home where you are loved.





  


THE DAY OF
JANUARY 2009
Yesterday when Mr. Jameson admitted to following me, but for only two days, I didn’t want to believe him. Because if he was telling the truth, then it meant someone else was stalking me. Last week at a friend’s New Year’s Eve party, I’d felt the hairs on the back of my neck stick up like porcupine quills. Instinctively, I’d removed the plastic gold tiara with 2009 emblazoned in purple sequins and looked for the exit. Even without a midnight countdown, the party was over for me.
After Mr. Prada Boots left, presumably with a souvenir mug, I spent the rest of my shift trying to figure out a way to stay in Mount Pleasant.
My furnished apartment was the first space I’d had to myself in years. It was one of several apartments in what had once been a lumber baron’s mansion. According to my landlord, a history buff, the original owner had swindled local Native American families out of their land with the help of a corrupt Indian Affairs superintendent. The grand three-story home was somewhat decrepit now, especially the exterior. I navigated piles of unsalvageable lumber, broken bricks, and discarded metal pipes to reach my unit at the back of the redbrick manor. Slanted steps led to my private entrance, where a butler’s pantry had become an entry hall and galley kitchen. The mansion’s dining room served as my living and sleeping area. A closet had been converted into a tiny bathroom.
Every scenario I played out in my mind led to the same conclusion. I needed to remove all traces of myself from the space I’d rented and loved for the past six months.
I’d always kept the place tidy. Miss Lonnie, my first foster parent, had taught me that housekeeping was one of many basic survival skills. Channeling red-hot rage, I rubbed Liquid Gold into the cherrywood paneling and ornately carved trim. Bar Keepers Friend and a soft toothbrush made the brass light fixtures shine. Distilled white vinegar had the bathroom looking its best, as if the secret to keeping my cozy little life were hidden in the grout. A paste I’d concocted from baking soda, hydrogen peroxide, and a few drops of ammonia showcased the exquisite veining in the marble countertops and windowsills. I saved the curved wall of stained-glass windows for when my mood had cooled into the soft, pale aqua of resignation.
By this morning, the apartment was an exquisite jewel that my landlord would rent for twice what he charged me.
Leaving, I lock the door behind me for the last time. I brush away boot imprints from each snow-covered step I descend. Wearing my backpack and holding a trash bag in one hand, I walk backward through the side yard to the front while dragging a rusted rake to erase my tracks from the freshly fallen powder. The snow makes it easier to imagine the elaborate gardens that once surrounded the mansion. I focus so intently on a broken-limbed, headless statue atop a cracked fountain that I roll my ankle on a slippery metal pipe.
Limping and wincing, I climb the front steps to the main entrance. In the front hall, opposite the staircase leading to the second and third floors, is a tarnished brass cabinet with eight mailboxes. I check my mailbox before sliding a fingernail to lift the label marked 1D—L.
SMITH. Finally I slide an envelope with my keys, a goodbye note, and my final rent payment in cash into the landlord’s mailbox.
People think the key to making a clean getaway is to plan every detail. It isn’t. A perfect escape requires an element of chance. After work today, I’ll walk to the Greyhound bus station and purchase a ticket for the farthest destination. Then I’ll get off somewhere along the way. A random place that is a secret even from myself.
I leave the haunted-looking mansion, slinging the trash bag over my shoulder. Foster kids always leave places this way. In the child-welfare system, trash bags serve as luggage. Mine is filled with cleaning supplies and excess possessions I’ll donate to the thrift store after my shift. Paying it forward for the next person starting over.
My backpack contains the barest of necessities: deodorant, soap, a toothbrush, toothpaste, two changes of clothing, and a pair of running shoes tied to the top handle. It also holds my most valuable possessions: the last of the books my dad gifted to me each birthday. I started with thirteen cherished books.
I’ve become so good at leaving places that I’ve even created a goodbye ritual.
This time, it’s my hardcover copy of A Wrinkle in Time that I leave behind. After kissing the inscription (To Dolce Lucy on her 8th Birthday), I place the book in the Little Free Library a few blocks from where I used to live. I limp the rest of the way to work in the predawn darkness, my lashes stiff with mascara and frozen tears.
If my coworkers notice my backpack bursting at the seams, no one mentions it. I change into my running shoes and leave my snow boots inside the locker. Each time I wear the top-quality boots, I recite a silent prayer of thanks to whoever donated the Sorels in my size to the Salvation Army.

Nancy doesn’t understand why I blink back tears at the mini cake she presents to me after I clock in.
“Oh, sweetie. It’s just a silly little treat for after work,” she says with a sniffle. Nancy doesn’t let anyone cry or laugh alone in her presence. “Your six-month anniversary here at the diner. It’s just that…” She pauses to dab an eye with a tissue. “You’ve come so far. Remember, sweetie? You never smiled or made chitchat with customers. Some of them were scared, but you got regulars now.”
I’m not thinking about my work anniversary or the diner, but the last birthday cake anyone made for me.
Miss Lonnie surprised me with a fluffy white cake with pink royal icing made from maraschino cherry syrup. She’d decorated the cake with fifteen maraschino cherries and fifteen colorful candles. I hadn’t expected her to know it was my birthday. Or to know my favorite cake.
“I pay attention to the little things,” Miss Lonnie said. “You don’t talk much, but your big brown eyes say what you like and don’t like.”
Nancy interrupts the memory.
“Let’s have a bite now and save the rest for when we clock out.”
Wiping tears away, I nod.
Nancy’s calloused hands grab two forks. We dive into the teacup-sized celebration cake. The treat is free to customers if they mention a birthday, anniversary, or random accomplishment. You need to listen, though, because not everyone makes an announcement. It’s about paying attention to the little things.
I don’t taste the barely thawed cake. My memory conjures vanilla, cherries, a hint of almond, and a texture that melts in my mouth like cotton candy.
“You sure do remind me of someone, Lucy.”
If I had a dollar for each time Nancy mentioned my resemblance to someone she can’t quite place, I’d be able to afford a brand-new winter coat.
Nancy reminds me of someone, but there’s no mystery about who it is. She and Miss Lonnie are both older white women; each has a former-hippie vibe. Nancy has mentioned a church mission to Haiti. Miss Lonnie was in the Peace Corps in Costa Rica. Both believe in an honest day’s work and have the weathered hands to prove it.
Miss Lonnie had me wash dishes every evening while she scrubbed her gas stovetop and the aged white Frigidaire appliances until everything looked brand-new. After the dishes were put away, Miss Lonnie had me do the final step—wiping down the avocado-green Formica countertops—before turning out the kitchen lights.
“Doesn’t that feel good,” she’d say in the faintest Southern drawl each evening with her hand on the light switch. “A clean kitchen. Everything in order and ready for tomorrow. Makes your dreams restful, I swear.”
Miss Lonnie was right. At least for a little while.

It’s an ordinary Friday at the Pleasant Diner located in Mount Pleasant, which is also home to Central Michigan University and a Chippewa tribe casino. We open at six a.m. and close at two p.m., five days a week. Closed on weekends. Nancy and Tara arrive early to prep; they both leave as soon as we close. I stagger my arrival by an hour and stay later to wipe down all the tables and mop the floor. Nancy and I handle the breakfast and lunch crowd at the booths and tables, while Tara works the counter that runs the length of the diner. Tim is here all the time, from open to close.
First up, the silver-hairs who come for coffee and a slice of Tim’s homemade prune coffee cake. Their coffee must be hot, just this side of scorching. And you’d better never let the cup be less than half full. They don’t tip well, but they’re consistent. It adds up.
“Got a grandson who’d be the nicest boyfriend for you,” a customer says.
Last week, an old-timer mentioned a granddaughter. “Hey, I don’t judge,” he added with a chuckle while raising his hands in mock surrender.
I always give a polite smile and a nod before moving on to the next customer.
Silver-hairs want everyone paired up like Noah’s Ark. All they know is I’m a hard-working young woman with spiky black hair, wide-set brown eyes, tall and sturdy, with a large chest. Perhaps a bit heavy-handed with the black eyeliner. A few too many piercings and tattoos. But someone who keeps her cool even when one of them gets ornery.
If they knew everything I’ve done, they’d hide their grandchildren.
“Hey, turn that frown upside down,” Nancy says, gently nudging me. “We’ve got the rest of that cake waiting for us.”
Fridays always whiz by. Everyone is eager for the weekend. They even eat faster than on Mondays or Tuesdays, I notice.
Nancy was right about my having regular customers. A group of college students drop by. This crew of CMU students is theater majors, always talking about that semester’s production. Drama in the fall. Musical in the spring. Vocal, dance, and theory all in between. One guy has the latest gossip from every Broadway show, even though we’re a million miles away from New York City. He’s the same guy who says I look like a suntanned, Goth Audrey Hepburn, so I knew he wasn’t hitting on me after he called me “gorgeous” the first time they sat in my section.
Three high school kids show up even though it’s during school hours. They periodically skip classes only to spend the time complaining about the place. I’m tempted to mention they could get a GED and bypass the horrid school, but most people live for the complaint and not a solution. They go on and on. One girl takes issue with the entire concept of high school.
“It’s just a social experiment containing hormonal teens in a building with underpaid chaperones.”
“Try living in a group home,” I mumble while collecting their half-empty plates. “Lord of the Flies, but with less tenderness.” I get a laugh from the table, and an extra three dollars—one from each—in my pocket.
My favorite regulars are a young couple who are saving for the down payment on a house with a yard. Harley and Max tip what they can—a decent amount coinciding with payday every other week and a bit less on the off weeks. They work at the Indian casino, where employees get free meals. On their day off, they sit in my section and share a bowl of soup.
Soup is not a meal; it’s a first course. Miss Lonnie’s words echo.
I strain the broth and heap ladles of beef, vegetables, and wide egg noodles into a pasta bowl rather than a soup bowl. In addition to two soup spoons, I bring extra bread rolls and butter.
“We lost out on another house,” Harley informs me. Her sad mood contrasts with the vibrant headscarf tied around her immaculate Afro puff.
“I’m sorry. That sucks. Maybe the next one will be even better?” I try to sound hopeful as I set the bread basket in front of them.
“Maybe.” She reaches for a hard roll as Max rises abruptly and excuses himself. Harley watches her short blond husband walk toward the restrooms. “I cried this time, Lucy. It had an old farmhouse sink with the drainboard, just like my grandma had.”
It hits me that I won’t be around when Harley and Max get their happy ending. I went to their New Year’s Eve party and would have been invited to their housewarming. I would’ve scoured the thrift store for oversized art books meant for a coffee table. Something about roses or amethysts for Harley and one capturing Max’s passion for art deco design.
It sucks to leave without saying goodbye.
Good people say goodbye.
“I’m really sorry,” I say.

Nancy mentions the cake for the tenth time. She’s right. It is special. Six months was a good run. She and I will celebrate the milestone.
Only I will know it’s actually a farewell treat.
I slam a check on the table. The two men, my last customers of the day, snap to attention. One scowls at me. He’s mirroring my expression, I realize.
“Oopsie-daisy,” I say, smoothing into a toothy smile.
Nancy locks the front door as soon as they leave. Tara’s out the back door by the time Nancy flips the sign in the window from OPEN to CLOSED. Usually I do it, but Nancy stayed for anniversary cake.
“C’mon, Tim,” she yells through the pass-through window between the counter and the kitchen. “Bring that cake from the cooler. The one with two bites gone.”
He mumbles something like, “All right already, don’t get your support hose in a bunch.”
“What did you just say?” It’s her mock-outrage voice.
“Must be some holiday, having cake for lunch,” he covers.
“Yeah, yeah. That’s what I thought.” Nancy winks at me.
It’s the world’s tiniest cake, but the three of us take more than an hour to eat it. Of course Tim the cook had to bring ice cream and the remaining half of a Dutch apple pie.
“That coming out of your paycheck?” I ask him.
“I guess so, since none of y’all clocked out.”
I used to be scared of Tim. I probably didn’t speak a full sentence to him for my first month working at the diner. Then he asked why I liked to wear so much eyeliner that I resembled a raccoon. I laughed. That broke the ice. Tim is “good peoples,” as he likes to say when he has a good feeling about someone.
After we finish all the treats, they tell me to go home.
“But I’ve got to wipe everything down and—”
“We got this.”
Nancy shoos me toward the back door. Tim props it open so he can haul bags of trash to the dumpster behind the diner after his hour-long smoke break.
I remember the rest of my meager possessions in the trash bag behind the dumpster. Tim had better not toss it in with the rest. I turn back to thank Nancy, for the cake, for everything. My eyes well up as the OG waitress wheels the mop bucket past me.
Isn’t this how it always goes? Just when I start to breathe again …
The universe finishes the thought with a blast, immediately swallowed by a whooshing that plugs my ears and rips the next breath from my lungs. My arms and legs flail long enough to register that I’ve cleared the opening where the door once was. I’m on fire, I think. A shooting star pinwheeling through space. My left leg snaps as I land. A scream reverberates in my skull. The pain is fiery and icy cold at the same time. The air tastes metallic and smells of burning flesh.
I remember the odor all too well.
Someone is next to me. A crumpled life-sized rag doll with a red polo shirt and an apron with a pocket of stain remover wipes spilling onto the asphalt. I close my eyes and grip the leathery hand that served me cake, pie, and ice cream.
The ringing in my ears quiets enough for me to hear her.
“I see it now, Lucy,” Nancy says, taking odd, shallow breaths between words. “You look just like your mother.”



  


POST-BLAST DAY ZERO
JANUARY 2009
I float in a warm pond on a starless night. I need to stay calm. I breathe through the hollow stem of a bulrush. A familiar voice calls my name, pleading for me to come back. I sink farther when the fury she’s fighting to suppress ignites and spreads like wildfire. My breaths lengthen as my heartbeat slows. I thank my dad for teaching me to swim, dive, and hold my breath. And my birth mother for showing me how to disappear without a trace.

When I surface, I’m in a hospital bed. The droning of machines, icy-cold air, an itchy gown, a sinus-clearing lemony antiseptic scent. My left leg hurts, a dull ache that sharpens the longer I consider it. One eye opens a minuscule amount, enough to sense daylight and trigger a headache. I close it quickly, hoping the throbbing pain will subside. I remain still. I’ve done this before. Pretend I’m not here. Listen for any sounds, decipher the clues. My ears are more reliable than my eyes anyway.
Announcements are made over an intercom in the hallway. Someone enters the room; heavy heels click to my right. The person halts only a few steps in. She gasps. The crying that follows comes from both sides of my bed. The deeper voice is on my left: someone who must have been sitting next to me. He rushes toward the person whose cries meet his at the foot of my bed.
“Daunis,” the man says. It’s an unfamiliar name from a familiar voice. Mr. Jameson knows the woman; love and longing are conveyed in the way he repeats her name. “Daunis. Daunis. Daunis. It’s really you.” His voice hitches at the last part.
“Jamie,” she whispers.
I’m tempted to open an eye and immerse myself in their love spell, but it’s not worth a migraine or getting caught.
“I knew we’d get our someday,” he says in a sexy growl.
Oh brother. Mr. Jameson—or, rather, Jamie—has got it bad for the chick.
Who is she? This Daunis woman?
“I, um, uh,” she falters, as if unsure how to answer my unspoken question.
They must break apart—her from him, because he would never let go first. She clears her throat. Her voice is deeper now, stronger, more in control. “Miigwech for calling me.”
I know that word. ME-gwetch. It means “thank you.”
Her hard heels step toward the right side of my hospital bed. Mr. Jameson softly shuffles a step behind. Probably wearing the Prada boots again.
“Oh my god. It’s her,” Daunis says. “She’s lighter than Lily. But … the shape of her chin. The resemblance. It’s really her.”
She has a slight exaggeration to her vowels that reminds me of a regular customer who was Canadian.
“The instant I saw her, I knew,” he says. “When she spoke, I heard Lily’s voice. Lucy sounds so much like her. But just to be thorough, I took a coffee cup she drank from and had an associate run a DNA test. I kept the comb from the funeral home. The one you used to fix Lily’s hair. I never knew why I kept it—” His voice breaks now. “It’s really her. Lucy Smith.”
They cry together. Over me. And someone named Lily.
Was she my birth mother?



  


WHEN I WAS SIX
1996
I never knew my mother. My dad spoke of her three times in my life: when I was six, nine, and twelve. He didn’t survive to my fifteenth birthday, so we couldn’t keep to the pattern of my learning something new about her every three years.
The first time, I asked my dad why I didn’t have blue eyes like him.
“Your mother had huge, dark brown eyes,” he answered as nonchalantly as if I’d asked what was for dinner.
I suddenly realized that I came from two people. Mothers existed; they were in the park where my dad took me to play. My classroom had a “mother,” but she was mine as much as she was everyone’s.
My dad knelt to stare into brown eyes that came from my own mother. He unsuccessfully attempted to smooth the cowlick that made my bangs aim for the sky.
“She was your birth mother,” he said gently. “That means she was pregnant with you but stopped being a mother as soon as she gave birth to you.”
“Why did she stop?” I asked.
His eyes filled with tears. “Not every woman wants to be a mom.” He stood abruptly and glared down at me. “Some women should never become mothers.”
His sudden anger—something I’d never witnessed before—scared me from asking anything else.

I had a good dad; this was reinforced when my Catholic school classmates talked about their fathers. Mine didn’t smoke cigarettes, drink alcohol, or use swear words. My dad was strict, but he never spanked me. He even obeyed traffic laws as fervently as the Ten Commandments.
We were Catholic. My dad was gentle like Joseph, the stepfather of Jesus. He served as an usher at mass every Sunday. We attended Holy Childhood of Jesus Catholic Church, located near our house in Harbor Springs, Michigan. He taught English to middle school students at St. Francis Xavier in nearby Petoskey and tithed a portion of his salary back to our parish.
He wasn’t just a godly man; he was also fun, smart, and athletic. We made pizza every Thursday night. We read for two hours every evening after dinner. He suggested titles and discussed themes. We watched movies that were rated G or PG. And only a few television shows, because most were mindless and promoted bad morals. We swam laps at the indoor community pool during the school year and spent summers at the country-club pool. We lived by our routines, but they never felt like a chore. I was never bored. I had my dad, and he had me.
My dad was devoted to me. He wasn’t like the other parents—mostly moms who tossed their kids into the country-club pool so they could drink white wine from ice-filled plastic tumblers, show off their barely opened novels, and stare at my dad whenever he emerged from the pool. He swam with me, taught me the proper form for every type of stroke, and tossed pennies for me to recover from the deep end.
My safety was his top priority. Raising me to be a good person was his mission.
The brief times when he left my side, the women cozied up to me.
“Your dad is such a handsome man. Is he dating anyone?”
“I need help with my breaststroke. Does he ever do private lessons?”
My extreme shyness usually prevented me from replying.
One lady kept mentioning her divorce and my dad’s resemblance to Gregory Peck as Atticus Finch in To Kill a Mockingbird. She persisted until I finally spoke.
“My dad says divorce is a sin. He would never date a sinner.”

When I was nine, we went to Traverse City for our annual shopping trip. I needed new school uniforms and new dresses for church. Plus we stocked up on underwear and socks. There was an outlet mall we would try first. High-priced stores were a last resort.
At one store, I left the dressing room to show my dad the dress I liked the best. He wasn’t there; it wasn’t like him to leave me alone. Maybe he had wandered to the men’s section, thinking I would take much longer to try on six dresses.
Leaving the other pricey clothes in the changing room, I walked along the tile that led me to the brand-name suits. But a security guard grabbed my arm and questioned where I was going. His deep voice sounded furious as he asked for my name. I was stunned speechless; my dad had said if I was ever in danger to find a policeman or person in a uniform and alert them. Policemen were there to help us. They kept us safe from bad people who broke the law.
“You goddamn Indian kids are always stealing stuff,” he hissed. “That casino was supposed to make you all rich. But here you are, running around in stolen clothes.” He jerked my arm, gripping it even harder. “You’re even too dumb to remove the tag.”
I’d never been spoken to in that way. I had been asked before if I was Native American, especially in the summer when my tan skin darkened to practically copper. But I always said no—if I said anything at all—because my dad had told me that we were Dutch and Italian.
“Lucy?” my dad called for me.
“Dad?” I replied, before bursting into tears.
The security guard dropped my arm and took a step back like he was embarrassed. A few seconds later, my dad wrapped me in his shaking arms. He was frantic, practically hyperventilating.
“Thank you, Officer. Thank you for finding her.” My dad’s voice cracked.
“Just doing my job,” the security guard said before backing away and fleeing.
“Oh, my sweet Lucy. I had a bathroom emergency. When I came back, you were gone.” Then he held me at arm’s length and scowled. “I can’t keep you safe if you leave.”
Back in the dressing room, removing the dress I no longer wanted, I saw that my upper right arm had a bright red band from the security guard’s grip. My stomach flipped over, and I felt sweaty and shivering cold at the same time. I was supposed to go to people wearing uniforms if I was ever in trouble. I never ever got in trouble. My dad rarely raised his voice at home, and I always minded my teachers’ instruction. Not because I thought they would tell my dad, their coworker. I just knew following the rules was the right thing to do.
I vowed to follow my dad’s every instruction and never leave his side.
On the drive home, a question gripped my stomach as tightly as the guard’s hand.
“Was my birth mother Indian? I mean Native American?”
“No,” he said quickly. “Why would you ask?”
The shame in my gut bubbled back up again. “In the store. Someone asked.”
“Just because you tan easily, it doesn’t mean you’re Native American.” He seemed upset.
“You said we were Dutch and Italian. What about her?” I held my breath, seeing stars.
“She was Italian too,” he said.
I instantly felt clearheaded relief, though I didn’t know why.

I loved summertime. Every July 3, we celebrated my birthday at a secluded beach north of Harbor Springs. My dad bought discounted fireworks off-season from the local Indian tribe, one huge colorful burst for each year of my life. As far as I knew, it was the only time he ever broke the law. He danced around a bonfire, singing a corny song he made up:
Dolce Lucy. Changed my life.
Dolce Lucy. Made me a dad.
Dolce Lucy. Heart of my heart.
Dolce Lucy. I’m so glad.
My dad would pat the top of my head and say, “I thank God for you every single day.” Then I’d open my birthday presents. He saved the special one for last. Each year he gifted me a book that featured a dad and daughter in the story.
On my eleventh birthday, my dad broke down while singing. He fell to his knees and sobbed. Frightened, I rushed to his side. He collected himself and said I was growing up too fast. I was about to begin seventh grade, having skipped kindergarten.
“I’m not ready,” he kept saying.

A month later, my dad told me he had colorectal cancer. He needed surgery to remove the tumor along with a section of his large intestine and bowel. Using anatomy books from the library, he explained what would happen in surgery. He would have a colostomy bag to contain the feces that no longer had a normal exit route.
I used my allowance to purchase a journal for documenting everything about the cancer. During our weekly library visit, I searched for medical books and magazines. My entries included the title, author, and publication date, along with the date I read the information. With my journal in hand, I spoke like a medical intern doing an oncology rotation.
Years later I realized we’d used medical information like kindling to stay warm because the logs that might have provided more lasting comfort seemed too heavy to carry.
My dad arranged for me to stay with my third-grade teacher, Mrs. Sobecki, and her husband during his hospital stay in Petoskey. Before bringing me to their home the day before surgery, my dad measured my wrist. He used a pointy screwdriver called a bradawl to make extra holes in the black leather watchband of the Seiko gold watch he wore every day.
“Keep this safe for me,” he said, helping me put the watch on. He pointed to the cream-colored watch face. “See? It has your middle name on it: Dolce. Dolce Lucy. Sweet Lucy.”
He smoothed my cowlick and smiled. It was the only part of me that was disobedient.
My dad recuperated just as he said he would. He returned to work a month into the new school year, right on schedule. Since he was also my English teacher, I saw even more of him than usual that school year. Everything returned to normal, just as he had promised.

My classmates turned their attention to our new math teacher, who’d replaced an elderly nun who’d fallen ill and retired early. Miss Mapother had freckles and didn’t wear makeup. Her long strawberry-blond hair was pulled into a severe bun at the nape of her neck. Her petite frame was dressed simply: black skirts below the knee, gray or beige turtleneck sweaters, pantyhose or opaque tights, and black clogs. Although Miss Mapother looked like a pretty college student, she was stricter than any other teacher at St. Francis Xavier. Her clipped voice was serious; she never joked or talked about her personal life. Most boys got over their initial crushes and called her the “Un-Fun Nun” behind her back.
The math and English classrooms were next to each other. My dad didn’t like any deviations from his daily lesson plan, but he didn’t mind when Miss Mapother knocked on his classroom door with questions. He even left his doorway perch between class periods to chat with her in the hallway.
The Sunday before Christmas, Miss Mapother sat in the church pew with us and whispered her prayers with conviction. My dad invited her to join us for brunch afterward. Sunday brunch at a local restaurant was part of our weekly routine. It was the only time we dined out. He requested a table instead of our usual booth. Miss Mapother silently observed as my dad and I discussed the readings and homily from mass.
She joined us the following Sunday as well.
When school resumed in January, classmates asked if my dad and Miss Mapother were dating. In lieu of words, I shook my head. I’d read a few historical romances, and our Sunday brunches weren’t like the dates depicted in those novels. No flirty banter or pining gazes. I was sure Miss Mapother didn’t have clothes like the women on the covers—firm corsets, dainty gloves, and fine, billowing fabrics that seemed translucent in the moonlight.
In February, Miss Mapother came over for Pizza Thursday. My dad and I changed into our pizza-night outfits. I wore sweatpants and a sweatshirt. My dad always wore jeans and his baseball jersey from his time playing for Central Michigan University. Miss Mapother arrived in the same plain skirt and sweater she’d worn to school that day. I remembered a boy in a lower grade saying her chastity belt must be triple-locked. Although I’d been given permission to call her Bridget while she was in our home, I kept forgetting because she looked and acted like the classroom Miss Mapother. She sat in the rarely used rocking chair, instead of joining us on the picnic blanket in front of the sofa. We ate homemade pizza and watched my favorite movie, The Trouble with Angels. It was an old movie about two mischievous girls—Mary Clancy and Rachel Devery—at a Catholic convent school.
I was the “weird kid” in school who had skipped a grade and rarely spoke except to give correct answers. My classmates routinely referred to me as a geek, a nerd, a brainiac, and a humanoid replicant. One boy called me an “awkward turtle,” which thankfully never caught on. But during that first Pizza Thursday with my dad and Miss Mapother, I considered the possibility that I was more socially adept than either of them.
Bridget took me shopping for my first bra. Although I was only eleven and a half, I had experienced a growth spurt that added inches not only to my height but to my bust as well. She selected white, cone-shaped brassieres, and lectured that bras were no longer optional for a girl as developed as me. Chaste young women did not call attention to their breasts.
She left powder-scented deodorant in the main-floor bathroom next to my bedroom, and gave another lecture that it was my responsibility to ensure I didn’t perspire. Boys became sexually aroused by the odor of female sweat. The first day I forgot to use deodorant, Bridget sniffed in an exaggerated manner. I felt my nose tingle as the tears welled up.
Bridget purchased a box of extra-large sanitary napkins, warning that menstrual products would be needed any day now. Once I started menstruating, I requested tampons so I would not miss swimming days. She replied that pure young women didn’t violate themselves by inserting foreign objects into their vaginas. Maybe, because I was growing up, my dad had invited her into our lives to give me an example of what a Catholic woman should be?
Instead it felt like I was living in a convent, minus the hijinks that Mary Clancy and Rachel Devery managed to get into in The Trouble with Angels.

In March, my dad had surgery to remove more of his colon. Instead of me staying with Mrs. Sobecki, Bridget came over for the week. She wore a ruffled flannel nightgown and slept on the sofa. We had Pop-Tarts for breakfast and went to restaurants for dinner every evening.
My dad started chemotherapy after the second surgery. His nausea began several hours after each chemo treatment. The only food he was able to eat without vomiting was Bridget’s homemade chicken dumpling soup, which she brought over in a vibrant red Dutch oven.
I asked Bridget to show me how to make the soup and was surprised when she demurred by saying it was her only contribution. In fact, she did a lot for my dad—taking detailed notes at his medical appointments and organizing his medications in a daily pill box.
By then I had added her to my nightly prayers, reciting each helpful act I’d observed.
The day after my twelfth birthday my dad asked for my permission to marry Bridget and have her become my mother.
“My stepmother?” I clarified.
“Technically yes, to start. But I think it would be a good idea for her to adopt you.” He looked at his feet.
“What about my birth mother?” I wasn’t sure how adoption worked.
He coughed and kept his eyes downcast. “Well, your birth mother voluntarily terminated her parental rights when you were born.”
Voluntarily terminated sounded like an abortion. My dad had taken me to a Right to Life rally on the capitol steps in Lansing when I was eight years old. I’d held a sign that read I AM NOT A MISTAKE. I AM A MIRACLE.
Abortion was murder. Murder was a sin. So was lying or coveting your neighbor’s possessions. I knew the Ten Commandments and the beatitudes as well as I knew my multiplication tables and the four rules for using a semicolon.
I had a revelation while my dad waited for an answer to a question that felt more like an announcement. What if the commandments were listed in order of importance? After all, the sixth commandment was Thou shall not commit adultery, and the ninth commandment was Thou shall not covet thy neighbor’s wife. The lesser sin was desiring the wife; the bigger sin was acting upon that desire. Bearing false witness, lying, was a sin, but it was a smaller one than murder, or not honoring your father.
So I lied and said I wanted Bridget to become my stepmother.



  


WHEN I WAS TWELVE
2002
After they married, I discovered what went into my stepmother’s homemade chicken dumpling soup. A garbage bag split when I heaved it into the trash can next to the garage. I picked up the items that landed outside the bin. There were two empty soup containers from a catering company in Charlevoix.
I didn’t understand why my stepmother had lied about making the soup herself. It wouldn’t have been a big deal to tell the truth. After all, I was grateful she’d provided something that my dad could tolerate after the chemo.
Instead of asking about the soup, I decided to stay quiet. My dad had been losing weight since his original surgery, when his diet had changed drastically. There were many foods he couldn’t eat: whole grains, anything with nuts or seeds, dried fruit or fruit with skin, smoked or fatty meats, and gas-producing vegetables. He subsisted on bland foods like white rice, unseasoned pasta, yogurt, mashed potatoes, and mildly seasoned tofu. He drank nutritional shakes every day. If I were to upset my stepmother about the soup, she might stop providing it.
We had to adjust to our new living situation. My stepmother was living with us now, having brought very few possessions with her. I’d never been to her apartment in Petoskey, but I pictured it as austere as a nunnery.
She slept upstairs in my dad’s bedroom but still used my bathroom on the main floor. My dad had asked for bathroom privacy. He irrigated his colon and cleaned his colostomy bag every evening. A two-hour process of flushing his colon while he sat on a folding chair in the walk-in shower. When I went online to research the process and take notes for my cancer journal, I learned that my dad took twice as long as what the medical sites described.
Having lived with my stepmother for a few weeks, I understood why my dad might have needed a break from her. She was everywhere. There was no escape.
She woke early to get herself ready and to “fix” breakfast for us. I wasn’t sure why she needed extra time. Her outfits were always the same. Preparing breakfast meant plating prepackaged hard-boiled eggs, single-serve yogurt cups, and breakfast bars and shaking the nutritional drink for my dad.
During the school day, I would hurry past her classroom to avoid conversation. In her math class, I never made eye contact and prayed to God the entire time that my stepmother would ignore me. By the end of the day, she tenaciously intercepted me before I reached my dad’s classroom. She asked about my day, which seemed harmless. But she used the information to show my dad how well she knew me. It felt like a disingenuous tactic. She never used the information to deepen a relationship with me.
My favorite part of the day was our quiet reading time after dinner. It was two hours of sitting next to my dad on the sofa, leaning against him while we read. When he wanted to get my attention, he would poke my upper arm while slowly saying, “Poke.” That meant he wanted to talk about what I was reading.
Sometimes I caught my stepmother staring at me with a curious expression. If I positioned my book just so, I could block her from view and pretend everything was like before.
Each night at eight thirty p.m. my dad patted my shoulder three times—which I translated as I love you. Then he went upstairs to irrigate his colon. I would say good night to my stepmother and retreat to my bedroom. Unlike my dad, I didn’t have my own bathroom oasis. She had mostly taken over the one we shared, leaving her written reminders about cleanliness. I found myself gagging at the smell of baby powder when I would use the deodorant she provided for me, but I worried about being seen as ungrateful if I asked for a different scent.
Life continued this way for the rest of eighth grade. My dad and I still went to the community pool three times a week, but most days he was too tired to swim with me. In addition, he was concerned about prepping his stoma to maintain a waterproof seal. We invited my stepmother to join us, but she didn’t like the chlorine smell at the community pool. Instead she preferred to go for long walks or run errands by herself. I thanked God for this small miracle every time I’d don my swimsuit.

That summer, I turned thirteen and didn’t spend much time with my dad and Bridget. Several neighbors hired me to babysit, and many wanted me along to teach their children to swim at the country-club pool. I thought my parents would grow closer in my absence, but they remained like colleagues who happened to live together. Although I hadn’t read many romance books, none depicted anything resembling the way my dad and stepmother interacted.
In August I asked my dad for permission to attend high school in Harbor Springs rather than Petoskey. St. Francis Xavier went only as far as the eighth grade. I didn’t want to ride with my parents to Petoskey every day. I wanted time away from my stepmother. I wanted a high school experience where I wasn’t the weird girl. I wanted friends.
“Would you come straight home after school?” my dad wondered, not immediately turning down the request.
“Yes. Or I could walk to the library downtown and do homework until you and Bridget came home.” I imagined the possibilities. “Or maybe I could join the swim team?” I anxiously smoothed my cowlick, as if flat bangs would sway my dad.
My dad mulled it over in his careful measured way, where he really did look like Gregory Peck as Atticus Finch in the movie To Kill a Mockingbird.
My stepmother weighed in. “She’s only thirteen, Luke. Would it be appropriate for her to be in a swimsuit around high school boys? All of them are older than her.”
My dad decided I could attend the local school. Swim team was out. He brought me to the school office and completed the registration paperwork. We received a tour.
The first day of school, the high school principal sought me out.
“Lucy, I forgot to include a 506 form in your registration packet. This is for your parents to fill out.”
She handed me an orange card. It read:
U.S. Department of Education
Office of Indian Education
Title VII Student Eligibility Certification
“I’m not Native American,” I said, handing the form back to her.
“Oh.” She sounded surprised. “We provide the form to every new student … so, um, well, okay.” Her cheeks turned bright red as she took the card from my outstretched hand.
It seemed wasteful to bring the form home only for my dad to throw it away.
Since after school I would walk to the public library downtown, to do homework until my dad and Bridget returned from Petoskey, I needed a cell phone for emergencies. My classmates showed off their flip phones. I was content with a basic, green-screened Samsung phone that contained exactly two phone numbers.
After a brief flurry of attention that overwhelmed me, my classmates decided that I was either stuck up or socially inept to a debilitating degree. By the second week of my freshman year, I was ignored except when boys would be reminded of my chest.
I never told my parents about the gawkers. It would have given my stepmother a victory in some way, perhaps even prompting her to push my dad to reconsider his decision. Freedom from Bridget was worth the unwanted attention.

My stepmother continued to be a constant source of curiosity for me. When I asked if she had dated anyone prior to my dad, she was aghast. It was a sin to be a loose woman, she said.
Bridget lamented that mass was no longer said in Latin. My dad agreed, though I’d never heard him speak it outside of the repetitions we all did.
I wondered if my dad hoped I’d grow up to be like her. The thought had me wondering about my birth mother—the woman who had gotten my dad to sleep with her outside of marriage, had gotten pregnant, and had walked away from us.
Curiosity drew me to my dad and Bridget’s bedroom. I hadn’t been there since before my stepmother moved in. She had very few personal effects: a silver-framed photograph of a couple who were most likely her parents, the porcelain ring holder I’d given her as a wedding gift, and a small statue of St. Maria Goretti.
It made no sense. St. Maria Goretti was the patron saint of purity. A virgin saint staring at the marital bed?
The bottom drawer of her nightstand was slightly extended and filled with books. The word sexless caught my attention. Listening out for an early return, I reached for the book: What Would St. Dwynwen Do? A Guide to Finding Fulfillment in a Sexless Marriage.
Stunned, I returned the book to its exact spot. I nearly stumbled rushing downstairs but reached my bedroom before my stepmother came back. My mind raced.
Had my dad married Bridget to provide a mother for me, but not a wife for himself? Was it a noble act for my benefit? Or a selfish one? Maybe he had side effects from the surgery and couldn’t do intercourse. Had he fully disclosed the terms of their marriage beforehand? Or had she been misled?
Was it possible that my dad was as clueless at marriage as he’d been at dating?
I decided to be the best stepdaughter possible.
From then on, if Bridget and my dad disagreed about which movie to watch on Pizza Thursday, I’d vote for her choice. I reminded my dad about her birthday and went with him to a jeweler in Petoskey for an elegant gold necklace and matching earrings. Sometimes I’d spend my allowance at the florist so he could surprise her with flowers.
The best way to honor Bridget was to tell my dad that I was ready for her to adopt me. He had the paperwork ready. The adoption was finalized in October of 2003.
My dad died two months later.
My new mother was all I had left in the world.



  


WHEN I WAS THIRTEEN
2003
My dad needed another surgery to remove even more of his large intestine. My parents insisted the surgery was routine. They didn’t want me to miss school. It was the first semester of my freshman year at Harbor Springs High School.
It wasn’t cancer that killed him, at least not directly. Surrounded by the best medical team in northern Michigan, my dad had a heart attack and went into cardiac arrest on the operating table while being put under general anesthesia.
I walked from school to the library downtown, expecting to wait for my mother to fetch me. Instead the librarian told me to go directly home.
I didn’t immediately think anything was wrong, only that my mother must have been busy with post-surgery errands. In hindsight, I had missed the clue for what it was. From then on, I’d pay attention to changes in expected patterns.
Arriving home, I found our east-facing house already in shadow. It wasn’t until I had hung my coat and backpack on my designated wall hooks in the tiny entryway and placed my Adirondack boots in the pebble-filled boot tray that I stepped into the living room and noticed my mother at the dining nook. She sat in her usual chair, the one my dad had ordered to match the set of two when we became a trio. She gripped a glass of water, only a few sips left. Except it wasn’t water, I realized. The bottle of vodka on the counter was another clue, a glaring disruption of normal patterns.
She told me about my dad. Her exact words were lost to the darkness that swallowed me whole. She did not rise to embrace me. She spoke in a monotone; even her voice was frozen in place. Her only movement was a shaky hand that made the clear liquid slosh in the glass as she brought it to her lips.
I retreated to my bedroom, numb with disbelief. I sat at the edge of my bed, as stiff as my mother had been at the dining table. Though I had no recollection of the rest of the night, I awoke the next morning still in my school clothes and surrounded by the thirteen birthday books my dad had gifted me.
We moved like zombies in our strange new world. We grieved parallel to each other, in straight lines that never intersected. I did not thank her for continuing to provide breakfast bars for me to take to school every morning, and she did not chide me for it. Oddly enough, I felt closer to her than ever before.
At the visitation for my dad before the funeral mass, an older Native American man approached me. He wore a dress shirt decorated with red and black ribbons sewn onto the gray polka-dotted cotton fabric. It was a ribbon shirt, worn for special occasions.
I’d learned a little bit about Odawa—pronounced oh-DAH-wuh—culture during a school assembly celebrating National American Indian Heritage Month. The local tribe put on an exhibition about the different styles of powwow dancing before inviting everyone to participate. The men and boys who sat around a large drum singing and pounding away wore ribbon shirts in different colors.
“You’re Lucy, right?” When I nodded, he smiled and continued speaking. “I’m Abe Charlevoix. From Charlevoix. A whole town named after me.” His easy laughter felt like a gentle hug. “I knew your dad from the ostomy support group. I’ll never forget his first time there. Everyone introducing themselves. They all had these sob stories: ‘oh, poor me, cancer, my life is over,’” he said, using a falsetto voice for the gloomy folks. “I told your dad, ‘Don’t listen to these yahoos. I had my colostomy for twenty years now. Went back to work driving a truck six weeks after surgery.’ That surprised your dad. He worried about you, but I said you’d deal with it just fine if he dealt with it just fine.”
“He did deal with it just fine,” I said, feeling lighter for the first time since my dad died. “He was too weak to swim with me, but he’d still toss pennies into the deep end for me to find. He was right there at the edge of the pool with his legs dangling in the water. If I’d needed him, he would have reached me within seconds.”
It was the most I’d shared with anyone other than my dad.
Abe Charlevoix was talkative. He said my dad started out shy and quiet in the group. After about a year, he asked Abe to meet after the meeting.
“So we went for coffee, me and your dad.”
“But my dad didn’t drink coffee,” I pointed out.
“It wasn’t about the coffee,” he said. “When someone wants to talk, coffee is a good excuse to sit together and shoot the breeze.”
“What did he want to talk about?”
“Mostly about you. A little bit about me. We started having coffee every month after the support group. Well, I drank coffee. Your dad was more of a tap water or herbal tea guy.”
It was true. My dad liked the occasional cup of chamomile tea.
“Anyway, he liked the stories I told. Said he never learned anything about Native Americans growing up. I told him, ‘Ask me anything. I’ll tell you everything I know. And what I don’t know, I’ll make up.”
Abe Charlevoix’s grin felt like when my dad sang his Dolce Lucy song. It was corny and sweet and made me feel special.
“Would you tell me the stories you told him?”
Before he could answer, my mother approached in a rush.
“Lucy, there are other people here who would like to talk with you and give their condolences. Let’s not take any more of this gentleman’s time.”
She led me away with a firm grip on my upper arm.

One month after the funeral, my mother donated my dad’s clothes to the local thrift store. She didn’t mention it until everything was gone. We seldomly spoke in the immediate aftermath of my dad’s passing and funeral, but discarding everything in his closet seemed like a decision that should have included me.
“What about his watch?” I asked tearfully.
The last time I’d seen it was on his wrist in the coffin. It had been removed and returned to my mother by the funeral home before his body was cremated.
She mumbled something about it being misplaced but would turn up.
The next Saturday, she let me walk to the public library for the afternoon. I always brought my school backpack, but this time it was empty except for the contents of my piggy bank. The church thrift store was a few blocks from the library. I hoped my mother had taken his clothing and shoes to this location instead of a different thrift store farther away.
I cried with relief upon recognizing the maroon-and-gold baseball jersey hanging on the rack of men’s clothing. My dad had played two seasons for Central Michigan University. I was born the summer after his sophomore year.
The thrift-store volunteer sat behind a glass display cabinet that doubled as the checkout counter. As she completed the receipt form, I gazed at the top shelf of jewelry visible beneath the glass countertop. My gasp startled the lady.
The Seiko watch was in a velvet-lined tray labeled NEW ARRIVALS. The watch my dad had worn every day was priced at ten dollars.
Whatever bond I’d felt with Bridget was pruned at the bud.
My voice quivered when I told the volunteer to add the watch.
Later that evening I moved the watch from the front pouch of the backpack to an inside zippered pocket that held two individually wrapped sanitary pads.
I moved the dresser from the wall so I could attach the jersey to the back of the large, attached mirror. After I pushed the dresser back, I stared into the mirror, imagining my dad looking at me from the other side.
I silently asked him a question.
What else will she get rid of?

I resumed my freshman year after the holiday break. A few teachers at the high school asked how I was doing. A few of my dad’s former students approached me during lunch to give their condolences. They invited me to sit at their table. I joined them, but the awkward conversations never became less stilted. Soon enough, I returned to my quiet corner of the cafeteria. They went back to regarding me as the weird girl. They called me RR behind my back, which, I learned by eavesdropping, stood for Religious Robot.
There was comfort in the routines I’d had before my dad died. I pretended his absence was due to traffic, a teacher meeting, or tutoring a student. If I did everything the same, then I might have an instant when it felt real. Like when I looked up from my schoolwork at the sound of someone entering the public library. That moment of hope when I expected to see my dad. The glimpse of our former life was a piece of cheese worth the inevitable snap of the mousetrap.
While I tried keeping everything the same, Bridget made changes. Small changes, at first. She proposed replacing Pizza Thursdays with dinner at a local restaurant. Since Pizza Thursdays no longer felt the same without my dad, I agreed.
Bridget hired someone to clean the house each week. More precisely, she hired someone to clean everything except for my bedroom and bathroom. My dad had always cleaned the house, including my bathroom. He didn’t want me around toxic cleaning products. Bridget sent her clothes to the laundromat; everything came back perfectly folded and ironed. Bridget insinuated that I had been coddled by my dad. When I poured bleach into the washer after loading my clothes instead of before, resulting in white shirts with odd yellow splotches, I wondered whether Bridget was right.
God knows I hadn’t planned on a stealth retaliation plan. It just happened. When we returned home from our first dinner out, Bridget couldn’t find her reading glasses. I didn’t reveal the tortoiseshell frames I’d felt behind an accent pillow on the sofa. My silence gave me an unexpected glimmer of joy. If she could disrupt our routines and imply that my dad had been less than great, then I could create havoc in her life.
The television was another way to annoy Bridget. She began watching television every evening instead of reading. She kept the volume too loud for me to remain in the room. In turn, I hid the remote control. When she replaced the remote-control batteries, I dug the old ones from the trash and switched them back. It was petty but oddly satisfying.
Bridget seemed to have a lot of favorite shows for someone who hadn’t watched much television while married to my dad. It made me wonder if she had camouflaged herself to get close to my dad. And if he had been too trusting because of me.
By February, I rarely left my bedroom after dinnertime except to get sick in the bathroom. My stomach had become temperamental since the funeral. Bridget and I ate dinner together every night. We existed on low-calorie entrées from the frozen-food section of the grocery store. She bought fresh fruit for the centerpiece bowl on the kitchen island and constantly rearranged the display each time I ate something, which only made me eat more fruit. She eventually replaced the real fruit with fake versions so her display could remain perfect.
At my annual checkup, Bridget volunteered examples of the times I had been “difficult.” The nurse practitioner asked about stress, but I didn’t feel comfortable saying anything in front of Bridget. At the mention of counseling, I shook my head.
The only person I wanted to talk to was Abe Charlevoix. There was something warm and caring about his voice. I wanted to hear the stories he’d told my dad. His telephone number was listed in the Charlevoix phone directory at the public library. I saved his number in my phone. Every day I thought about calling him but wondered if he’d remember me.
I didn’t have grandparents. When classmates mentioned visits and gifts from grandparents, I’d listen intently and try to imagine myself in their place. My dad had grown up in Lansing. He was an only child; his parents were dead. His mom had died when he was twelve; his dad had passed after his freshman year at CMU. My birth mother’s family was a mystery.
I had read several novels where the main character was orphaned. Poor, pitiful Sara Crewe in A Little Princess. It was one thing to read it. But to live it was a desolate singularity.

My freshman year ended with all As and zero friends. The absence of friends had never bothered me before, but it had been six months without my dad. Grief and loneliness became a constant pain in my lower abdomen. I hoped a summer of sunshine, fresh air, and swimming at the country-club pool would help me feel better.
I was surprised when we went shopping for swimsuits and Bridget included several bikinis for me to try on. Wasn’t she the one always warning me about boys staring at my overdeveloped chest? Proper young ladies were supposed to cloak their breasts to ward off predators. I wondered whether she was testing me.
Bridget seemed disappointed by my selection of functional one-piece swimsuits.
The summer families rehired me. I spent nearly every day at the country-club pool. When I wasn’t with my charges, I swam laps and read books while sunbathing on a chaise lounge. I grew another inch overnight, it seemed. My skin went from tan to copper.
Boys suddenly noticed me. They were the same ones who had summered in Harbor Springs since infancy. Their families owned grand “cottages” on parklike properties, and yachts larger than our house. Last summer they’d shoved each other into the pool. Now they paraded by my chaise and offered to swipe cocktails from unattended tables.
“I’m not allowed to talk to boys,” I repeated, to no avail. Thankfully, they couldn’t talk underwater, and I could swim the length of the pool in one breath.
On July 3, I mentioned the birthday fireworks stored in the garage. My dad had stocked up the previous fall. Bridget was too afraid to light them and didn’t want me to do so either. She offered to redecorate my bedroom for my fourteenth birthday. I politely declined. I liked my room; each item had a story connected to my dad. I didn’t want a space that had no memory of him.
Bridget redecorated her bedroom instead. White wicker, pink florals, and lilac toile replaced the dark furniture and red plaid comforter. Her new décor triggered a memory of my tenth birthday.
My dad had taken me to the Grand Hotel on Mackinac Island for afternoon tea. I wore one of my church dresses and white patent leather Mary Janes. Turning ten was special. Double digits. My dad had been as excited as I was, but we left midway through the tea service. He didn’t feel well. It happened so suddenly that he even paid for an expensive horse-drawn taxi so we could catch the next ferry back to Mackinaw City. We never went back.
Maybe a refresh was part of Bridget’s grieving process, the way mine was to reread the books my father had gifted me each birthday.
Bridget asked if I’d like to move the portrait of my dad and me from above the fireplace mantel to my bedroom. I was happy to do so. She replaced it with a painting of a woman strolling along a boutique-filled avenue with the Eiffel Tower in the background. It was an actual oil painting with textured brushstrokes, not a framed reproduction like our other artwork.
I continued with my tiny acts of rebellion, using a steak knife to etch my dad’s initials in an upper corner of the canvas.
Her refresh continued in the kitchen with new dishes, glassware, silverware, and professional-quality cookware. It seemed odd to have a large glass-domed cake platter of pastel cupcakes as the centerpiece on the kitchen island; neither of us ate sweets. And Bridget was clearly lacking as a cook. The cupcakes came from a bakery. The fake fruit was now in a crystal bowl on the dining table.
In my non-petty moments, I tried to rationalize Bridget’s changes. I hadn’t lived with a woman before. Maybe this was normal. She was trying to create a beautiful home for us. But the more perfect it looked, the less it felt like my home.
It wasn’t until the refresh extended to her wardrobe that I realized none of the changes were for my benefit. The woman who had dressed like a modern-day nun the entire time I’d known her now wore a new outfit whenever she ran errands in Traverse City on Saturdays. She favored floral-print blouses and carried a purse with a lady’s name on it, Kate Spade. Was this a different type of camouflage? Or was she shedding her previous disguise? She still left for school in her usual teaching outfits: cardigans and collared shirts buttoned to the top and ankle-length skirts.
That fall, I began my sophomore year. Bridget gave me permission to join the swim team. It seemed she now wanted me to be in a swimsuit around older boys. Although I wanted to join, my need to rebel against her won out. The more Bridget encouraged me to live the life of a normal teen, the more I became a hermit.
I perplexed her. She perplexed me. It balanced out.

On the one-year anniversary of my dad’s death, Bridget and I wore all black to his memorial mass. Her new black loafers were shiny leather, with an inverted triangle and the designer’s name: Prada.
Abe Charlevoix also attended the mass. I was so glad to see the elderly Native man that I invited him to join us for Sunday brunch, not even thinking to ask Bridget’s permission. She stared at me across the café booth where I sat next to Abe, chatting nonstop. I wasn’t sure whether she was upset about a guest joining us on a significant milestone or jealous that this stranger had brought me out of my quiet shell.
Abe followed us to the cemetery. Bridget forgot something in the car, so he and I crunched atop the fresh snow to my dad’s headstone. Abe held a palmful of loose-leaf tobacco. He called it semaa—SAY-mah—and asked if I’d like to offer some to give thanks for my dad. I held out my hand. He nudged my other hand.
“Left hand,” he said. “Closer to your heart.”
I switched hands and he gently shook a few leaves onto my outstretched left palm. He asked to say a prayer in his language, which he pronounced Ah-NISH-uh-NOB-aye-MOW-win. The lump in my throat swelled. All I could do was nod.
The Anishinaabemowin prayer sounded like a poem. I felt as if I understood the meaning even before he translated it for me. It wasn’t a sad prayer but something full of gratitude and eternal peace for my dad.
After Abe repeated the prayer in English, he opened his hand, and the brown flakes fluttered onto my dad’s snow-covered grave. I mimicked his action.
“We give thanks,” he said. “Anishinaabe way to give and take. Reciprocal.”
“What are we taking?” I asked.
“We take our memories of your dad. We leave behind his earthly body and our thanks for the time we had with him. See, it balances.”
It made perfect sense.
This time when he told me to call him, I did it right then while he stood next to me. He saw his number saved as ABE CHARLEVOIX.
“Now you have my number too,” I said.
He smiled at his PalmPilot, now ringing with my incoming call.
“You can change my name to Misho Abe. ME-show is short for Mishomis. It means ‘Grandpa.’”
I blinked away happy tears, and my hands shook while I edited his name.
Bridget approached with a clouded expression. She had changed from her designer shoes into designer boots. No sooner had she joined us than she tugged at my elbow for us to go.
Once we were in the car, Bridget let me know her displeasure at my impromptu invitation to Abe Charlevoix. She didn’t know him. He could be a criminal or an alcoholic. He could be interested in me for inappropriate reasons. She had a responsibility to keep me safe; she had promised my dad on his deathbed.
When we returned home from the cemetery, I retreated to my bedroom. The next day I went to the library where there were computers available for public use. I searched the internet for Abe Charlevoix. His name popped up in a recent newspaper article about the local tribe giving a grant to the Emmet County Advisory Committee on Aging so that any senior citizen—Native or non-Native—could receive a free laptop computer if they agreed to be tutored by their Tribal Youth Council as part of a service-learning project. In the photo, he and other older people posed with the teens. More searching, using Abraham Charlevoix, led to his wife’s obituary from five years ago, with memorial donations to the Emmet County Stray Center. Adding criminal to the search didn’t reveal anything.
Maybe Bridget didn’t like Native Americans. She was quick to imply negative things. I didn’t know much, but I knew about stereotypes.
Out of spite, I went online to the Prada website, looking for Bridget’s new shoes. The boots were there as well. She had spent over a thousand dollars.
I was astonished.
My dad had been careful with money. He wasn’t miserly; he splurged on things that mattered to us. Harbor Springs was a lakefront resort community in northern Michigan where extremely wealthy people came for the summer yachting and the winter skiing. We were part of a small group of year-rounders. He’d used an inheritance from his father to purchase a small, two-bedroom cedar shake cottage in an enclave of similar fairy-tale homes that we never could’ve afforded on his Catholic school teacher salary. My dad drove a gray Toyota Camry that was nearly as old as me. He bought my birthday fireworks out of season. He cut his own hair, as well as mine. We ate all meals at home, except for Sunday brunch. We shopped for new clothes once a year. He had been saving for my future college education, which he always told me was his most important expense.
Later that afternoon, Bridget called out that she was headed into Traverse City. Maybe she was going Christmas shopping. I already had her gift wrapped and hidden in my closet. I waited fifteen minutes before going upstairs.
This time, God knew my intention to snoop. My dad had a wood desk in the alcove overlooking the living room and kitchen. On each side, the bottom drawer had file folders labeled in his meticulous handwriting. The left side was alphabetical for categories like AUTO, HEALTH, HOUSE, INCOME TAX, et cetera. The right side had one file per month, with the current one—December 2004—in front. Previous months followed in reverse chronological order, going back two full years to January 2003.
My dad had prepared the monthly file folders for 2004 before his surgery, I realized. It was how he functioned—methodically, and nothing done haphazardly. He wasn’t around to fill the file folders, but he had left Bridget a template for managing the household finances. I remembered when they were dating. She had helped him make sense of the medical bills and insurance paperwork. After they married, they’d added household bills to the weekly discussion.
I reviewed the November 2004 file, since it was the most recently completed month. To my surprise, it was messy. I compared it to November 2003, the last month my dad had done the recordkeeping. The difference was extreme.
His ledger sheet had every expense listed, to the penny. The checkbook labeled November 2003 had carbon-copy duplicates where my dad had added the date the check had cleared the bank. There were a few blank checks remaining. A glance at the next month’s checkbook confirmed that my dad had started each month with a fresh book.
I peeked at the other files from this year and, again, found Bridget’s recordkeeping lacking. Perhaps she had a different system that worked better for her and kept her files somewhere else, I thought, while flipping through a random checkbook.
A check to American Express for $2,500.00 caught my eye. My dad didn’t have an American Express card. He used a Mastercard issued through the credit union with a low interest rate that didn’t really matter because he paid every bill in full each month.
I searched for more checkbooks, paying closer attention to what Bridget spent money on. There were the usual household expenses for utilities and such. But each month also included a large payment to the same American Express account. She had updated her wardrobe. And bought things like a KitchenAid mixer that sat unused on the countertop like a trophy.
Surely these items wouldn’t add up to thousands of dollars every month.
My stomach began its familiar tumult. I had a nagging feeling that I was missing an important clue. Again, I turned to the last month my dad had recorded. There was a deposit for $750.00. Once they were married, Bridget had insisted on contributing part of her paycheck toward household expenses. It had been one of the good things about her that I’d mentioned in my bedtime prayers.
Since her recordkeeping was haphazard, I looked at the credit-union statements. There were no deposits in that exact amount after my dad died. Halting her financial contribution didn’t necessarily mean anything bad. Still, my gut protested.
The answer was in front of me. The alphabetized files on the left side. A file labeled MET FOR LUCY. The Michigan Education Trust my dad had set up as soon as he began teaching. He included ledger sheets listing every monthly contribution going back to when he began teaching. I was five years old at the time.
Lucy, college is a necessity for a secure future, my dad had said a few years ago. For women, a master’s degree is the minimum.
There were no contributions to MET after my dad died. Maybe there was life insurance money going toward it. I found a document designating Bridget as an appointee until the time of his death, upon which she would be named as the purchaser in his place. He had printed out an informational booklet; I skimmed the Frequently Asked Questions until I reached the section called “Terminating Your MET.”
In the event of death or disability of the Beneficiary, a lump sum refund is available for all contracts.
My dad died, but he wasn’t the beneficiary. I was. If I died, Bridget would get every dollar my dad had saved for my college education.
What about life insurance? I wondered. I found that file folder as well. Bridget was the sole beneficiary of his life insurance.
With shaking hands, I returned everything to the desk before racing to the bathroom. Afterward, I returned to Bridget’s bedroom, determined to find her important papers.
It didn’t take long.
She stored paperwork in a round hatbox on the highest shelf. I sat on a pink plaid area rug and went through every piece of paper.
Bridget Marie Smith, formerly Mapother, liked Prada. She also liked shoes from Jimmy Choo and Manolo Blahnik. And Louis Vuitton handbags. There weren’t any receipts for purchases prior to my dad’s death in December 2003. Most of the items were not in her closet. Just the few things I’d already noticed her wearing.
The hair prickled at the base of my skull as I went back to a storage-unit receipt. I had been focused on receipts with designer names. But there it was: Unit 92. A twelve-by-twelve-foot storage unit in Petoskey. There was also a single key on a key ring at the bottom of the hatbox.
I sat at the dining table waiting for Bridget to return. I selected the chair my dad had custom ordered to match our original two. He’d been a practical person and could’ve purchased any chair to serve its function. Had Bridget recognized the loving intention of his action in making our duo a trio?
Bridget didn’t see me at first. The only light was above the mantel, highlighting the Paris artwork. It wasn’t until she dropped the shopping bags on the sofa and turned toward the kitchen that she gave a startled hop and told me I gave her a fright.
“What did you buy?” I asked.
Ignoring my monotone, she gave a vague nonanswer while turning on lights.
I gave her one chance to salvage the situation. “Anything for me?”
She turned toward me. Her frown might have been a shadow that quickly disappeared. She tentatively mentioned a Christmas shopping trip we could take together where I could select my own gift. After all, she didn’t know what fourteen-year-old girls liked.
It wasn’t that she didn’t know fourteen-year-old girls; Bridget didn’t know me. I was a bookish loner whose dad thought he was providing a mother who would raise me like he would have.
“So,” I began, pausing to give a deliberate, pointed look at the shopping bags before meeting her eyes again. “What were the important purchases you had to make on the anniversary of my dad’s death? More Prada or Jimmy Choo?” Instead of smoothing my bangs, I ran my fingers through my hair.
I was about to reach into my pants pocket to retrieve the key from the hatbox when Bridget launched into a tirade beginning with how dare you and ending with the words ungrateful and disrespectful.
“Who are you?” I asked, genuinely curious. “Because my dad never would’ve married this version of you.”
White-hot pain flashed across my cheek an instant before I realized Bridget had slapped me. I ran to my bedroom, which didn’t have a lock on the door.
Standing in front of the dresser mirror, I imagined my dad looking as shocked as me. A red handprint covered half my face. My mind raced, trying to make sense of what just happened. The woman my dad had entrusted to look after me had slapped me.
I wasn’t safe with her.
In one fluid motion, I scooped up my school backpack and dumped the contents onto the bed. I scanned the room: My birthday books seemed to glow a neon yellow. I gathered all thirteen, which fit in the backpack with room to spare. Next I retrieved my dad’s baseball jersey from behind the dresser mirror. Before I reached the bed, Bridget burst into my room.
Her eyes widened at the sight of the baseball jersey, before hardening. This time her insults included sneak, thief, and spoiled daughter whose father would be ashamed of her. She glanced at my backpack and asked if I was running away.
When I didn’t answer, she moved close enough for me to feel her breath in my face. I stepped back, bumping into my bed.
“Go ahead,” Bridget challenged. “End up on the streets just like your mother. The gutter or her Indian reservation, that no-good woman. Your dad tried to save you. He wasted his time.”



  


WHEN I WAS FOURTEEN
2004
Backpack in hand, I grabbed my coat and slid feet into boots on my way out the front door. Cold air stung my face. My lungs frosted from the inside out with each breath. I slipped on a patch of ice near the row of one-car garages for our enclave. I landed hard on my left knee. Limping, I punched the entry code on the door to the shared garage structure.
I looked around, unsure of what to do next. The car was locked. I didn’t know how to drive. Would Bridget look for me?
And what she’d said about my birth mother …
There was a Native American tribe nearby. A few of the tribal members had attended St. Francis Xavier. I remembered the many times I’d been asked if I was Native. I always thought it was because my skin looked tanned year-round. My dad said I was Dutch and Italian. I had asked him directly if my birth mother was Native American and he had denied it.
It couldn’t be true. My dad wouldn’t have kept something like that from me.
Why would he? Being Native American wasn’t a bad thing. He became friends with Abe Charlevoix and wanted to hear Misho Abe’s stories.
I pushed away the confusion. Instead I focused on the pain in my knee. How much it hurt. The sharp stabbing pain.
My eyes landed upon the toolkit stored on the wire shelf unit at the back of our section. I hobbled over to retrieve the bradawl. I stabbed the nearest wheel of our car. Again, and again. Then on to the next tire. And the next. Until all four tires hissed angrily.
Bridget wouldn’t be able to follow me. I was free. My teeth chattered with giddy energy. I sobbed, laughed, and hiccuped.
My flip phone was charging on my desk. I had let go of the baseball jersey when Bridget charged at me. I had the birthday books and nothing else except a key to a storage unit.
The watch. I had promised, before his first surgery, to keep it safe for him. I unzipped the inner pocket of my backpack, feeling between two sanitary napkins for the gold watch. It felt warm, as if my dad had removed it from his wrist just a moment ago.
Thank God. I still had his watch. And the birthday books. But nothing practical. Nothing that would help me as a runaway.
I couldn’t go back inside the house.
My sore knee gave out. I slumped to the cold concrete floor. I was eye level with the fireworks Bridget had been too scared to light on my fourteenth birthday.
Lighting them at the cemetery to mark the anniversary of my dad’s death seemed like the right thing to do. Then I’d visit Bridget’s storage unit.
There was room in my backpack for four cylinders. I didn’t want to lose any birthday books to fit more. My dad kept a lighter in the toolbox for this specific occasion.
I limped downtown toward the cemetery, watching for police cars in case Bridget had called them. I had seen newspaper headlines about a mob of off-duty officers in Wisconsin, how they’d stalked and harassed a group of people for not being born as white. Planted evidence. Beat them bloody. Who knew what kind of lies Bridget would tell them about me? Cars and trucks filled the parallel-parking spots closest to the few bars that hadn’t closed for the winter.
A guy fumbled with the keys to a Lexus. He looked like a college student home on break.
“Pardon,” I said, affecting a British accent like Hayley Mills in The Trouble with Angels. “Might you give me a ride?”
He sized me up. I stood as tall as possible, thankful I had hit puberty early.
“Where are your friends?” He looked around.
“Bit of a disagreement with the girl who drove me here,” I lied.
“What you fight over?”
I shrugged like I got into too many fights to keep track of any particulars.
“I’m headed back to Petoskey,” he said.
Unit 92. Petoskey E-Z Storage.
“That’s where I’m headed,” I said. Stopping by the storage unit before the cemetery wouldn’t derail my plans. I was merely switching the order of events.
“You got weapons in there?” he asked, looking at my backpack.
I laughed.
“As long as you put that in the trunk, I’ll take you,” he said.
The trunk popped open. In went my backpack.
His name was Blake. I told him mine was Mary Clancy. He tried talking to me, but I worried about maintaining the accent. Plus, I had never been alone in a car with a boy. And I feared saying anything that indicated I was a fourteen-year-old runaway intent on breaking into a secret storage unit.
“A quiet chick,” he commented to himself.
I turned to gaze out the window, grinning brightly. I had disguised myself with a foreign accent and invented a different background. It had worked.
He dropped me off at a fast-food restaurant not far from the storage business. Best if he didn’t know my exact destination. I thanked him for the ride as he handed over the backpack.
“Wow. That’s a heavy one,” he said.
“Weapons,” I replied with a grin.
He laughed, which felt like I’d passed a test. I had behaved as a quiet chick who got into fights and joked about weapons.
I waited for him to drive away. Waited another fifteen minutes in the bathroom in case he returned. Then, I walked—knee still painful—to the storage unit. I needed to see everything in unit 92 that Bridget had spent my dad’s money on. Maybe I’d leave the door open for people to help themselves to the luxury items I expected she was hiding from me. After I returned to Harbor Springs, I would light the fireworks at my dad’s grave.
And after that? I’d figure it out.
The storage buildings were well lit by an abundance of floodlights. Unit 92 was easy to find. Holding my breath, I tried the key. The lock snapped open. I lifted the garage door. A single light bulb overhead automatically illuminated the interior.
It was a mini department store. Wire storage racks were filled with boxes from Prada, Louis Vuitton, and Christian Louboutin. I opened a robin’s-egg-blue box labeled TIFFANY & CO. and found a set of champagne flutes.
My dad never drank. His mom had been killed in a drunk-driving accident when he was twelve. We had no alcohol in our house. Not even a champagne toast after the small wedding where Bridget had worn a knee-length white dress that looked like it came from the 1950s. I remembered standing in front of the mirror with my dad before the ceremony: him in his best suit, me in a pink dress with embroidered daisies. It was our final moment together as just us, just my true family.
My dad was intelligent. How could he have been so stupid as to believe Bridget’s false version of herself? Had she been that good at weaving a web to entangle the fly?
But hadn’t she caught me in her web as well?
I wanted to destroy everything Bridget had bought. Everything she cared about. My teeth stopped chattering. The world went quiet and still as I remembered the fireworks.
My dad set up the fireworks launch far away from our bonfire and picnic blanket. I had to remain on the blanket; he wanted me to be safe. He’d light the fuse and sprint from the launch location. It was like seeing him from his college baseball days before I was born. He would race back to the blanket and execute a perfect slide into home base before the fireworks burst in the sky. After the last of the fireworks, he’d dance and sing around the bonfire. His Dolce Lucy.
With an eerie calmness, I arranged the fireworks so the fuse to one would feed the other fuses before reaching its canister. Digging through the backpack again for the lighter, one book fell to the concrete floor. It was Sarah, Plain and Tall, the book my dad had given me for my twelfth birthday. The story was about a girl whose father advertises for a mail-order bride, Sarah, who ends up loving the stepchildren, the farm, and the father.
Kneeling to pick up the well-worn hardcover, I opened it to the title page. My dad’s inscription read:
To Dolce Lucy on her twelfth birthday.
July 3, 2002
With Love, from Dad
I had stayed up late on my birthday, too excited to finish reading my new book to go to sleep. My dad had known about my birthday book ritual. And he had given me this particular book in preparation for asking me the next day for permission to marry Bridget. His choice of book had been a message, a clue that I had missed. It was perfectly clear to me only now, as I kissed my dad’s handwriting and breathed in the oxygen that no longer felt cold.
I placed the book on top of the empty, robin’s-egg-blue box and used the champagne flutes like bookends. It looked like an altar in the middle of the storage room. Then, I lit the fuse to the first canister and pulled down the door to unit 92. I ran as fast as I could, hoping I had inherited at least some of my dad’s speed.
What had I inherited from my birth mother?
Why had my dad lied to me about being Native American?
How could he have picked Bridget to keep me safe?
Something exploded. I felt it rage within me.



  

PART TWO
GROWTH


Understanding the four stages of fire growth—Incipient, Growth, Fully Developed, and Decay—is essential for effective wildfire management … The beginning stage of a fire is the easiest to extinguish or control …
—Western Fire Chiefs Association: The Four Stages of Fire Growth Explained
Wind has one of the largest (and most unpredictable) impacts on how quickly a wildfire spreads.
—Western Fire Chiefs Association: How Fast Do Wildfires Spread?



  


POST-BLAST DAY ONE
JANUARY 2009
I’m surprised when I open my eyes and daylight has disappeared. A soft light from the lamp to my left shows my leg held in place with some sort of contraption. I’m not sure what happened to it. Everything is fuzzy. My head hurts. My leg hurts. A lot.
I moan.
A young woman sits next to me. I didn’t notice until now. Her wide smile overwhelms me. The joy in her expression makes my heart skip a beat. I have the oddest realization.
She loves me. This woman, whoever she is, doesn’t know me. But she wants to.
She rises, towering over me like an imposing colossus. Reading my expression, she sits quickly. My hospital bed is partially upright, but she’s an extremely tall person, with ramrod posture even more pronounced by sitting at the edge of the chair.
“Aaniin,” she begins, pronouncing the word slowly. Ah-NEE. “Hello, Lucy.” Her voice is strong and somewhat deep, though not husky. It fits her, this larger-than-life woman. Her dark eyes, prominent nose, and full lips are equally exaggerated on her square face. “My name is Daunis Fontaine. I was best friends with your sister, Lily.” Her eyes water. She smiles more broadly to compensate for the hint of sadness.
Was. Past tense.
“Sister?” I sound like a croaky old bullfrog. I already had a sister. She hated being called Elizabeth, so I called her Rachel Devery. Then just Devery. She was my first foster sister.
This Daunis person hands me a plastic cup.
Reaching with both hands, I notice the thin tube connecting one of them to an IV drip. Afraid of disconnecting something, I rest my right hand on the bed and take the cup with my left one.
The gulp of room-temperature water hurts as I swallow. My throat is sandpaper but feels immediately better. She waits for me to finish drinking.
“Yes. You have—had”—she corrects herself—“a sister named Lily. From the same mom, and—”
“Did my dad know about her?” I interrupt.
I need this answer before anything else.
“He found out about Lily when your mom was pregnant with you,” Daunis says, eyes welling up again.
I turn away from her emotions. It’s a crisp winter night on the other side of the window. I focus on the stars. Each one is the memory of an explosion. The galaxy is a map of pent-up anger that had to be set free.
“Your mom is Maggie Chippeway.”
A half sister named Lily, who is no longer alive. A birth mother named Maggie.
“Is she dead too?” I ask, still counting stars. I’d rather not face Daunis’s emotions, which, I suspect, are as supersized as everything else about her.
“No,” she says quickly. “Your mom’s alive. Oh, Lucy, she’s so eager to meet—”
I cut her off. “No. No thank you.” Then, only because I think Daunis might rush around to the other side of my bed to claim my view, I turn my head toward her. “I don’t want to know her. You and Mr. Jameson are wasting your time.”
She blinks. “Mr. Jameson?”
“The lawyer?” I’m surprised she needs an explanation, especially after overhearing their romantic reunion. “He helps Native American foster kids find their families.” I continue because she still looks confused. “That Jamie guy.”
Before I can describe his Prada boots and cashmere overcoat, Daunis must have connected the dots. Her smile is warm and satisfied somehow.
“I only know him as Jamie … Jamie Johnson,” she says, almost shy now.
“Well, whoever he is…” I glance over to where he stands in the doorway. “Whoever you are, John Jameson or Jamie Johnson, I’m not interested in anything from either of you.”
Each moment brings fresh clarity and more details from earlier in the day. Work. My plans to leave town. The person stalking me and why. The explosion. My leg snapping when I landed in the parking lot. Nancy telling me …
“Is Nancy okay?” I look from Daunis to Jamie. “You have to tell me. Please,” I beg, not caring that my voice cracks. “Is she alive?”
“Yes,” Jamie says, rushing toward me. “Yes, Lucy. She’s alive.” He holds my hand. I let him. “She was injured; one of her arms was badly burned. She hasn’t woken up yet, but a nurse promised to tell us as soon as she does.”
Nancy’s alive. But it’s all my fault. The people who are after me … they didn’t mind blowing up a diner. I thought they wanted me alive … at least for a while.
“Was anyone else hurt?” I ask, trying to remember who was there before we closed.
“No,” Jamie assures me. “You and Nancy were the only ones inside. The cook was behind the dumpster. He wasn’t injured at all. The other server left on schedule.” He turns to Daunis. “The diner was a small, standalone building. It was a single explosion from the kit—”
Daunis interrupts, voice trembling. “If she’d been any closer…”
“But she wasn’t.” Jamie speaks calmly. “Lucy’s alive.”
They’re full of concern and relief. They want me to stay alive.
“How soon can I leave?” It’s barely a question, more like a directive, because I do not intend to stick around. I grasp the remote control for the bed and attempt to decipher the arrows on each button. I guess correctly—the one I push raises my upper half until my leg throbs. I reverse the movement.
“The orthopedic surgeon was here an hour ago. She should be back soon.” Daunis reacts to the urgency in my tone and movements. “Lucy, you have a fractured femur. That’s a broken thigh bone. You had surgery right away to repair it. You also had a concussion that requires more observation. You’ll be in the hospital for a few more days, at least.”
“Are you a doctor? You sound like one,” I say.
“No. I’m not.” She smiles. “But I’ve studied a lot.”
“How soon can I leave?” I keep my voice level to hide my growing fear. “Where’s my backpack? It was in my cubby near the time clock.”
Jamie looks momentarily confused. “The diner’s a crime scene, Lucy. The police are investigating the bombing. The FBI will get involved if it was an act of domestic terrorism.”
I notice my left wrist is bare.
“Where’s my watch?” I shout. “My dad’s watch. I wear it every day. It’s mine.” My eyes plead with Jamie. “I had it on when the—”
“Calm down,” he says in a soothing voice. “Anything you were wearing when the EMTs brought you to the emergency room was placed in a plastic bag and sealed.”
Jamie retrieves a clear bag from the closet. He shakes it, making his way to my bedside. The watch settles at the bottom of the bag.
Relief catches in my throat.
“Please help me open—”
He rips the bag before I finish my request. After digging frantically, I grip the watch. Even my fingers feel weak after waking up. An instant later I inspect the back, front, and band.
“Thank you. Thank you. Thank you,” I cry out to God.
“You’re welcome?” Jamie says hesitantly.
He helps me slide the leather strap into the buckle and poke the metal stem through the correct hole.
I stare at the watch, assessing my situation. Risk and reward.
I need to get away. Not just from the hospital or town. I need to flee the state. Probably the country. Daunis and Jamie won’t leave my bedside until the doctor comes in, that much I know. They move like longtime dance partners, gliding in sync. They are connected in a way I don’t understand, especially if they haven’t seen each other in a while.

It’s not a long wait for the doctor, though it feels that way, watching them watch me.
A petite brown woman in a white coat with a stethoscope around her neck enters the room, accompanied by a taller white woman in hospital scrubs.
“Hello, Lucy Smith,” says the smaller woman. “I’m Dr. Rao. It rhymes with wow.” She smiles warmly and maintains eye contact as she continues. “I am an orthopedic surgeon, which means I focus on bones, as well as muscles and ligaments. I’m your doctor, so everyone on your care team goes through me.” She looks at the taller woman, who steps forward at this cue.
“Hi, Lucy. I’m your nurse today. My name is Ashley Sloan, but since we have a lot of people here named Ashley, you can call me Sloan.” She, too, smiles, before sidestepping to write her name on a whiteboard on the wall next to my nightstand.
Dr. Rao has me sit upright so she can listen to my lungs through her stethoscope. I feel the metal disk pressed at my back. She instructs me to take a deep breath. Repeating her instructions three more times, she moves the stethoscope each time to access a different part of my lungs.
It isn’t until Dr. Rao has finished gathering my vital statistics that she acknowledges Daunis and Jamie.
“Your friends have taken turns staying here since you were brought in yesterday.”
Yesterday? I thought it was still Friday. I was conked out for an entire day?
If I act confused, Dr. Rao might make me stay longer for more observation. I try my best for alert and coherent.
“Thank you for taking care of me, Dr. Rao.” I return the smile. “I’m hoping to go home and recuperate there.”
No one needs to know I’m technically homeless. And in desperate need of a one-way ticket out of Michigan.
She matches my tone. “Lucy, I’d like to keep you for another night or two. Concussions such as yours can be dangerous if left unattended. As for your leg, we want you up and moving with a walker as soon as possible.”
“I can walk like this?” I focus on my leg instead of the pain in my throbbing skull.
There are staples bridging cuts down the length of my thigh. It looks horrible, especially because there’s no gauze to shield anything from me. With a start, I realize there are industrial-strength painkillers dripping into my IV, turning unbearable agony into fuzzy discomfort.
“It will be months before you can put full weight on your leg, but moving with the aid of a walker is essential for bone recovery,” Dr. Rao says.
She puts an X-ray image on top of a lighted screen.
My thigh bone is snapped in half. I can almost feel the bone crack again at the sight of it. The lower portion has shifted upward and to the side of the upper half of bone. I gawk at the image, unable to comprehend something that large breaking completely. The outline of the bone is more solid than the inner bone. The “meat” of my body appears ghostly translucent.
“The straight line here is what we call a transverse fracture.” She uses a pen to point at the blunt sections. “There were no bone fragments and no puncturing of the skin.”
“Then why do I have cuts on my leg held together with staples?”
Dr. Rao replaces the X-ray image with another. Now my thigh bone is back together with a solid white rod running the length of the bone’s inner core. Several white screws hold the rod in place. Everything white is metal.
I look at my bare leg and refer back to the image on-screen. A metal rod and hardware screws are inside my thigh right now. I repeat the visual comparison, silently in awe and kind of horrified.
“May I check your pupils, Lucy?” Dr. Rao asks.
I nod, and instantly regret not using my words. The rapid movement reverberates like a pinball machine inside my head.
The doctor shines a penlight at one eye and then the other. She has me follow her finger to check my peripheral vision.
“Will you be ordering another CT scan?” Daunis says from the foot of the bed. She might not be a doctor, but her voice carries the authority of one.
My brain was scanned when I was first brought in, I learn. Another scan was done six hours later. Although neither showed any intracranial bleeding, my doctor agrees with Daunis that a third scan is warranted.
Dr. Rao speaks directly to me. “If the results of your post-twenty-four-hour CT look good, we can discuss discharging you in two more days.”
“I can’t afford it,” I blurt. “Any of this. I don’t have insurance. And my money was in my backpack.” Assuming my backpack was blown up, I am completely broke.
“Don’t worry about that, Lucy,” Daunis says, warm but firm.
Who is this best friend of my dead half sister? What’s her story? Why show up now?
“Lucy, when you are discharged, you will need to stay with someone who can help with your care.” Dr. Rao looks at my benefactor.
“Of course.” Again, Daunis has it under control.
I look at Jamie, hoping he might offer another option. But the way he gazes at Daunis tells me he’d never disagree with the love of his life.
As the nurse preps me for the CT place, the lovebirds talk near the window.
“I can arrange for a hotel room, or a suite for you,” Jamie offers. His voice is trying to sound casual, but I don’t buy it.
“Miigwech. But I can take care of it.” She sounds prim and proper.
Misho Abe said that word. Miigwech. Gratitude. Giving thanks.
I haven’t thought about him in a while. I should have gotten a ride to Charlevoix the night I exploded the storage unit. I wipe away a tear.
“It’s no problem,” Jamie says eagerly. “I’m at a place that has suites for long-term stays. It’s fully furnished and has a decent kitchen. Laundry, too.”
Someone in scrubs arrives to wheel me away for the CT scan. I don’t pay attention to her name or instructions. I just want to hear the conversation in the room.
“Jamie.” Daunis’s voice is the equivalent of a yellow stoplight. She continues quietly, but with unmistakable assertiveness. “There’s a lot to catch up on. We’re here for Lucy, and…”
I’m tempted to grip the doorframe as the CT person maneuvers my gurney into the hallway.
Daunis finishes with, “You should know I’m dating TJ Kewadin.”

Jamie is gone when I return from the CT scan. Daunis looks pensive in a chair near the window but snaps out of her reverie as soon as the gurney crosses the threshold. Two people help me back to bed. Daunis moves the chair closer to me. Even in the dim lighting, her eyes are swollen and red. She attempts a comforting smile that appears more like a grimace.
“You waste more energy fighting the sad than sitting with it.”
I don’t know why I tell her this. It’s something Miss Lonnie used to say.
Daunis nods. We sit in silence for a long time. I don’t know what she’s thinking about, but I try strategizing an escape plan. It goes no further than imagining me in my walker shuffling toward the hospital elevator, where Daunis catches up in a few long strides.
There must be a way to ditch the two of them, but for the life of me I can’t figure out how. Maybe I could think more clearly if Daunis weren’t in the room.
“You must be tired,” I say smoothly.
“Not yet,” she says. “I’m good until Jamie comes by later.”
The sadness fills her eyes again.
Ah yes. Him. The other tag-team guardian.
“Can I ask you something?”
She smiles. “Of course, Lucy. That’s why I’m here. To tell you everything you want to know about your sister, Lily, and your mom, Maggie, and—”
“Not about them,” I say. “About you and Jamie.” I allow a sly smile to emerge. “He’s got it bad for you.” My smile turns bashful. “I was curious about his story. And yours. You’re weird strangers intensely interested in me…” I let my voice trail off.
Daunis looks as if she’s trying to peer inside my brain. Then she sighs.
“Close your eyes and I’ll tell you a story,” she commands. “No interruptions or questions. I need to tell it the way I tell it.”
I do as she says. Her voice grows inside my head, squeezing all other thoughts aside. She begins, and the story comes to life as a sepia-toned silent movie she narrates.

It was the summer of 2004. Lily June Chippeway was my best friend. She was tiny and hilarious. Mouthy. Scrappy. The world’s worst parallel parker. Always dressed in black. Black eyeliner. Black lipstick. Loved Amy Winehouse. She was hardworking and fiercely loyal.
You have the same eyes. The timbre of your voice is the same, but your pitch is a smidge lower. Her skin was darker than yours. She’d love your haircut. She’d have some zingers about your chest—I hope you’re not sensitive about teasing. She’d say something that would have you laughing so hard you’d pee your pants. Lily was funny without even trying. Some people are like that.
We had just graduated high school in Sault Ste. Marie. We were so
excited about starting college at Lake State in a few weeks. She planned to study psychology. She wanted to be a therapist for children in crisis. That was it—she never mentioned any other career. I wanted to become a physician but didn’t know which specialty. Sports medicine. Gerontology. Pediatric surgery. Everything sounded good.
Lily had a boyfriend. Travis. He was beautiful, intelligent, and so funny. He grew up on the rez. He played hockey and was really good. In middle school he was the chubby class clown, but by high school he looked like a handsome runway model. He was one of my brother’s friends. My favorite one.
Unfortunately, meth was everywhere, it seemed. Relatively easy to make, especially for someone as smart as Travis. We were in the same high school AP science classes. He wasn’t just my brother’s friend. He was my friend too.
Travis became addicted. Not just to meth but to Lily, also. When a relationship gets toxic like that—when he gets obsessive about where she is and who she’s with, can’t go a day without seeing her, has no sense of himself except being attached to her, feeling threatened by any independence on her part—it stops being love. She was ending things for good when he pulled out a gun and shot her.
Then he killed himself, because he couldn’t exist without her.
It happened in front of me. All of it.
I had a boyfriend too that summer. The new guy on my brother’s hockey team. We had only started dating. It was early in our relationship, when everything feels perfect.
That was the night I found out my boyfriend, Jamie Johnson, was an undercover cop. A Tribal Police officer on loan to the FBI. He was there to find out who was responsible for the meth that was killing people in my community. He was there because he looked a few years younger than he was and could pass as a high school senior. He was Native and an excellent hockey player. The ideal undercover officer. Perfect for using me
to get close to my brother and the other teammates who were involved in the drug ring.
My brother, Levi, was in on everything—production, distribution, kidnapping, murder. He was willing to sacrifice me to continue his drug business. It was the worst betrayal. He went to prison. He’s still there.
Jamie did love me. It started as a fake relationship, a cover so he could blend better, but there was something real between us. I loved him, even without knowing who he really was. He wasn’t just playing a secret identity in Sault Ste. Marie; he’d been acting his entire life. As a young boy, he’d been adopted out or in foster care. I never knew the details.
When the investigation was over, Jamie wanted to find out where he was from. He wanted my help. No, it was more than that. He didn’t believe he had the strength to find the answers on his own. He needed me.
Lily was killed by a boy whose love had turned into something all-consuming. He put his own desperate needs above hers. He couldn’t bear to live in a world without her. He took her away from everyone. So many people still love and miss her.
I nearly died trying to save Jamie from my brother. I passed on for an instant. I know Lily-bah was there, but I can’t remember beyond the feeling of her spirit with me. My injuries were severe. My heart was damaged in more ways than one. I lost friends. I lost my brother and my uncle. I lost Lily, the best friend I’d ever had.
So I chose what I wanted over what Jamie needed. I chose my family and my community. I chose my education and my career. I chose to live my life exactly as I wanted, with no regrets, and I’ve done so these past five years.
Five years, Lucy. It feels like the blink of an eye.
Five years ago, my best friend died from a single bullet through her heart. When it happened, I couldn’t move. I was in shock and unable to look away. Jamie felt for her pulse but we both knew. She was already Lily-bah. Gone and on her way to the next world.
I hadn’t spoken to Jamie in five years. He called my cell phone yesterday. I didn’t know who was calling until he spoke. He told me about you. I was already in my car headed to I-75 before he asked me to come to Mount Pleasant.
Lucy, I’m here for you.



  


POST-BLAST DAY TWO
JANUARY 2009
I dream about her. My sister, Lily. The girl I never met who died at eighteen. The same age as me. But in this dream I am six years old. I ask my dad about my birth mom. He tells me she is Native American and that I have a sister who is ten. And do I want to meet her? I hop around, shouting, “Yes! Yes! Yes!”
When I wake up, Daunis is gone. Jamie is in the recliner, checking something on his iPhone. He pauses to sip coffee from a thermos. It smells like a dark roast, more robust than the generic blend at the diner. He probably made it at the fully furnished suite he mentioned with the decent kitchen. If it had a standard coffee maker, he could pick up a French press at Target or Meijer. There’s a place near campus that sells beans they roast themselves. Jamie tilts the thermos at an angle, indicating he’s been here a while. Unless he chugs coffee like college students who shotgun beers.
His eyes land on me. He leans forward, giving me his full attention.
His smile, the one that goes beyond his usual politeness, is more of a grin. He seems like he could be a hell-raiser or a heartbreaker. Probably both. I’ve met more than my share.
Daunis rejected him. Twice now.
“Good morning, Lucy. Did you sleep well?”
I smile because I should. “When can I leave?”
He laughs, and I find myself smiling for real.
“Let’s wait for your doctor to make rounds. Or do rounds. Whatever it’s called,” he says.
“You said my backpack was at the crime scene. How soon can I get it back?”
He pauses before answering. It’s enough time for me to know I’m acting strangely, at least by his former-federal-officer standards.
“Michigan has its own forensics lab, and the state police do their own investigations,” he says. “So it’s quicker than if they had to wait for the FBI. But, still, it will take a few weeks at least.” One eyebrow rises. “Why so eager?”
I want to blurt the truth: The bomb was meant to show how far they’ll go to get what they want. Before they try again, I need to be long gone.
But the truth has a long explanation. It’s a story without any heroes.
“I’m feeling much better.” I add a carefree shrug. “Just want everything back to normal.”
“It’ll get there. Just be patient,” he says.
“Share some coffee, will you?” I cajole, reaching out for the thermos. “It smells better than hospital coffee.”
Jamie pauses just before I take the thermos from him. His brow furrows.
“Wait. Are you sure you can have some?”
I laugh, roll my eyes, and reach out more insistently. It tastes like bitter sludge. I add a satisfied, “Ah,” for dramatic effect.“This from Central Roasters?” I ask.
“Yeah. Great place. I’m on my second bag of Ethiopian dark roast.”
“No way this came from a drip coffee maker,” I say, feigning admiration.
“Pour-over,” he admits. “My secret is to pour a second time from the glass carafe over the strainer into the cup. Well, thermos.”
“Your secret is safe with me,” I tell Jamie before swigging a second mouthful of the vile muck. This time it tastes like success.
Devery told me about bonding with foster parents. That way they’ll be more likely to keep you.
Bonding?
Yeah. Fake like whatever they like. Start dressing like them. Fix your hair like your foster mom; they like that. Do anything to get in good with them.
How long do you have to do that? I asked.
Do it till they give you away. My foster sister rubbed her eyes as if suddenly tired. She cleared her throat before ordering me to go read a book.
It was always better to give Devery her alone time.

Daunis arrives with shopping bags of clothes and stuff. There’s an awkwardness between her and Jamie that’s almost too painful to watch. Their eye contact with each other lasts a second or two before they look away. He stares at her only when she’s talking to me.
Here I was rooting for those lovebirds.
“I picked up a few things for you,” she tells me. “Leave the tags on. Anything that doesn’t fit or you don’t like, I can return.”
I rifle through the bags. Daunis purchased underwear, a sports bra, a pajama set that could pass for casual wear, snow boots, and an olive-green winter coat that I would’ve selected myself.
Another bag is filled with shampoo, fragrance-free facial cleanser, and other personal-care items. The sight of deodorant triggers the memory of Bridget sniffing obnoxiously whenever I forgot to use it.
I grip a handheld mirror. It’s my first time seeing myself since someone tried to explode me. There’s a purple bruise across my forehead with two butterfly bandages spanning a single cut. My hair normally needs gel to mimic my cowlick bangs. Today it’s naturally spiky from being unwashed. I scratch my suddenly itchy scalp. The back of my head feels tender but not dented.
I smile. Not bad for surviving an attempt on my life. Not the first attempt, which I jokingly considered Bridget’s “cooking” to be. My chronic stomach issues went away at Miss Lonnie’s, as soon as I stopped eating a steady diet of overly processed food.
My dad had selected Bridget to keep me safe. In the end, she was the one I needed protection from. Daunis was betrayed by her brother. Lily was murdered by the guy who claimed to love her.
The ultimate survival game is for girls to survive into adulthood. For the prey to avoid the predators. It’s a wry thought that turns somber when I remember my sister.
Some girls don’t survive.



  


POST-BLAST DAY SEVEN
JANUARY 2009
It’s been four days since Nancy woke up. According to Daunis, who spoke with Nancy’s daughter, she has no memory of the blast. I get Daunis to ask if I can speak with Nancy. The daughter, a family nurse practitioner, declines my request. She wants to move her mother to Grand Rapids and look after her. A hospital there has a burn center.
Daunis explains that the daughter was concerned that Nancy seeing me might trigger painful memories of the explosion.
“It wasn’t anything personal,” Daunis adds. “She wouldn’t even let the police question her mother.”
“Police?” I squeak.
“Of course. It’s a state police investigation.”
“Will they question me?” I ask, already planning to claim amnesia.
“Jamie declined on your behalf,” Daunis says.
Now I am Team Jamie for sure.
“But wait,” I say. “Why didn’t he tell me?”
“I thought he did, Lucy.” She rolls her eyes before catching herself.
She contemplates telling me something, finally heaving a resigned sigh.
“Jamie has a habit of holding back information he doesn’t think a person is ready for.”

Daunis is doing so much for me. Too much, really. It’s to the point where my fairy godmother is getting on my last nerve.
Each day, she pleads with me to stay one more night. Even Nancy got discharged before me. First Daunis wanted to exercise caution about my concussion. Next she needed another day to arrange for the hotel suite where we’d be staying. Yesterday it was to wait until today, for Dr. Rao to remove the staples from my leg.
“Will you please tell her there’s no reason to stay another night?” I look from Dr. Rao to Daunis to Jamie, who looks down and pinches the bridge of his nose.
“There is no medical reason to stay another night,” my doctor says with the bedside manner and patience of a woman used to overzealous parents, not twenty-something giants.
She and Daunis go over my treatment plan. I’ll have physical therapy three days a week. I’ve been using a walker all week and will continue to do so for at least two more weeks before switching to crutches.
“As I’ve said before, you’re in excellent health and a nonsmoker. That has me optimistic for your recovery on the earlier end of a three-to-six-month time frame,” Dr. Rao says. “Complying with your treatment plan, and not overdoing it, will be essential for your recovery. You need to refrain from putting full weight on the affected leg for six to eight weeks at a minimum.”
She hands me a prescription for Tylenol with codeine, which I’ve been taking all week.
“When should Lucy begin weaning herself off the painkillers?” Daunis asks.
I huff loudly. Sometimes Daunis is a bigger pain than my broken femur. I look to Jamie as if to silently ask if she’s always bossy like this.
Jamie gazes at Daunis, nodding along. He must like bossy.
Finally we leave the hospital. It’s a gloomy Friday afternoon, but I don’t care. I’m overjoyed to walk the six steps from the wheelchair to the SUV Jamie brings to the curb. Each breath of cold air feels invigorating.
Jamie rushes around, putting my walker in the back of the vehicle while Daunis helps me into the middle row.
“Onward to the hotel,” Jamie announces. Then he checks with Daunis. “Or lunch?”
I chime in before she has the chance.
“Can we get cheeseburgers and fries?” I name two fast-food places—one has decent burgers, and the other has seasoned curly fries. “Please?”
Daunis starts lecturing about a diet rich in vitamin D and calcium.
“Just this once,” I plead. “C’mon, Daunis.”
Jamie winks at me in the rearview mirror.
“C’mon, Daunis,” he echoes. “We’ll have cottage cheese and sardines for dinner.”
I pretend to retch at his vitamin D–inspired menu.
“I’m not sure I like this dynamic,” Daunis says in mock seriousness. She follows up with a wide grin.
I can already taste the curly fries.

We are staying at an apartment-like suite at the casino hotel. Technically, Daunis and I are staying there; Jamie is next door in a connecting room. The suite has two bedrooms, each with its own bathroom. I take the one with accessibility grab bars and an oversized shower that fits my walker. Daunis offers the use of her soaking tub once I get the okay from Dr. Rao.
“Home sweet home,” Daunis says. “It’s our newest new normal.”
“Huh?” I dither between being grateful for Daunis and being annoyed when she acts like she’s the boss of me.
She explains, “There’s normal life before the explosion. Then the hospital became a new normal. Now we are in our newest new normal.” She gives a tiny smile and an odd shrug that reaches only one shoulder. “Sometimes I like to think about an alternate universe where I’m still in the normal version.”
“Normal was life with my dad. Nothing’s been normal since then,” I say, maybe a bit harsher than I mean to. Be nice, I remind myself. “I can’t do normal; the best I can do is familiar. You and Jamie are my newest new familiar.”
She frowns. “I hope to be part of your normal, someday. If you’d like.”
Girl, I hope we’re both alive for that someday, I say in my head.
I haven’t forgotten the explosion that was meant for me. My plan is still to leave town as soon as my leg is healed enough for me to flee without a walker or crutches.



  


POST-BLAST WEEK TWO
JANUARY 2009
We aren’t bad roommates. I’ve lived in a group home; I know bad roommates. We’ve been living at the hotel for one week and have settled into a routine.
Jamie enjoys cooking. My favorite meal is his homemade manicotti stuffed with ricotta and a plant-based, perfectly seasoned Italian sausage. He even plates our food as if he were on Iron Chef, with a sprig of parsley, or a practically transparent lengthwise slice of cucumber tied in a pretty bow.
Daunis does all the shopping. She bought a magnetic notepad with a tethered pen for the fridge. She draws two vertical lines to divide each sheet into three sections with our names in block lettering at the top. We write down whatever we want; Daunis makes every effort to buy it.
I fill in the same thing each time she starts a fresh list:
LUCY wants …
1. To run fast and far away.
Daunis adds a smiley face as if I’m joking. At least Jamie is supportive. He always writes Someday! next to my entry.
Jamie is very keen on someday.
She posts a list on the fridge of foods rich in vitamin D and calcium: milk, yogurt, cottage cheese, salmon, egg yolks, canned tuna, cooked spinach, and dried figs. It’s not my first time with dietary lists.
As for my labor contribution, I do kitchen cleanup—which I’ve done in every foster placement. Holding on to the walker with one hand and balancing my dishes in the other, I clear my spot at the dining table. Daunis and Jamie put their dishes in the sink. Then I load the dishwasher and hand-wash the glassware.
At first Daunis hovered next to me until I reminded her that I was just following Dr. Rao’s instructions. Leg movement is essential for healing. I also keep my bedroom tidy, but with the door closed so she can’t see or hear me ditch the walker and hop to where I want to go.
Daunis arranges for the hotel housekeepers to come twice a week to vacuum, clean bathrooms, and change the bedding. She tips generously each time. Daunis has a way of speaking to the housekeepers that’s friendly but not chummy. She’s used to interacting with hired help. Generational wealth. She grew up watching her mother, most likely, instruct a household staff in that pleasant yet impersonal way.
I don’t know what my hospital bills totaled. Daunis simply said it was taken care of. The two-bedroom suite must cost a lot, but Daunis has a friend who’s a member of the local tribe, and they worked out a long-term rental arrangement.
She surprises me with a laptop. I would’ve had to exist on beans and rice and diner scraps for six months to save enough for a Samsung notebook.
I am fascinated by Daunis Fontaine, the loyal best friend of my half sister.
She is constantly on her cell phone. I’m glad she goes to the hotel lobby for her evening calls with her boyfriend, TJ Kewadin. It would be cruel to make Jamie overhear those conversations. She’s considerate about going to her bedroom and closing the door for the dozens of other calls every day, but since our rooms share a wall, I still can hear her half of the conversation. I learn a lot.
Daunis speaks to her mother in a way that’s warm and kind. Completely different from the perfunctory interactions I’ve had with any of the women trying to step into the role.
She’s also close to an aunt named Teddie, but they sound more like sisters who fight and make up quickly. Teddie is mom to the twins: Perry and Pauline. Daunis watches Hannah Montana with Pauline on the phone. Perry is a boy, I think. They talk about ice fishing, hunting rabbits, and Sugar Bush, which is when the whole family taps maple trees and boils the sap to make syrup. Daunis speaks in Anishinaabemowin with the twins for parts of their phone calls. She seems more like an aunt than a cousin.
The other person she checks in with every day is Seeney Nimkee. At first I thought Seeney was another aunt. As I overheard more conversations, though, I figured out that Seeney is something of a boss and a mentor to Daunis. They talk a lot about medicine and Ojibwe culture. Daunis listens more than she talks with Seeney. When she does speak, it’s frequently in Anishinaabemowin, like with the twins.
Daunis knows I don’t want to hear about my birth mother or the family. She leaves the suite for those calls, like with her evening calls with TJ. She is more likely to slip when talking with Jamie.
One time she was telling me something funny about the twins—who, it turns out, are both girls—and she mentioned friends of theirs. Lucas and Lola went with them to Great Wolf Lodge in Traverse City last year when the girls turned ten.
“Are they twins too?” I ask.
Daunis’s face drains of what little color it has. She looks to Jamie for rescue, but he’s suddenly occupied with drinking the glass of water he’s been ignoring all evening.
After way too long of a pause, she responds.
“Lucas and Lola are your brother and sister.”
I keep my face blank and emotionless as I reach for the novel I recently started. I pretend to read until she finds a reason to retreat to her bedroom. Jamie thankfully stays out of it, but I see his concerned puppy-dog eyes stare at her closed door.

Daunis runs every morning at the student athletic center on the CMU campus. Judging by the way Jamie gazes as she bounds past in her leggings and sweatshirt, he wants to join her. They must have made a pact to tag-team their care of me.
I accepted my dad’s overprotectiveness because I knew nothing else. Living on my own for the six months before the explosion, I relished walking wherever and whenever I wanted to go. No foster parent to appease. No social worker check-ins.
I wonder how my dad might have handled any rebellion on my part, had he lived longer. Would he have been shocked? Disappointed?
I wish my dad could’ve adapted to a new normal with me.
Jamie makes breakfast every morning while Daunis is running. She eats lightly, just unsweetened yogurt and fresh fruit after her post-run shower. Which means Jamie is basically my private breakfast chef. I drink tea and eat toast to go with my morning pain meds while I watch him cook. He makes egg-yolk omelets stuffed with mushrooms and cheese. I was never a fan of leafy greens, but Jamie chops broccoli, kale, and spinach that he cooks with Italian seasoning and a hard cheese called Asiago that tastes good but is kind of stinky.
“Who taught you to cook?” I ask one morning.
Jamie chuckles to himself. “I was on assignment, and my senior agent liked cooking. Posing as nephew and uncle meant that we lived together 24/7. There were times I hated him and his supervision.” Again he laughs softly. “But, damn, Uncle Ron could cook. We stayed in a two-bedroom apartment, shared the chores. So I had to get my act together in the kitchen. Can’t break up a drug ring on pizza bagels and instant ramen. ‘Processed foods make you weak,’ he said. I learned a lot from Ron Cornell.”
After Jamie and I finish eating, I clear the table and load the dishwasher. He always tries to help, but I make him sit at the bar that separates the kitchen counter from the dining room. We never run out of things to talk about. I haven’t felt this easy since Miss Lonnie’s. Jamie would have been a great foster brother.
It doesn’t take much to get him to talk about Daunis. Evidently, she was this incredible hockey player in Sault Ste. Marie. A hockey goddess, he says. She played on the boys’ varsity team in high school. If it weren’t for a shoulder injury, she would’ve been on the U.S. Olympic team in Torino or next year’s games in Vancouver. Oh, and of course she is brilliant. Studied ethnobotany in Hawaii. Miss Daunis Fontaine, who had been her high school class valedictorian, graduated with her bachelor’s degree in December—a semester early.
Big brother Jamie has still got it bad for her.
Daunis returns from her morning run dripping in sweat. I can smell her armpits. It’s natural, but still kind of gross. Jamie closes his eyes when she walks by, like he’d want a fifty-cup devotional stand of Daunis-scented votive candles.
“I don’t believe in love at first sight,” I tell him one morning while Daunis is showering. It’s an offhand comment while I load the dishwasher.
“Oh, Lucy.” He sighs. “I hope you experience the thunderbolt someday.”
I change the subject. “She’s really into that guy back home. TJ.”
Jamie stares at Daunis’s bedroom door.
“TJ Kewadin. He was her first boyfriend when they were in high school. He’s a LEO—I mean, law-enforcement officer—on their rez.” His face sours. “He’s a good guy, I guess. We were probably at the Indian Police Academy around the same time.”
Daunis’s boyfriend being a cop makes me Team Jamie times infinity. Even if Jamie was a fed, he got out. Knew he’d never make the changes he really wanted, because what can one cop do once the arrests are made, the court case is over? He’s doing the real work.
“I don’t know him, but I think she’s an idiot.” He brightens at my assessment. “I mean, you can make pasta from scratch. And your crab-and-cheddar quiche should be on a menu somewhere. Seriously! We should’ve served it at the diner.”
Jamie throws his head back for a deep belly laugh.
Daunis Fontaine is, indeed, an idiot.
“So, you and Daunis were a thing?” I feel guilty about his pained expression.
“A long time ago,” he says too quickly. “Life goes on.”
He doesn’t know I overheard his sexy growl about their someday.
I like Jamie. He seems like what a big brother is supposed to be. We’ve both gone through experiences where home was not safe. I don’t know how to explain it, but he’s a fighter. Daunis is tough; I’d never deny that. But she’s always had a cushion of … wealth, power, and a stable home. She belongs in any space she enters.
“Can I ask why you do this type of work?” I ask one morning over a veggie frittata. “I mean, Daunis is here because I’m the half sister of her dead best friend, Lily.”
He blanches at the word dead, but I continue. “And what does the bah mean when she calls her Lily-bah?”
“It’s a suffix added to a person’s name after they pass away.” He speaks softly. “It means they aren’t in this world anymore. They are something beyond who they were here.”
I follow up with another question before he can change the topic.
“Lily-bah was special to you?” I use the suffix and make my voice as reverent as his was.
“Yes. She wasn’t just Daunis’s best friend. Lily was special. I only met her a few times, but she was such a character—funny and full of life. She’d been through rough times, but she was a survivor—” His voice cracks. “I wanted to get help for her boyfriend. Get him clean and help him cooperate with the FBI. I tried to reach Travis that night, before he shot her. I was too late—” He coughs to clear his throat. “She died instantly, Lucy. She didn’t suffer. It was over before she knew what was happening.”
I feel super guilty now for making him relive those horrible moments. I decide to take up what’s left of breakfast. I don’t want to put our conversation on hold, so I quickly load the plates and silverware into the dishwasher. I try to ignore an unexpected tightness in my own chest and at the base of my throat as I join Jamie, who’s moved to the sofa. He turns the television on but mutes the volume.
“You said Lily-bah went through rough times. Like foster care?”
“She was raised by her great-grandmother, Granny June.” Jamie smiles. A beat later he adds, “Wait, Lucy, Granny June is your great-grandmother too. She’s something else. I just know she would love to meet you. To know you.” He beams.
“Maybe,” I lie. “There’s a lot to get through before that.”
I don’t ever want to meet my birth mother’s family.
“But back to why you started your company, Raven Air. What made you want to help foster kids? Native foster kids,” I clarify.
“Well, I grew up in foster care,” Jamie says. “My mother struggled with addiction. I was five when I got taken away.”
He’s repositioning the remote control now. There’s a morning news show on TV. Neither of us is watching, but it’s something to look at when one of us needs a convenient distraction. I stare at the screen alongside Jamie until he’s ready to talk again.
He waits for a commercial break that neither of us needs.
“My mom knew she was Native but didn’t know what tribe her dad was from. I always thought she was Cherokee because I was born in Oklahoma City, but I learned there are almost forty different tribes in the state. Plus, Natives from reservations all over the country relocated to the bigger cities for federal jobs programs.” He looks embarrassed suddenly. “Not to bore you with my history.”
“I asked,” I remind him. “I’m interested, for real.” When I smile, I must remind him of Lily-bah, because his eyes tear up. I nod for him to continue.
“Okay, well. So many Native kids were taken from their families—stolen, really, for all kinds of reasons—that Congress passed a law in 1978 called the Indian Child Welfare Act, which recognized that tribes had a right to their children because they represented the future survival of the tribe. State workers needed cultural training because they were using middle-class standards that included poverty as a reason for taking kids, all while knowing poverty was endemic on reservations.”
“What does that mean?” I ask. “Endemic.”
“Okay, so tribes were forced onto reservations. Literally. At gunpoint, for some. They had to get permission to leave the reservation. Some Indian Affairs superintendent had to approve it.” Jamie shakes his head in incredulity. “Then white middle-class social workers came around and said, ‘Oh, you don’t have running water. That’s neglect. You’re poor. That’s neglect.’” He gestures dramatically. “But the families were enduring the conditions imposed upon them. Endemic means happening regularly, so prevalent that it’s commonplace.”
In addition to helping former foster children reconnect with their Native families, he explains, his company provides training and technical assistance to state agencies about the Indian Child Welfare Act. He pronounces the acronym ICWA as a single word: ICK-wuh.
“You train social workers about ICWA?” My heart races. I turn to look out the window so Jamie won’t see the color leave my face.
“Yes, Lucy. Along with a team of consultants, we train social workers, judges, and attorneys. The company’s really growing.” His face lights up. “We’ve got a pilot project next fall with one university—guest lecturing in social-work courses and offering internships for research assistants. We have two full-time project managers and a part-time office manager named Hazel who keeps us sane.”
Jamie hands me a sheet of paper. I must have been lost in my thoughts because I didn’t notice him leave to retrieve whatever it is.
He retreats to his room and closes the door, which, ordinarily, is left open during the day.
There are three photographs with text wrapping. The first shows a Native woman holding a smiling baby in tiny pink high-top sneakers. The second shows the baby, now a girl of about eight years old, wearing colorful purple regalia and holding a basket shaped like a strawberry. The last picture shows a Native family—all smiles—posing in front of a judge. The mom and two daughters wear matching blue skirts adorned with ribbons along the bottom. The title on the page is unusual: Gimiwan. It’s the name of the girl in the pictures.
Woke up to the sound of Gimiwan this morning. I’ve played many roles to her—auntie, cousin, teacher. She was born my cousin, but through ceremony and ICWA she is my daughter.
I was into my master’s degree full time, raising two boys and maintaining a full-time career. I felt like I couldn’t take on an eight-month-old. Later that day I got asked if I would come try to help comfort her. I walked in … she was so chunky and brown. She was crying the biggest tears. They handed her to me, and I said, “Aaniin, kwezans. I’m your cousin. I’m sorry you’re so sad.” She immediately stopped crying and looked at me. Her big brown baby eyes gazed into mine and she was calm.
That’s when and how Gimi got her little hooks into my mama heart and never let go.
Gimiwan is living proof of why ICWA matters.
Our beautiful little daanseh is … being raised with love by her family on her ancestral homelands. Attending tribal school. Dancing our dances. Singing our songs. Praying with our medicines. Learning in our lodges. Speaking our language.
Miigwech to EVERY person that helped us get to this day: ACFS, Tribal Court, guardian ad litem, our families, and our tribal community.
—The Isaac Family
I retreat to my room and shut the door. There’s a clock radio on the nightstand. I find a local station and saturate the room with sound. I lie down, turn to my side, and stare at the colorful, smiling girl on the paper. Gimiwan. I wonder what her name translates to in English.
I wish Jamie had trained my social worker. Then she wouldn’t have done what she did. Maybe things could’ve been different.



  


WHEN I WAS FOURTEEN
DECEMBER 2004
I ran from the storage unit to the last place where I had felt safe. The police found me at St. Francis Xavier. I was shivering in a corner of the front entrance of my old school, protected from the wind and sitting on my backpack as a barrier to the concrete. They took me to the emergency room, where I was checked for hypothermia. Instead of Bridget, a social worker named Mrs. Clark showed up for what she called an intake interview.
“I think my birth mother is Native American,” I volunteered, remembering Bridget’s words and all the times Native Americans had asked where I was from and who my people were.
“I wouldn’t mention it, Lucy,” she said, not looking up from her paperwork. “It complicates everything. Just say you’re Mexican.”
That was it. Don’t mention it. Be Mexican.
It wasn’t until later that I thought, Who does it complicate things for?
I was arrested and charged with arson. Due to the extensive damage to multiple storage units, I was adjudicated on felony charges.
But the case went nowhere. Bridget convinced the other storage-unit renters to settle the case out of court. I assumed that she used money meant for raising me to pay off the settlements.
Bridget requested to terminate the adoption. I didn’t know it was possible to undo an adoption. It was called a “failed adoption.” I was to become a ward of the state. Bridget’s attorney worked out an arrangement with the state family court to pay toward partial reimbursement for my care.
I never saw her again.

By the end of December 2004, I was placed in the foster home of Miss Lonnie Lawton. She lived on Beaver Island in the middle of Lake Michigan. About six hundred people lived year-round on the remote island, which took a two-hour ferry ride to reach. Miss Lonnie went a step further; her stone cabin was located as far away as possible from the main settlement. A man arrived by snowmobile twice a week to check on us.
Miss Lonnie was kind. She was a foster parent for girls who needed special care because she herself had also gone through tough times.
“Kids in foster care aren’t bad kids. Just good kids in bad situations,” she said.
Miss Lonnie believed in teaching young women survival skills like ice fishing, snaring rabbits, and differentiating the edible plants and mushrooms from the toxic ones. Being away from distractions and living a subsistence lifestyle would occupy our bodies and minds.
The north and west sides of her cabin were bermed into a mound that sheltered it from strong winds. Only the south and east sides had windows. She relied on energy from old windmills, new solar panels, a propane tank, and a backup generator for emergencies. We kept a cast-iron woodstove going around the clock, which meant constantly hauling and stacking wood that Miss Lonnie chopped and split.
Sometimes Miss Lonnie would talk about fire in a way that made me wonder if being placed with her wasn’t random at all.
“Fire speaks to something chaotic inside us. It has the power to destroy, but if we respect and recognize the ways it keeps us warm and safe, we can coexist with the fire.”
More than once, Miss Lonnie described herself as a child of ash and air. “I survived the flames and crawled from the ashes to breathe fresh air.”
Her thoughts about fire took me back to the night I’d lit the fuse at the storage unit. How angry I’d felt in that moment. My fury had built up. I wouldn’t have cared if the entire world had caught fire. I wasn’t the ashes. In the instant the lit fuse reached it, I was the firework.
I didn’t want to talk about that night with Miss Lonnie or my foster sister.

For the first time in my life, I had a sibling—a foster sister.
The Beaver Island public library had a selection of old movies we could check out and watch on Miss Lonnie’s VHS player. My heart leaped when I found The Trouble with Angels. After we watched it, my foster sibling started calling me Mary Clancy and then just Clancy. She let me call her Devery, the last name of Mary Clancy’s best friend, Rachel Devery.
Devery had bright red hair like Pippi Longstocking from the books I’d read as a child. She had just turned seventeen when I arrived but, short and petite, looked much younger. Her husky voice was the biggest thing about her. We whispered confidences and giggled quietly, pausing to listen for Miss Lonnie’s snoring from her bedroom next to ours.
Devery had been in foster care since she was six. Miss Lonnie’s was her ninth placement. She said foster care could be fun. Some group homes had boys and girls together; those were the best. The worst were juvenile detention facilities, where staff could do anything to you, and no one dared report it. Miss Lonnie’s was just okay, according to my foster sister.
“She’s a nice lady, but living like pioneers is whack-a-doodle.”
As tiny as she was, Devery ate more than I did. She had an odd habit of sneaking food and squirreling it away in an old fruitcake tin. Sugar cubes, peanuts, hard bits of cheese. When I asked why, she said in case the food ran out.
“But Miss Lonnie always has something,” I assured her.
“Good. Then I better never catch you raiding my stuff.”
Just once, she let me take something from her cache. I surprised her by selecting a cigarette. She followed me outside, where I crumbled the tobacco and set it next to the cabin.
I explained that I’d made an offering, giving thanks for our safe shelter.
“Are you Native American Indian?” Devery asked.
I shrugged. “Misho Abe taught me about semaa. That’s what he called tobacco. He said it was Odawa medicine for giving thanks.”
“Why give thanks for this heap of rocks and dirt?”
“It’s giving us shelter and keeping us safe. The least we can do is say miigwech. That means ‘thank you.’ Misho Abe said it balances things out. Give and take.”
“Good and bad. Happy and sad,” she added.
“I don’t know about that,” I said. “He called it reciprocal.”
“Well, I like it. Good balances evil. Summer balances winter,” Devery proclaimed.
That evening, after Miss Lonnie began snoring, Devery gave herself a homemade tattoo. We sat next to each other on the braided rag rug between our twin beds. I held my breath watching her sterilize a sewing needle over an emergency candle before dipping the point into a thimble of blue ballpoint ink and poking the skin along her inner bicep. She repeated the process until there was a wavy line topped by four dots.
“What is it?” I finally had to ask.
“It’s balance, duh. See, that half is a smile, and the other half is a frown.”
She demonstrated both. Smile. Frown. Smile. Frown.
I laughed into my pillow. Devery was so silly sometimes. I’d never met anyone like her. The next time I made an offering of semaa, I’d give thanks for Devery.

Miss Lonnie’s was full of new experiences. Neither Devery nor I had ever eaten bread we made ourselves, or stew with carrots, potatoes, and rutabaga from our own hoop-house garden. Or butchered a rabbit. Or heard gunshot-sounding frost cracks from trees in late winter.
We had never been homeschooled before, either. Miss Lonnie’s cabin was too remote for daily trips to the island school. Weather permitting, she took us to the island library once every other week for an afternoon of internet to turn in assignments, email our social worker, and, for me, to check out as many books as I wanted.
Sometimes it was too much for Devery. All the manual labor was going to turn her into a muscle-bound linebacker, she complained. She craved Chinese takeout, sour Skittles, her cell phone, and people. Devery missed being part of a crowd. She wanted to watch real television: America’s Next Top Model, The Bachelorette, and One Tree Hill.
I thrived at Miss Lonnie’s. I didn’t miss people, just my dad. I liked eating a huge breakfast before morning chores and school lessons. My stomach issues became nonexistent, probably because I wasn’t eating processed food every day. Hard work made me feel strong. I liked my new muscles. Even more, I craved the peacefulness that came with focusing on physical tasks. At the end of each day, I’d take a quick shower before dinner. After washing the dinner dishes, my body would slow down. Then I’d read until my mind was exhausted as well. Sleep didn’t come as readily to Devery as it did for me. She was fond of taking twenty-minute catnaps throughout the day. I warned her against borrowing sleep like sneaking quarters from a piggy bank and then wondering why she was always broke.
One night, when Devery whispered her lengthy list of complaints about her current placement, I challenged her to identify something positive about living at Miss Lonnie’s.
She surprised me with a quick reply.
“We don’t have to worry about the scary stuff here.”
“The scary stuff?” I asked, because we did have to look out for black bears.
“I’m gonna start calling you Sister Clancy because you are such a nun,” Devery said. “The scary stuff is having a foster dad try to mess with you. Like, find reasons to be alone with you. Pretend he didn’t know you were changing clothes. Sneak into your room at night.”
“That happens?” I couldn’t imagine any adult doing that to a child. It made me even more grateful to be at Miss Lonnie’s.
Devery mentioned other kids she knew from foster care. Some were cool. Others were assholes, bitches, or horndogs. Sometimes I wondered if her stories were true or if she embellished for shock value.
“Oh, Clancy, the look on your face,” she’d say.
The only time I stunned Devery was when she asked if I missed my friends.
“I didn’t have any,” I said.
By then I had realized it wasn’t just because I was shy and a year younger than my classmates. My dad had been completely devoted to me. He’d focused his efforts on raising me to be a good person, intelligent, and with a strong sense of right and wrong. He was my entire world; I didn’t need anyone else.
I explained all of this to Devery.
“And you swear he wasn’t messing with you?” She sounded dubious.
“He never did anything like that,” I insisted. “He didn’t sin.”
Except lie.

For as long as I’d been Devery’s foster sister, she’d talked about escaping from Beaver Island. She would age out of foster care at the end of the year, but wanted to leave Beaver Island sooner, on her own terms. Once the summer tourists arrived, she’d befriend someone—anyone—with a boat. They might take her to Petoskey or Manistique. Maybe even cross Lake Michigan to Wisconsin. She didn’t think anyone would bother looking for a seventeen-year-old ward of the state who was a few months shy of turning eighteen.
“You gotta have an escape plan, Clancy. Even when everything seems good,” she said.
As spring gave way to summer, Devery’s plans expanded to include me. “We” could ditch Miss Lonnie at the library. We could be “true sisters” looking out for each other.
“We could hunt Bridget down,” she offered as incentive for me to come with her.
I had already searched for Bridget using the computers at the library. With the weather getting better, Miss Lonnie brought us every week. She sat in a corner reading the latest magazines or, occasionally, had a friend visit with her.
My ex-step-adoptive mother had disappeared. I couldn’t find any mention of Bridget Mapother Smith, not even on the St. Francis Xavier website. I assumed she was still making monthly payments to the court because my social worker never mentioned anything during our monthly check-in.
“Once we find her, we’ll make her pay for what she did to you.”
Devery seemed very sure of herself on this matter.
Searching online for Bridget was one thing. Exacting revenge was a different matter entirely. My only plan was to find out where she was in the world so I could avoid her. I never wanted to see her again.
Plus, I wasn’t too sure that “we” could survive on the streets. Most likely, I’d end up in another placement while Devery aged out. Her stories about her previous placements scared me. Since home was no longer an option, Miss Lonnie’s seemed like a good home.
To console Devery when I turned down her offer to escape together, I let her give us matching tattoos, as long as mine was small enough for my watch to cover it. The letters C and D smushed together looked like a sideways oval with a line down the middle.
I felt safe at Miss Lonnie’s, where my bed had a hand-stitched patchwork cover for the plump, down-filled duvet that kept me toasty. I loved sitting by the woodstove and reading each evening. Her home library introduced me to Zora Neale Hurston, Harriet E. Wilson, Natsume Sōseki, and Isabel Allende. Miss Lonnie worked on puzzles at her special puzzle table. Every morning when I’d greet her at the breakfast table, her face was always washed, silver hair braided down her back. Sometimes, she would ask questions about a book she noticed missing from the shelf. But most days it was taking in the weather, discussing the division of chores. I liked the routine of knowing what the day had in store for me.
Living with Miss Lonnie until I turned eighteen was fine by me. I could see myself staying on Beaver Island even longer than that. I suspected Devery liked the island more than she let on. She kept delaying her escape. First, she wanted to stick around for my fifteenth birthday. And then for the different festivals that filled the rest of the summer because, according to Devery, it was the only time the island was fun.
As summer turned to fall, I stopped asking Devery about her escape plan. Instead I prayed each night for my foster sister to stay. God hadn’t listened to my prayers about keeping my dad healthy. Maybe he’d listen this time.
Instead, the cabin was destroyed in an early morning fire on Thanksgiving. We all survived, but Devery needed medical care for smoke inhalation. She had gone back inside to retrieve my backpack where I kept my birthday books. She saved eleven books. I had been rereading the novel my dad had given me for my thirteenth birthday. To Kill a Mockingbird was lost to the fire.
The foster-care system didn’t recognize foster-sibling bonds to be a thing. Devery and I were separated and sent to different homes.



  


POST-BLAST WEEK THREE
JANUARY 2009
It’s January 26. My dad would be thirty-nine today. I add carrot-cake mix to the shopping list.
Daunis looks over the list while I sit on the sofa and use Google Earth. Using the satellite-view option, I view Misho Abe’s house in Charlevoix.
“Earth to Lucy,” Daunis says with a gentle laugh. “I said, ‘Did you forget to add cream-cheese frosting to the list?’”
“My dad liked carrot cake without the frosting,” I say, resuming my vigil.
“Mine liked carrot cake too, but with globs of cream cheese frosting. He died when I was seven. How old were you?”
I’m taken aback. People usually avoid the dead-dad topic.
Staring at her, I respond with “Thirteen and a half.”
Daunis sighs wistfully and walks to the accent chair across from me.
“I was playing on hockey leagues by thirteen. Wish he could’ve watched me.” Then, as if mentioning the weather, “How old was your dad when he passed away?” After a beat, she adds, “If you don’t mind talking about him.”
“He was thirty-three,” I say, barely above a whisper. “Why do you ask?”
“My dad was twenty-six. I’m twenty-three,” Daunis shares. “They say children who lose a parent have grief milestones. Like, when you reach the age that your parent was when they died.” She smiles sheepishly. “Just wondering. Maybe I’m preparing for that milestone. It’s not something I can talk about with just anyone.”
Besides Abe Charlevoix, I spoke about my dad with only one other person. Devery tried to get me to open up about him. I told her about Bridget instead.
Can I trust Daunis? My half sister Lily did. Jamie does.
“My dad played baseball his first two years at CMU,” I say.
“Really? He went here? That’s great.” Her face brightens. “Hey, we should go to one of their home games this spring.”
I stare at her. How long does she think I’m going to stick around?
She continues. “My boyfriend, TJ, went to Central too. He played football for two years.”
“Jamie said he’s a tribal cop on your reservation.” It definitely sounds like an accusation.
“He did?” Her voice rises. “I mean, um … yeah. TJ’s been one for almost six years now.”
“He said they were probably at the Indian Police Academy around the same time.”
Daunis looks equal parts surprised and confused.
“They’re around the same age…” Her voice trails off.
“TJ never told you?” I don’t want to stir up trouble, but I am Team Jamie.
“It must not have occurred to him, or else he would have said something.” Daunis speaks with conviction. “TJ doesn’t lie to me.”
I laugh before seeing the seriousness of her expression.
“I used to think all guys lied,” she says softly. “TJ and I dated for a month in high school. Then he ditched me without a word—”
“And you’re back with him?” Now I’m dazed and confused. I thought Daunis was a strong person. Not just physically, but her character.
“Lucy, it’s not like that,” she says. “He broke up with me because my brother threatened to hurt him. TJ knew Levi had it in him to do something like that. I didn’t know that side of my brother then.” Daunis wipes a tear away. “A lot has happened over the past eight years. TJ went to Central until he turned twenty-one and could become a Tribal Police officer. He came back home because he knew Levi and his friends were bad news. TJ was looking out for me even when there wasn’t anything romantic between us.”
“So, when did you switch from Team Jamie to Team TJ?”
Daunis rises and begins pacing from the living room to the entry door.
“I went to college in Hawaii but came home every summer to apprentice with a traditional-medicine practitioner, a medicine woman. One summer I helped Tribal Police with an investigation. TJ and I became friends. He was dating someone, so that was the extent of it.” She pauses next to a barstool. “Last December … well, a year before this past one, TJ’s grandfather got sick. My family usually came to Hawaii every Christmas, but I went home instead. I spent time with Misho Jonsy before he passed. I helped the family any way I could. Helping elders cook for the firekeepers and the funeral meal. Running errands for them. Hauling firewood for the firekeepers—”
“What are firekeepers?” I’m curious enough to interrupt.
She plants herself on the barstool. I use the pause to hop to the accent chair. Dr. Rao said to change my position frequently to help with blood flow to my leg and foot. I ignore Daunis’s frown; she doesn’t think it’s a good idea to hop on my one good leg instead of using my walker, even though it’s faster.
“Firekeepers are men who strike the fire at ceremonies. They’re taught to use flint and steel or wood. They keep the fire going the entire time. We have a four-day period after someone passes away when their spirit travels to the next world. Firekeepers tend the fire for four nights and four days during Aanjikiing—that’s what the crossing-over journey is called. Takes lots of firewood to keep it going that long.” She smiles. “TJ was single then. We texted when I went back to school. Just friendly texts checking in with each other.” She blushes. “He invited himself to Oahu for spring break and something shifted between us.”
I wonder if Abe Charlevoix knows about Aanjikiing and firekeeping. It would be something to ask if I ever saw him again … not that I will. The ones coming for me thought nothing of hurting Nancy. What if I visit Misho Abe in Charlevoix and they follow me there?
How long before they find me at the casino hotel?
I change the subject. “What does TJ stand for?”
She laughs. “Toivo Jon. Toivo is a Finlander name. His dad is Finnish and Ojibwe. We call them Findians. Officially, TJ is Toivo Jon Kewadin the Third.”
“That’s a big name,” I say. “So if you marry TJ and have a baby boy, you’d have to name him Toivo Jon Kewadin the Fourth?”
Her cheeks go bright red against her ivory skin.
“Yeah. But TJ came up with a nickname. Teevo.”
“Like, Steve-O, the guy from Jackass?”
Daunis bursts out laughing. “More like, ‘It’s not TV, it’s TiVo.’ But I’ll tell TJ about the Steve-O thing.” Grinning, she shakes her head. “Poor future baby.”
Her expression changes. She looks toward the window, at the snowflakes floating as dreamily as carefree feathers. Soft like her voice now becomes.
“That will be another grief milestone. Having a baby who won’t know their grandparent in this newer new normal.”
I rise suddenly. Even my healthy leg quakes as I reach for the walker. I refuse to grief-bond with Daunis. She can sit in sadness all by her own damn self.

The next day, Daunis is back at it. Sharing stuff about herself in an attempt to bond with me. She talks about playing hockey.
“Jamie said you were good enough to be on the Olympic team,” I say.
“Oh, did he…” She grins before smoothing her face of emotion. “Who knows? An alternate universe. Just not this one.”
When she shrugs, only one shoulder moves. Jamie mentioned a career-ending shoulder injury. Her one-shouldered shrug makes sense.
“Did you play any sports, Lucy?”
“I was on the track team, but not for long.”
“Why not?” she asks.
I deflect with, “Did your dad play hockey too?”
She nods. “He was what people called a hockey god,” she boasts. “Levi Firekeeper was the pride of Ziisabaaka Minising. That’s what we call Sugar Island in Anishinaabemowin.” She repeats it: Zee-suh-BAH-kuh MIN-ih-sing. “He was supposed to get drafted into the NHL.” When Daunis meets my eyes, hers are filled with tears she doesn’t bother wiping away. “He was in a car accident with my mom the night she told him she was pregnant with me. He broke both legs and didn’t get the appropriate medical attention, so he never fully healed.”
After a lengthy pause, she gives a wry smile.
“That’s why I get after you, Miss Hippity-Hoppity.”
No wonder her face scrunches disapprovingly when I don’t use my walker.
I decide to open up a little.
“I moved here seven months ago because I wanted to be somewhere that would’ve been familiar to my dad. He stopped playing baseball after his sophomore year. I was born that summer. Hard to play outfield when you’re a single dad trying to earn a degree.”
It’s the most I’ve ever revealed to Daunis.
“Maggie went to the tribal college near here.” Daunis gestures out the window as if it was next door. “She left Lily with relatives on Sugar Island. We were four. But Lily always said she remembered me, before we met officially in elementary school.” Daunis smiles and shakes her head. “I thought she was reaching because the only time our paths could’ve crossed was when my aunt Teddie brought me to Sugar Island.”
“So, your dad’s legs never healed properly. Is that what he died from? How did he cope with going from hero to zero?”
It feels like a cruel lob, but Daunis knows I don’t want to hear about my birth mother or the family.
She stares at me, her saucerlike eyes unblinking. Maybe, for the first time, Daunis Fontaine sees me as I truly am.
I am a ruthless survivor. I have done heartless things in the name of self-preservation. I will do whatever it takes to land on my feet—walker and all.

Daunis takes me to my Friday physical therapy appointment. Things have been stilted between us since she brought up Maggie. I thought getting her to shut up about my birth mother would be a relief. Instead I get a version of Daunis that is friendly but not chummy.
Today is my sixth appointment. I’ve been going three days a week for the two weeks since I left the hospital. The PT guy puts me through my exercises: straight leg raises, clamshells with resistance bands, leg extensions, and hamstring curls. Then I change into a swimsuit and go to the performance pool, where I swim against an adjustable current. It’s my favorite part of PT.
I feel more like myself in the pool. My body remembers freestyle, backstroke, and breaststroke. Since I’m swimming against an endless current instead of laps, I don’t need to count strokes for a flip turn. I can forget about everything and swim without stopping. Today I go until the PT guy turns off the current.
“You’ve been swimming for forty-five minutes. I’d let you keep at it, but there’s another client scheduled,” he says. “I made a note in your chart for your doctor about how strong a swimmer you are. Dr. Rao might want you to add the underwater treadmill to your physical therapy. It’s a way for you to start walking without the full-body-weight concerns.”
It’s the best news I hear all day.
I lift myself out of the pool and position the walker so I can stand up. After I towel off, I shuffle toward the changing room for a quick shower.
Daunis is waiting for me in the lobby. She reads or talks on the phone while I’m with my physical therapist. She sees me and smiles. It’s a polite one that doesn’t reach her eyes.
I didn’t realize how much I liked her full-strength smile.
The downside of not having had friends growing up is that I never really learned how to fight and make up. When Devery and I disagreed, I just gave in because of her temper.
I walk over to Daunis, mulling over how to make things right with her.
“Excuse me, Miss Smith?” The receptionist calls for me.
Daunis comes with me to the receptionist’s desk, probably to handle any questions about billing or scheduling.
“These are for you.” She motions to a floral bouquet in a glass vase on the counter.
I freeze. Every muscle in my body tenses. Breathing becomes difficult.
“How thoughtful,” Daunis comments. She sounds far away.
My gut churns. I feel as if I swallowed quick-setting concrete.
I reach for the small card in the clear plastic holder among the pink carnations. The message is written in block lettering.
LUCY
GLAD YOU’RE ON THE MEND.
WE WILL CROSS PATHS SOON. SLEEP WELL.

I “accidentally” drop the vase on the sidewalk outside the PT facility. Daunis gathers the pieces of glass and offers to buy a replacement vase. But I toss the flowers and card in the trash next to the smokers’ enclosure in the parking lot.
“Actually, I don’t like carnations,” I lie.
While I get myself into the front seat, Daunis puts my walker in the back of the SUV.
“I mean, it was nice of my coworker to get flowers for me,” I explain. “But something about the smell is sort of … repulsive.”
Daunis gapes at me. I know my excuse sounds stupid, but I couldn’t think of a better lie for leaving the flowers behind. What if there was a tracking device in the vase? A paranoid thought, for sure. But not completely irrational.
“I get it,” she says, finally starting the vehicle. “I’m that way about lavender.”
I decide to lay the foundation for canceling my appointment later today. It’s part of my need to be unpredictable and less trackable.
“I kind of feel a headache coming on. You think we could drive around a while?” I crack the window for a bit of fresh air.
Daunis drives through the university campus and a neighborhood of fancy houses near the river. We listen to a local radio station, but it’s quiet enough for conversation.
“Hey, why’d your friends have flowers delivered to PT instead of the hotel?” she asks.
I hum the chorus of the song on the radio and shrug like it’s no big deal.
“I called a few friends on the hotel phone, since my cell phone is in my backpack. Told them about PT.” I shrug again. “Wasn’t sure how long we’d be at the hotel. I mean, you’re paying for everything. We can go to a cheaper place, and…”
“Please don’t worry about it,” she assures me. “Lucy, I have the means.”
“How can you afford a week in the hospital? And the hotel? Even if your friend scored a deal, are you really going to pay rent for three or four months until I’m fully healed?”
My questions are genuine, not just a tactic to change the subject about the flowers. Or to distract Daunis while I check the side mirror for any cars that might be following us.
“The money’s not an issue,” she tells me. “My grandparents on my mom’s side were well off. I didn’t do anything to earn the trust fund they set up for me, but I can use it to help people.”
“Did they have a business or something?” I ask.
“My grandmother’s family were wealthy and owned a lot of land in Sault Ste. Marie. My grandpa Lorenzo owned a construction business and invested in real estate.”
Daunis slows as we approach the old Indian boarding school outside town.
“You know about this place, right?”
“My landlord was a history nerd,” I say. “After it was a boarding school, it was a state facility for developmentally disabled people. The local tribe wants to turn it into a museum or a memorial. Something like that.”
Daunis parks along the side of the road and keeps the engine, and heater, running. She retrieves a pouch of loose-leaf tobacco from the center console. After lowering the window, she does the same thing that Abe Charlevoix did—letting the tobacco flutter to the ground while whispering a prayer in Anishinaabemowin. I take in the scene of the run-down building and poorly kept lawn.
When she finishes, she turns to face me.
“I heard a teaching about wolf mothers. As long as her cubs are behind her, she will fight to the death before letting anyone take them. But if they aren’t behind her, and one is taken, she will surrender them.” She is silent for a few minutes before continuing.
“I know you don’t want to hear about your mother’s—”
“I don’t,” I cut in. My voice is frosty.
“Lucy, please. Just this once,” she says softly, waiting for my protest.
When I remain silent and stare at the brick buildings, she continues.
“Maggie’s mother and aunt went to this school right here. They were taken from your great-grandmother—Granny June—who is still alive and told me what happened to her daughters. When the white men came and rounded up the children, she didn’t have any choice. All she could do was pray that there were good people where they were going. They were taken as little girls. They tried running away, to get back home. That got them sent to a different boarding school even farther away. Their second school was operated by the Catholic church. The school kept them until they were young women. By then they’d had the Ojibwe beaten out of them. I don’t mean figuratively. Even after they were done with school, whenever they heard someone speak the language, they braced for an actual, physical beating. They were conditioned to expect punishment anytime they heard the language, any language but English.”
Daunis cries softly.
“Those stolen girls are dead now. One killed herself a few years after coming home. The other girl, your maternal grandmother, had Maggie. When you hear the words ‘historical trauma’ or ‘generational trauma,’ it’s because of places like this. And people in power today who still won’t acknowledge the things that happened there.
“Maggie was raised by a woman who experienced things you cannot imagine.”



  


POST-BLAST WEEK FOUR
FEBRUARY 2009
I no longer have scheduled appointments with Dr. Rao. When Daunis called to reschedule my appointment last Friday, she was on speakerphone. So I heard the receptionist offer to add me to their “last-minute” list. I shouted my agreement. It was the perfect way to have an unpredictable schedule and be less findable.
I don’t have to wait long for a last-minute appointment. The weekend snowstorm shows no sign of letting up. Snowplows clear the main roads in town, but not anything beyond that, according to Daunis, who returns from her morning workout with weather updates. Jamie goes to his room for his first Monday morning call with Hazel. And Dr. Rao’s office calls when I’m finishing the breakfast dishes. There’s an opening before lunch.
Jamie opens his door when he’s done with his phone calls. I don’t bother with the walker, choosing to hop across the living room and lean against the doorframe.
“Any updates on the investigation? It’s going on four weeks.” I add for emphasis, “I just want my backpack and cell phone.”
Jamie brushes invisible lint from his lap. I know a tell when I see one. Foster care honed my ability to spot liars and people hiding a secret. Jamie knows something about the investigation.
Does he know I was the target?
“Let me make some calls,” he says.
I remember what Daunis said about Jamie having a hard time delivering bad news.
“I want to know whatever you find out, Jamie. I swear I can handle it.”
“Of course,” he says.
I stare at him long enough for it to be awkward. Then Daunis emerges from her bedroom. She smells like shampoo and deodorant. Her long black hair has been blow-dried and falls around her shoulders like a cape. She sees me and her brow furrows.
“Where’s your walker?”
“Faster this way.” Hopping past her, I retrieve the clunky walker from my bedroom.
“It is faster,” Jamie says.
He’s trying to get on my good side so I won’t pester him about the investigation. I roll my eyes before getting my coat and snow boots.
Daunis isn’t ready to let it slide.
“Lucy, I go overboard with your recuperation because I want you to be okay.” She sounds worn out. “You could have died. We still don’t know what happened at the diner. Or why.”
When she reaches for her coat, I turn to stare down Jamie again. I don’t need to say anything. He knows there is a conversation to be had.

My X-rays look good. Dr. Rao also does an angiography, injecting something into my blood vessels to show any damage to my circulation. She asks about my pain levels.
“I stopped taking the Tylenol with codeine. I need the regular Tylenol only at night when my pain is at a four.”
Daunis digs in her bag for her index cards. She records every pill I’ve taken under her watch. One card per day, showing the time, the dosage, and my responses to her incessant questions about my pain level. She has other index cards listing the number of pills in every prescription and tally marks for each pill taken.
Dr. Rao reviews the cards before saying how fortunate I am to have a thorough caretaker.
Daunis gives a one-shouldered shrug like it’s no big deal.
“I wish every patient had someone like you,” Dr. Rao repeats. “Pain management is not an exact science. There are too many cautionary tales.”
“My friend Robin-bah,” Daunis begins. She clears her throat as if that will stop her eyes from leaking. “I had a friend whose addiction started with a prescription for opioids.”
It makes sense why she’s so hypervigilant about my medications.
“Thank you,” I tell Daunis. Then, because I know it will mean more to her, I say, “Miigwech.”
Something lightens my heart when she smiles through her tears.
I get approval to add a stationary bike and rowing machine to my physical therapy. But no elliptical trainer, because it’s too soon for full weight on my leg.
“Dr. Rao, could I do my physical therapy at the hotel gym and pool? With the weather and ice, I thought it might be better to stay put.”
Yesterday, I went with Jamie to the hotel gym. He mentioned the tribal casino and hotel having more surveillance cameras and security staff than any other hotel or business in town. I realized I was probably safer there than anywhere else.
“Certainly,” Dr. Rao replied. “It’s more important that you exercise regularly than where you do the strengthening.”
“I’m happy to schedule the therapist to come to the hotel,” Daunis offers.
Dr. Rao says that as long as I’m exercising daily with supervision, my physical therapist need only come once a week. It’s another bit of good news. Fewer opportunities for someone to follow the PT guy and find me.
She also recommends I begin using crutches. I have great upper-body strength and might find it easier to get around than using the walker.
“Dr. Rao,” Daunis begins. “Hopping on one foot instead of using proper support would be unwise, don’t you think?” She gives me a pointed look, like she’s determined to get the final word on the matter.
“Lucy, you need to use the crutches or the walker. You don’t want to risk a setback,” Dr. Rao admonishes me. I can feel Daunis shift at the validation. “I’ll see you again in four weeks, which takes us through February and into the first week of March. That will be seven to eight weeks post-surgery. If you continue to do well, we can consider a cane and putting full weight on your leg.”
It’s the best news I could’ve received this week.
Hibernate and heal. Once I can get around with a cane and put full weight on my leg, I can leave Michigan behind.

I wait until Daunis is on her nightly call with TJ to confront Jamie. He’s sitting on the sofa, watching TV. The Super Bowl was yesterday, and the evening news replays the game highlights.
“What do you know about the investigation that you’re not telling me?” I demand.
He instantly looks guilty.
I grit my teeth instead of reaching for a crutch to whack over his head.
He cracks wide open.
“It was a single pipe bomb with a simple timer. The blast originated in the kitchen on the other side of the bathroom wall.”
“That’s where the time clock and our lockers are … or where they used to be,” I say. “What else did the state police tell you?”
“They’re not talking to me,” Jamie admits. “I have a friend with the FBI who’s keeping tabs on the investigation.”
Neither of us says anything. The newscasters rave about Bruce Springsteen’s halftime show. Jamie flips through the channels until he comes across a hockey game. Detroit Red Wings.
I use my crutches to head into my bedroom. Just before I close the door, I ask whether Daunis knows about the bomb.
“No,” he says. “Do you want me to tell her?”
“No. But you’re bad at hiding things, so she probably already knows something’s up.”
There’s comfort in knowing why each person is sticking with me. At first I thought they were here because I wear a version of my sister Lily’s face. But now Daunis wants me to heal and not become a cautionary tale about opioid addiction. Jamie, an attorney who helps former foster kids, is doing for me what he was unable to do for my half sister.
The need to make amends for failing to save someone. I know it all too well.



  


WHEN I WAS FIFTEEN
2005
My second placement was with a family west of Mackinaw City, along Lake Michigan. The Sterlings lived in a modest two-story home with a view of the Mackinac Bridge beyond the ten-foot-tall wooden cross in the center of their backyard. The Sterlings were religious, but not Catholic. When I accompanied them to church, the younger Sterling sibling giggled when I said “amen” after “deliver us from evil” in the Lord’s Prayer. Everyone else continued with another sentence that I didn’t expect. Stacy’s mother elbowed her. The nine-year-old girl was immediately contrite.
After what Devery had said about some foster dads being perverts, I was on edge around Mr. Sterling. He was a quiet man who smoked a cigar and read the newspaper every night while Mrs. Sterling and Stacy watched television. When he did speak, the other family members listened reverently and followed his wishes without question. Even seventeen-year-old Steven replied, “Yes, sir” and “No, sir.”
When Mr. Sterling observed me staring glumly at my wristwatch, he asked if it was working.
“No, Mr. Sterling. It hasn’t worked right since I accidentally dropped it and cracked the glass cover.” My voice quivered. “It was my dad’s.”
“May I see it?” he asked gently.
I reluctantly handed it over, unsure what he could do.
“The glass cover is called the crystal. It must’ve been quite a drop.” He handed it back to me. “I know a little about watches, but I wouldn’t risk tinkering with something that important to you. Would you like to go to the local jeweler, Lucy?”
“Yes, Mr. Sterling. It’s just that … it might cost more than I can pay.”
Children in foster care received a small holiday allowance. I hadn’t spent much on Beaver Island. I was lucky to have any money since my backpack had been singed in the fire. It all would’ve burned if not for Devery.
“Let’s hear from the expert,” he said.
“Thank you, Mr. Sterling.”
I felt a glimmer of hope until his eyes landed on my wrist. The stick-and-poke tattoo looked exactly as sloppy as you’d expect from an amateur working by candlelight.
“Are you familiar with Leviticus?” he asked.
It was one of the books in the Old Testament. Some of its laws for living a moral life were harsh, like the penalty for blasphemy: death. Menstruation and childbirth were viewed as unclean and impure. Permanently marking your body was probably frowned upon.
I decided to plead ignorance. “No, sir.”
“We believe in providing a godly home for those we hope to show a better life. We ask that you behave as a role model for our daughter. Is this too much to ask?”
My dad had raised me to be a good person. I prayed. I gave thanks for my blessings. I asked for forgiveness when I sinned or caused harm. I knew right from wrong.
“No, Mr. Sterling. It’s not too much to ask,” I said solemnly.
“That’s good to hear, Lucy.” He smiled before adding, “How about Mrs. Sterling takes you to the jewelry store after school?”
I met Mrs. Sterling’s eyes. “Yes, please. Thank you, Mrs. Sterling.”
Mr. Sterling returned to the leather recliner and his cigar and newspaper. Mrs. Sterling and Stacy watched television. And I remained ramrod straight in my seat at the dining table.
My stomach clenched as a wave of nausea left me in a cold sweat. It felt as if I’d passed an initiation ritual to the Sterling home.
But just barely.

I’d been with the Sterlings for a month before noticing the extra attention that Steven, the other Sterling sibling, paid to me. Or, rather, to my chest. Steven was a high school senior, and I guessed he was also what Devery would’ve called a “horndog.”
I’d laughed when she’d first used the descriptor. She’d been so nonchalant about it. There were horndogs everywhere, according to Devery.
But the boys in high school who looked at my chest didn’t stare the way Steven Sterling did. They were curious and furtive. They’d at least feign embarrassment if I caught them in the act. Steven glared at my breasts as if their fullness made him angry.
Avoiding Steven was my first line of defense.
I paused before entering any space where he might be. Closing my eyes, I’d listen for clues to determine who was present. My ears became as finely tuned as antennae. I learned how each member of the Sterling family breathed and moved. Mrs. Sterling took measured ballerina steps when her husband was home; her stride was longer in his absence. Steven breathed deeply through his nose, as if always seething about something.
My sense of smell also improved when I closed my eyes. I detected Mr. Sterling’s leather-and-patchouli aftershave and his evening cigar even before he lit it. Stacy smelled of strawberry shampoo and crayons that lingered like nicotine on a smoker’s fingertips. Steven wore a body spray that did little to mask his odor of bleach and boiling cabbages.
Unfortunately, my second and third defense strategies relied upon others. A significant design flaw, I would come to learn. Plans that depended upon other people were unpredictable and inherently risky.

Stacy Sterling wasn’t someone I wanted to bond with. I missed Devery and Miss Lonnie. My plan was to keep to myself, be polite, and do well in school. I didn’t need another sister.
But Stacy reminded me of my younger self. She was a sweet, obedient kid. She idolized her dad and sought his approval above all others’. There was no mention of friends, from her or her family. The nine-year-old was content to be at home, living in a safe bubble.
Since the elementary and secondary schools were in different wings of the same building, Stacy and I would do homework in the school library while we waited for Steven to finish socializing with friends before he drove us home. The upper half of the library walls were plastered with inspirational posters: motivational quotes, generic anti-bullying banners, celebrities endorsing the power of reading. I didn’t pay much attention to any of them until one day when I happened to glance at Stacy across the table. Above her head, a poster of a sailboat on choppy waters read A SHIP IN A HARBOR IS SAFE, BUT THAT’S NOT WHAT SHIPS ARE BUILT FOR.
Stacy was as unprepared for a world beyond the harbor as I’d been. My dad had focused on keeping me safe. I was sheltered until he wasn’t around anymore. Then I was tossed into a hurricane in a tiny sailboat, without nautical skills or navigational tools.
That evening, after her television time with her mother, I retrieved one of my birthday books and knocked quietly on Stacy’s bedroom door. She startled like a hiccup. Her hazel green eyes widened before she broke into a smile.
“You don’t have to knock. Steven never does.”
“Well, he should. It’s your space.” Even Bridget had knocked, to let me know when our microwaved fettuccine Alfredo was ready. I motioned toward the purple beanbag chair. “May I sit there?”
Giggling, she launched off her bed to sit at my feet. I planned on lending her my copy of A Little Princess by Frances Hodgson Burnett. Her eager expression gave me another idea.
“Would you like me to read a story to you?” I hastily added, “It’s okay if you don’t want me to. Or if you’d rather I just leave the book with you.”
“Please read it!” She practically levitated with excitement.
I opened the well-worn hardcover and grazed my thumb over the title page. The copyright page was opposite and caught my eye.
“This is a story called A Little Princess, and it was published in 1905—”
Stacy interrupted. “A hundred years ago?”
“Yes, exactly,” I said.
A memory surfaced of my dad instructing me to raise my hand if I had a question so he could find a logical place to pause the story.
I told Stacy, “If you have a question, just blurt it out. Okay?”
When she nodded, her chin-length hair swished like yellow fringe.
With that, I began an evening routine. One chapter per night. Stacy didn’t interrupt often, but I would halt instantly and make sure she was satisfied before resuming the story. At the end of the chapter, I asked questions, like my dad had done. What did she think would happen next? How was she similar to Sara Crewe and how were they very different girls?
I also added a question of my own.
“Did Captain Crewe adequately prepare Sara to survive in the world without him?”

I couldn’t understand why Steven Sterling was popular at the small high school we attended. His sandy-blond hair was buzzed military-style in contrast to the shaggy hairstyles most guys favored. He dressed and acted like a politician, wearing a suit and tie to school each day and shaking hands with fellow students as if they were his constituents. Instead of a backpack, he carried a briefcase. His personality was like day-old oatmeal. His stench—bleach and cabbage soup—was worse after gym, which he had every other day.
Still, guys and girls flocked around him.
In January, I learned Steven Sterling was the town pharmacist. A girl in my junior class held out a research paper with Steven’s name on it. I hadn’t seen him do much, if any, schoolwork that entire semester. He didn’t strike me as particularly intelligent. Definitely not book smart.
“Chalk ain’t cheap,” she muttered, shaking the paper for me to take.
I had no clue what she meant but knew not to ask any dumb questions.
“You’re his foster sister, right? He needs this by seventh period.” She seemed anxious.
When I found myself in certain situations, I played a game: What Would Devery Say?
“Can’t. Leaving early to meet my public defender,” I said dismissively.
Mrs. Sterling was taking me to pick up my repaired watch from the jeweler and then to a social-worker appointment. I substituted the attorney for effect. Devery loved to exaggerate stories and then burst out laughing.
Oh, Clancy, if you could see your face!
Mrs. Clark always tried to get me to open up at our meetings. Her efforts were funny in an unintentional way. I was a socially awkward geek, and her use of teen jargon made even me cringe. But on that day, I mentioned how slang was different in my new school than back home in Harbor Springs and Petoskey. She took the bait, eager to prove her street credibility.
Chalk meant “meth.”

In February, Steven took advantage of a day when Stacy was home with the flu to drive the scenic route home from school. The heater was on full blast, filling the car with his peculiar body odor. He stopped at an old lighthouse outside town. I had a bad feeling, like when my stomach would hurt after eating a dinner that Bridget had microwaved.
“Why are you the only girl who ignores me?” he demanded to know.
Proving his point, I continued staring out the window.
Steven grabbed my neck to force me to look at him. His eyes narrowed as he reduced me to nothing but a pair of tits—his words. His other hand reached into my unzipped coat.
Devery said the only way to deal with a horndog was to kick or punch him in the groin (she’d said nuts) or push your thumbs into his eyes.
I went for Steven’s eyes, jabbing the strangely soft, wet orbs. Since he couldn’t drive while crying in pain, I made him crawl into the back seat. I learned how to drive that afternoon. If the ride home was especially jerky as I figured out the correct pressure to work the brakes … well, that was Steven’s issue. Not mine.
I parked along the road in front of the house. Once inside, I informed Mrs. Sterling that her son had put his hands on me. She stared wordlessly as I lifted my hair to reveal finger marks on my neck.
“He’s in the car. I poked his eyes. One thumb went in more than the other.”
She blinked, finally, and looked at the car.
“I’m so sorry, Lucy. Let me handle this.” She rushed toward the front door but paused to look back at me. “I promise it won’t happen again.”
It wasn’t until she reached the car that I realized Mrs. Sterling hadn’t seemed surprised.

I learned many lessons from the Sterlings.
After Mrs. Sterling returned from the walk-in clinic with Steven, she made him apologize to me. Standing shoulder to shoulder with his mother, he looked up from his feet, and, for once, his gaze did not land on my chest.
“I’m sorry for my actions. It won’t happen again.” His voice was contrite.
One eye was bandaged. The other was red and livid.
Remaining in the Sterling family’s home was my first lesson in assessing risk and reward. Steven was a risk to my safety. I needed to both avoid and neutralize him. My reward would be staying out of the placements described by Devery, which seemed worse than my current one. I could continue attending high school. I was still a year ahead, meaning in another year I would graduate and turn seventeen a month later. If I was still a ward of the state, my college expenses would remain a cost to Michigan’s Department of Human Services. If I could manage a heavy course load, I’d be close to an associate’s degree before I turned eighteen and aged out of the foster-care system. If Bridget hadn’t found a way to access my college money, I could pursue a bachelor’s degree.
I had to play the long game.
There was also Stacy to consider.
We finished my eleven remaining birthday books. Stacy even enjoyed the picture books. She checked out more library books each week than I did. As much as she loved being read to, once Stacy got hooked on a story, she felt compelled to read ahead.
After our evening read-aloud session and discussion, I would talk about my dad. At first, it was to answer Stacy’s questions about how I ended up in foster care. Her guileless expression and upturned hazel eyes made me eager to share stories about him. We both loved our fathers and wanted to please them. I found myself repeating his instructions about how college was a necessity for young women. How carrying a credit card balance was the same as overpaying for everything you purchased. How swimming wasn’t about speed or distance but finding the rhythm in the perfect form. And how every book held secret messages if you could decode what the author intended the reader to find.
To avoid Steven, I asked Mr. and Mrs. Sterling for permission to join the track team. I did the 3,200-meter run and was good enough to place in the top three at a few meets. Thanks to all the wood hauling at Miss Lonnie’s, my upper-body strength made me a natural at the shotput and discus. A teammate lived nearby and was happy to give me a ride home from practice and after track meets.
If Stacy was going to miss a day of school for any reason, I called my teammate for a ride in the morning. Never again would I risk being in a car alone with Steven.
After dinner, Stacy and I washed dishes and tidied the kitchen. I read at the dining table, in full view of the family as they watched television. When I retired to my bedroom, I wedged my desk chair beneath the doorknob.
Neutralizing Steven Sterling meant getting proof that he was bad news. I’d need it to blackmail him into staying away from me.
The computers in the school library would relay my internet search history to the district’s IT team. I needed to conduct my research and store information on a device nobody else could access. I needed cash for one of the new cell phones with a built-in camera and the ability to search the internet. There was a big store that sold the phones on a monthly prepaid contract.
I asked Mrs. Sterling for permission to offer babysitting services on the weekends to local families. Asking was a mere formality; she owed me for not telling anyone about Steven’s attack. I told parents that I preferred cash. It didn’t take long before I had my own phone. I always kept it with me, even tucking it into my bra during track events.
All the families I babysat for had computers. I only used the ones that were set up in a family room. The U.S. Department of Justice website posted annual reports from each state, providing summaries of crime investigations completed. I focused on the drug crimes, jotting down key words for online searches about the types of evidence collected against the drug dealers. Then I’d delete the browser history before the parents returned.
Steven conducted business from his car in the school parking lot. Capturing video proof would require a nearby stakeout location. I swiped my teammate’s car key, drove to the hardware store to get a duplicate cut, and returned the key before she realized it had gone missing. I would begin surveilling Steven the next morning from inside my teammate’s car.
I congratulated myself on my cleverness.

That evening Stacy asked about periods. It wasn’t out of the blue; we were reading the Harriet the Spy series. The second book, The Long Secret, included the topic.
“Does it hurt when you get a period?” she asked with an adorably scrunched face.
She sat cross-legged in front of the beanbag chair, staring up at me.
“It does hurt here,” I said, placing my palm against my lower abdomen. “The first day and night it’s a stomachache that won’t go away, and cramps like if you eat something that was spoiled, and sometimes it gives you diarrhea.”
Stacy looked horrified.
“Each person is different. One girl on the track team hurts so bad she throws up and takes prescription medicine. I hurt for the first twenty-four hours, and then it fades away. My foster sister Devery didn’t feel anything.” I shrugged. “Maybe you’ll be like her.”
“Megan Jackson got her period,” Stacy said, reaching for another book. “Steven didn’t think nine-year-olds could get a period.”
My body froze. I counted to sixty before speaking.
“Boys don’t always know stuff about periods,” I said, faking nonchalance by rearranging her bookshelf by height.
“He said boys don’t like playing car games when girls get a period.” Stacy met my eyes and handed me the book to shelve. “Is that true?”
I carefully considered my response while taking slow, deep breaths.
“I’m not sure. What car games does Steven play with you?”
I held my breath, waiting for her answer.
Stacy looked down at the book in her hands.
“I’m not supposed to tell anyone. Steven said if I tell, then it will ruin our family. We would turn into foster kids and leave our house forever and never see Mom or Dad again.”
The world stopped in that instant, along with my heart.
Mrs. Sterling called for Stacy. American Idol was starting. She dashed away.
I remained in the beanbag chair. Stacy and her mother talked about the singers auditioning, especially a pretty young woman with blond, curly hair. The odor of Mr. Sterling’s nightly cigar wafted upstairs.
Car games. Don’t tell or else you’ll ruin our family.
Steven Sterling was a monster.
I wanted to protect Stacy but didn’t know how. Again I needed to assess risk and reward. If Steven became aware that I knew about the car games, he might retaliate against me or his sister. But I could fight back; Stacy couldn’t. Hurting Steven scared me because I didn’t think I could control myself. Anger was mere kindling; my rage went deeper. But if I left, I could tell my social worker what was happening.
Leaving was my best chance to help the girl I hadn’t wanted to like.
The night I’d fled from Bridget, I’d grabbed my backpack before I’d finished packing. There were things left behind that I’d never get back.
This time I filled my backpack with the birthday books, my phone, my savings, and a few extra clothing items. I tied my running shoes to my backpack. My winter boots were near the front entrance.
I paused outside Stacy’s bedroom and retrieved A Little Princess from my backpack. Below the inscription from my dad, I added my own.
To Stacy
I have to leave. It’s not your fault. None of this is your fault.
Brothers are never supposed to play car games with sisters.
Tell your teacher about Steven and the car games. Tell the librarian.
Keep telling until someone believes you.
I liked being your big sister.
Keep reading.
Lucy
I left the book under her pillow.
Downstairs, I stood at the edge of the living room. Stacy’s favorite singer was still in the competition. She cuddled next to her mother. Mr. Sterling read the local newspaper and puffed on his cigar. I took one last deep breath before lighting the fuse.
“Stacy, please tell your parents about the car games.” My voice shook.
Her eyes widened, darting from me to her father and then her mother.
“Stacy, go upstairs,” Mrs. Sterling ordered while rising.
“What your brother is doing to you isn’t okay. And it’s not your fault,” I called out as she scampered past me without a word.
Mrs. Sterling stepped toward me. Instinctively, I made sure I had a clear path to the front door.
“Lucy, you need to let us handle this ourselves.” It was the same voice as when I’d told her about Steven attacking me.
“Your son is a drug dealer who is molesting his little sister,” I told Mr. Sterling.
He remained seated, methodically folding the newspaper.
“We provided a righteous home to a troubled teen who betrayed us with vile lies.” His calmness froze the blood in my veins.
So I ran and never looked back.
By the time I reached Mrs. Clark, Mr. Sterling had already called and told her they’d found drugs in my bedroom. He said that, when confronted, I threatened to spread lies about their family.
I had no proof. Stacy was the only person who could have corroborated the truth, but she was a nine-year-old girl who had been raised to be an obedient daughter. I was the messed-up foster kid with a propensity to tell lies and a history of juvenile delinquency.
I failed Stacy.



  


POST-BLAST MONTH TWO
FEBRUARY 2009
Hibernation hits harder than I thought. Nearly two weeks of not leaving the hotel. It’s not cozy like winter on Beaver Island with Miss Lonnie and Devery.
I’m not the only person in a bad mood. Tomorrow is Valentine’s Day. Daunis went home yesterday for a long weekend with TJ. Jamie’s watching more television than usual, ever since Daunis announced her travel plans. Sullen Jamie isn’t chatty and smiley like normal Jamie.
After lunch, I stand in the doorway to Jamie’s combination bedroom-office, watching him type on a laptop and make notes in a journal. He bought a two-drawer file cabinet that fits next to the writing desk. Every few days he receives an envelope or package from Hazel White Hawk, Raven Air Associates. The return address is in Alexandria, Virginia.
Jamie looks up from his workspace. He motions at the extra chair. I sit.
“After your FBI case, why didn’t you stay in Sault Ste. Marie with Daunis?” I’m still Team Jamie; it makes no sense that he left when he was so in love with her. He’s sad, I can tell. Maybe talking about it will help him.
“That’s quite the question, Lucy,” he says. “You really want to know?”
I nod.
“Daunis’s brother, Levi, and his friend Mike wanted me dead, and she saved me. Then she died in front of me. If her aunt—a nurse—hadn’t been there … Lucy, she died. No heartbeat. No breathing. It was all my fault. I was the one who got her involved in the case. I quit law enforcement after what happened with Daunis and her brother.”
Jamie exhales loudly. He doesn’t seem finished with his story, so we sit there while his fingers shake atop a file folder labeled WHY ICWA MATTERS.
“She was airlifted to Ann Arbor … University of Michigan Medical Center. I went there once she was stabilized. I thought we could be together. Not in Sault Ste. Marie, because by then everyone knew I was an undercover officer. There were more people involved in the meth cell. More than we’d initially arrested. Some escaped U.S. jurisdiction, had the money to disappear. If I’d stayed, I would have been a target, and Daunis would have been in danger around me.”
He stares out the window.
“It wasn’t fair to ask her to go away with me. She was right that I needed to figure out some things. I wasn’t in a good frame of mind.”
Jamie surprises me by reaching for his phone.
“A friend lived in Milwaukee, so I went there. He was going through a tough time. I wanted to help him out.”
Jamie scrolls through images on his phone. He shows me a photo of himself next to a guy in a wheelchair.
“I’m sorry,” I say. “Is he okay now?”
“Oh … no, Lucy. It wasn’t that.” His face lights up. “Connor’s used a wheelchair since he was ten. But he had failed the bar exam, so I helped him study.” Jamie shows another photo of them celebrating. Connor holds a cake with Just what the world needs … another lawyer! written in blue frosting.
Jamie’s somber expression returns.
“I wanted to find my mom. Find out what happened to her.”
“And did you?” I still don’t want to know anything about Maggie, but maybe Jamie’s situation isn’t as bad as mine.
He nods and then closes his laptop.
“Yes. I found her in Flagstaff, Arizona.” He glances at his dual-face watch.
“Is that why one of the clocks is set to a different time zone?”
He nods. “Once I found her, I always wanted to know what time it was for her. She was very sick. Uterine cancer. But I was able to spend time with her. We talked a lot.” His voice cracks. “I got to hold her hand when she passed away. She knew I was there with her.”
“I’m sorry,” I say again.
“Miigwech. It was sad, of course. But also peaceful, if you want to know the truth. She never thought she’d see me again. She’d tried finding me, but she didn’t have a lot of resources. Her life was … Well, she’d had a rough go of it.”
His eyes glisten as he continues speaking. My nose tickles. I don’t want to cry, so I slide the tissue box away from me and toward Jamie instead.
“I thought finding answers would help me,” he says, holding his hand atop his heart. “But seeing her relief that I was alive … that I’d found my way back to her … It was about helping her heal, not from the cancer—but from all that she went through.”
I reach for a tissue to blow my nose.
“Honestly, Lucy, after everything we both went through on our own, without one another, it was an honor to hold her hand at the end.”
He isn’t at all self-conscious about the snot reaching his upper lip. He’s not fighting the sad. He’s sitting with it, like Miss Lonnie would say.
We both sit with the sad that afternoon. Neither of us fidgets or looks around at something to distract us. Finally, I speak.
“I wasn’t there when my dad died. He and Bridget wanted me at school that day. He made it seem like the surgery was nothing to worry about. That I shouldn’t miss school because that was what was most important. It seems so stupid now.” I try to laugh, but it doesn’t come out that way. “He was a teacher. He said two degrees was the minimum for a young woman—a bachelor’s and a master’s. I ended up a high school dropout getting a GED.”
Jamie hands me another tissue.
“You haven’t ‘ended,’ Lucy. You’re eighteen. You’ve got time to figure it out.”
It seems like the perfect opportunity to bring up the idea I had.
“What sorts of things will your research interns do?” I ask, not wanting to sound needy.
“It depends,” he responds. “Data collection, for sure. I’m hoping one or two will focus on legal issues or public policy. But mostly they’ll work on individual cases, helping clients identify their family and tribal community.”
Jamie hands me the file folder on his desk but doesn’t immediately let go. For an awkward moment we stare at each other and the jointly held file. When he releases it, his hands fidget beneath the writing desk.
I open the file to find more stories like the one about Gimiwan. Some stories fill multiple sheets of paper. One includes a crinkled drawing of two stick figures—a tall person with long brown hair and a smaller person with an oversized smile—and a child’s scribble barely legible: MOM + BRIAN.
Jamie rises and makes his way to the window.
“Interns can help clients find their way back to their families. That’s important work, trying to rectify the times when ICWA wasn’t followed,” he says. “I also want to focus on what it means to kids and families when the Indian Child Welfare Act works the way it’s supposed to.”
The sunlight behind Jamie makes him look otherworldly as he continues speaking.
“I want to turn the good stories into a book and find a way to publish it.”
I feel tingly. It’s a powerful goal.
“I want to be your research assistant,” I say.
“Done,” he replies. “Start tomorrow?”
“What’s wrong with today?”
“Absolutely nothing. Welcome to Raven Air Associates.”

For my first work assignment, Jamie wants me to read the official report of the 1974 U.S. Senate Subcommittee on Indian Affairs: Problems that American Indian Families Face in Raising Their Children and How These Problems Are Affected by Federal Action or Inaction. It’s a transcript of the two-day hearing that led to the passage of the Indian Child Welfare Act in 1978.
“You’re going to pay me to read this report,” I say, just to be sure I’ve heard him correctly.
“Yes, Lucy. You get paid fifteen dollars an hour.”
“That’s double the minimum wage,” I practically shout. “I got paid even less than minimum as a tipped server.”
“You’re smart, Lucy. A quick study. Whenever we talk about books that we’ve both read, you more than hold your own.”
“Can I get an advance on my first hour?”
Jamie raises an eyebrow as if to say, Are you serious?
I quickly add, “I like to take notes in a journal. It helps me organize my thoughts and remember the important stuff.”
“Great minds think alike,” he says, tapping his own journal.
Jamie reaches into the bottom drawer of the filing cabinet. The front half of the drawer has office supplies. The back half has hanging files. Most are labeled in block lettering as my dad’s files were.
“Like this?” he asks. He hands me a black leatherbound journal identical to his, with lined pages that feel substantial.
I nod, not wanting to get choked up. It reminds me of the journal I filled with details about my dad’s cancer.
“Anything else you need?” His voice is gentle, as if he senses it’s not just an ordinary journal. He points to the supplies in the drawer.
There are a few boxes of pens, highlighters, Sharpies, and pencils. I help myself to a few pencils and a sharpener and nod again.
“All right, Lucy. Let’s do work that matters.”
I read for the rest of the day. Jamie checks on me. He has me take breaks. We go to the fitness center for mini bursts of cycling or rowing. He answers any questions I have.
“Quittin’ time,” he announces.
I look up from the sofa and glance at the time displayed on the microwave above the stove. It’s five p.m.
“Just one more page to finish,” I say.
“Quittin’ time,” he repeats, holding out a hand for the binder. “Trust me. It’s important to have a hard stop. The work will always be there. Give a lot, but don’t give everything.”
I hand the binder over. Then he asks what we should have for dinner.
I know exactly what I want.
“How about pizza we make from scratch?”

Jamie goes along with my suggestion that we spread a blanket on the floor in front of the sofa for a picnic dinner. I’m relieved that Daunis isn’t here to ask that we watch Hannah Montana. He scrolls through the movies available via pay-per-view and asks whether I already saw Iron Man at the movie theater.
“The last movie I ever saw in a theater was The Rookie,” I admit.
“The Rookie? Baseball movie with Dennis Quaid?”
I nod. “My dad played baseball at CMU.”
“That’s cool,” Jamie says. “I played hockey for two years at the University of Wisconsin-Superior.”
“Why not four? I mean, my dad had to quit the team because it was tough to be a single dad and play center outfield.”
Jamie shrugs. “I wasn’t good enough to go much further in hockey. Had a chance to become a Tribal Police officer. Earn money.”
I ask when he was born.
“1981,” he says. “I’m twenty-seven. Won’t be twenty-eight until December.”
“So, you were born after the hearings took place. After ICWA became a law. Wasn’t that supposed to help your mom keep you? Or have you stay with relatives until she got better?” I grab another slice of pizza. It doesn’t taste the same as my dad’s, but nothing ever will. This is close enough that I can almost hear the churn of my dad’s old VCR.
“Lucy, it wasn’t like the law was magically implemented. Too many people had a vested interest in stealing Indian babies.” He half-heartedly looks at the TV. “My mom told me she was all alone at the hospital when she had me. One nurse kept asking if she needed help. When my mom said yes, the nurse put in her chart that she was unable to take care of me. She only found out about it when I got taken away, that there was a file at county child-protection services dating back to my birth.” He shakes his head. “Can you imagine? Any time you ask for help? The nurse or social worker documents it to build a case for removing your kid?”
“I’m sorry,” I say. It’s such a small thing to say at such a huge injustice.
His mom’s situation was different from my mom’s. I came along in 1990. Maggie would have known she had protections under the law. Even if she did have a messed-up childhood. She walked away.
Do not look back.
Ignore the crying.
Do. Not. Look. Back.
None of this applies to me. Maggie Chippeway voluntarily terminated her parental rights. I was raised by my dad. He loved me. He was perfect.

It takes me the entire next week to read the document and make proper notes. It gets harder once Daunis comes back from Sault Ste. Marie on Tuesday, and Jamie’s time is mostly split between making calf eyes at her and talking me through this behemoth of ICWA paperwork. All 531 pages of spoken statements that look like court transcripts, and written documents that include letters and data reports. People gave testimony on behalf of organizations and workplaces that were supposed to serve Native American children in need. Native parents recounted their personal experiences—one even brought her child to testify.
From Dr. Robert Bergman, psychiatrist and chief of the mental health program at the Indian Health Service, on page 128:
The purpose of the first boarding school on the Navajo Reservation as stated in its charter in the 1890’s was “to remove the Navajo child from the influence of his savage parents.”
From Betty Jack, chair of the board of directors of the American Indian Child Placement and Development Program in the State of Wisconsin, on pages 165-166:
In 1962, I had two of my children taken from me in Chicago … and I have never seen them again. The courts said I was unfit to take care of my children, but I had never gone to court and I never knew that they were legally adopted until a year ago.
From Leon F. Cook of the Department of Indian Work in Minneapolis, Minnesota, on page 148:
I addressed a number of people in the city of Minnesota and where a number of kids from the State home school were present. After I talked to them, a number of the kids came up to me crying … They said, “We were told we couldn’t go to our homes if we didn’t have a permit to go back to our reservations … we couldn’t be given any information about who our parents were and where our home reservations were, or whether or not we were enrolled in our respective communities.”
From Victoria Gokee, director of the American Indian Child Placement and Development Program, on page 164:
Two women from Wisconsin on a vacation visit to South Dakota’s Pine Ridge Reservation obtained physical custody of a three-year-old Oglala Sioux child. The mother of the child was led to believe
that a paper she signed merely granted her permission for the women to take the child on a short trip to Wisconsin. It was later discovered that the paper was actually an agreement to surrender all parental rights and to consent to the adoption of the child. The women returned to Wisconsin and subsequently refused to return the child. They offered to compensate the parents, stating further that “God has ordained” that the child have opportunities which the parents could not offer.
From William Byler, executive director of the Association on American Indian Affairs, on page 26:
In the Great Plains, one Indian judge, an employee of the BIA, dumbfounded when [she] learned she had had the power to reject the hundred custody petitions presented to her by the county welfare department, grieved that she “would not have placed one of those children off the reservation” and left her job.
I could finish my assignment sooner, but Jamie is serious about quittin’ time. He makes me put the report and my journal in the file cabinet, which he locks for both of our benefits, he says.
“I need a hard stop too, Lucy. Otherwise I’ll burn out.”
He creates a routine each day at 4:55 p.m. Once our work is locked away, he has each of us read one testimonial like Gimiwan’s.
“Let’s end our workday on a good note … as a reminder that sometimes, for some children, the Indian Child Welfare Act makes a difference.”

We work out every day. Daunis likes running at the indoor track on campus instead of being on the treadmill, so Jamie and I go to the hotel gym twice a day. The first break is when I do my PT exercises: the straight leg raises and the ones where I stand and lift my injured leg to the back, front, and side. My therapist has me doing bridges now, where I lie down, facing up, and lift myself on all fours, arching my back. I add upper-body exercises.
The afternoon workout is for cardio. Jamie runs on the treadmill while I bike or row.
After dinner, the three of us go swimming. I wish the hotel had the same pool as at the physical therapy place. Instead, I have to dodge kids or other people who don’t respect the section of the pool marked off for laps.
I feel my body getting stronger. Not just my injured leg, but the rest of me too. It reminds me of hauling wood at Miss Lonnie’s and working out with the high school track team—even working on the farm at the group home. And swimming with my dad.
I reach my hibernation limit on March 7. I’m beyond cabin fever. Yesterday was exactly eight weeks since I was blasted into the sky like a firework. Today feels even worse; I’m a star imploding into compressed dark matter.
I’ve been focused on strengthening my body; meanwhile, my brain feels mushy. Or, rather, it feels as if it’s shrinking. More dark matter collapsing inward. We play Yahtzee and Uno after dinner; Daunis heard me complain about a hitch on my good side and now insists on more rest. All week I’ve been making stupid mistakes, like wasting my turn going for a large straight after I already crossed it off my scorecard.
They talk about Lily. Remember when she did this? And, oh my God, was she ever terrible at parallel parking. Lily this. Lily that.
It’s even worse when they talk about Lily-bah. There is a difference when they speak about Lily-bah versus Lily.
It’s like when I dream about my dad. Sometimes we go about our normal lives, and it’s only after I wake up that I remember he’s dead. Those are like the stories they share about Lily.
The bad dreams are when my dad and I are going about our normal lives, except I know he’s dead. I can’t enjoy the glimpse of our normal lives because I know too much.
About a month before my dad died, the theater club at Harbor Springs High School did a production of Our Town. My dad, Bridget, and I went together. The character of Emily marries George. She dies in childbirth and sits among the dead in the town cemetery. When Emily realizes she can relive any part of her life, the others advise against doing so. Her mother-in-law even says, “Choose the least important day in your life. It will be important enough.” But Emily picks her twelfth birthday and, as she sees the town and her parents as they were, she’s aware of everything that has happened since—like her brother’s death from a burst appendix.
Emily is overwhelmed by the knowledge and returns to her seat at the cemetery.
That’s what it’s like when I dream of my dad or they talk about Lily-bah—life and death braided together.
Not even Jamie’s sautéed leafy greens and homemade manicotti can lift my spirits. I push the pasta around my plate and refuse to join in the dinnertime conversation. I ignore their shared glances in my direction.
“Why don’t Jamie and I take over kitchen duties tonight,” Daunis offers.
“I can’t take it anymore!” My voice is an elevator that only goes up. “I’m so sick of being your one-legged pet trapped in this cage. If I could chew off a limb to escape, I’d crawl away so fast your head would spin.”
Daunis gapes all wide-eyed and open-mouthed.
“Lucy,” Jamie says gently. “We’re only trying to help you.”
“You’re not my dad and she’s not my mom!” I grab my crutches and propel myself to my bedroom. Slamming the door, I shout at the top of my lungs, “And I am not Lily!”
The instant the words leave my throat, I wait for the relief. The anticlimactic part when the top of the volcano blows into the sky and the hot wind carries the ash far away. Instead I’m a pyrotechnic flow of regret. I’m eighteen going on thirteen, having a stupid temper tantrum.
There were times when Devery reached her breaking point. She’d retreat to our bedroom, slam the door, and scream herself to exhaustion into her pillow. Her rage was like what I imagined banshees from a horror novel might sound like. I’d disappear into a book. Miss Lonnie would walk the shoveled path to the snowmobile tracks. If she smelled like cigarette smoke upon her return, I never mentioned it.
Once, it was Devery who went for the walk. Miss Lonnie watched from the window, muttering to herself.
“That girl’s a gas can looking for a match. It’s like staring into a mirror.”

After an hour or so, I leave my bedroom to apologize. Daunis and Jamie sit next to each other, huddled in whispered conversation.
“… not rewarding her behavior,” Jamie says. “We’re acknowledging her frustra—” He notices me. “Hey, Lucy.” His smile is warm and genuine. “You good to talk about what happened?”
They’ve shifted to opposite ends of the sofa by the time I hop to the big chair.
“I’m sorry for shouting,” I say. “I know you both have better things to do than stay here. I appreciate everything you’re doing for me.”
“It’s okay to feel however you feel,” he says. “Maybe we should talk about things before the crisis point?” He looks expectantly at Daunis.
“I know you’re not Lily,” Daunis says.
I avoid her wounded expression. I said the Lily thing knowing it would hurt her the most.
Jamie mentions the indoor ice arena with a mezzanine for walking laps, where I can use my crutches more than the twenty feet between my bedroom and the kitchen.
I bounce up and down on my good leg. “How late are they open?”
“Calm your … self,” Daunis says, finally smiling.
They take me that evening for thirty minutes. The soreness under my armpits is worth the ability to walk at a fast clip. I’m not even mad when they shadow me as a precautionary measure while I build up my stamina. Someday I’ll be able to run. Run fast and far from the two of them.

On Sunday afternoon, the day after my outburst, I calculate the risk and reward in returning to the ice arena. It’s a random excursion with a low risk of being tracked. My anticipated reward is a taste of freedom, especially if I encourage Jamie and Daunis to participate in the open-skate session instead of remaining by my side.
I circle around the mezzanine while Jamie and Daunis sit at a nearby table waiting for the open session to begin. Their deep conversation looks like a heated argument. Daunis gets animated when she’s talking, almost to the point of sign language. Then they laugh.
When the ice rink fills with skaters of all ages, I watch as they do what must be hockey warm-up drills. The hockey-goddess title was accurate. And Jamie is no slouch. They race each other around the rink. Then there’s the showing off. Daunis can spin like a top. Jamie takes it even further, leaping and twisting in the air before landing effortlessly.
On the drive back, I sit behind Daunis. She and Jamie sing along to the radio. What goofballs. I roll my eyes before remembering that I’m supposed to check for anyone following us. It’s like being doused with cold water.
I look through the rearview window at the vehicles behind us. Since I’m not sure if any are tailing us, I need to come up with a reason why we can’t go directly to the hotel. Daunis went shopping earlier today, so I can’t ask to stop for snacks or tampons. My pulse races as Jamie makes another turn on our route home. I let my guard down because I was distracted by Daunis and Jamie’s silliness.
“Hey, how about cheeseburgers and curly fries?” Jamie says.
It’s like he’s the answer to a prayer. Or a mind reader.

Daunis prepares for another, longer trip back home. Her mom is getting married in June, but the engagement party is next weekend. The twins’ birthday is also coming up. Daunis invites me to come with her. She anticipates being in “the Soo,” a nickname for Sault Ste. Marie, for at least a week. I decline. She doesn’t push it.
Her excitement is obvious in the uptick of Grace Fontaine stories. I learn all about how scandalous it was when her mom got pregnant. Not only because her mom was just sixteen years old and her dad was a few years older, but because the Fontaine family was wealthy, and her dad was Ojibwe and poor. Unemployment was high, and prejudice against Native Americans was blatant.
Her grandpa Lorenzo and the grandmother she calls GrandMary learned about her mom’s pregnancy after the accident on Sugar Island that damaged her dad’s legs. When Daunis talks about it, she sounds angry but also kind of guilty that her grandparents reacted in such a bad way. They sent her mom to live with relatives in Canada. By the time Daunis was born, and her mom brought her back to the Soo, her dad was married to someone else who was also having his baby.
“Oh shit.” I rarely swear, but I blurt it out. Jamie has the decency to hide his smile at my outburst.
“My brother, Levi, is only three months younger than me,” Daunis tells me.
“Your half brother,” I clarify.
“My brother,” she says firmly.
Remembering her story in the hospital about Levi’s betrayal, I pivot to talk about something not dark.
“Do you like your mom’s fiancé?”
“Jean-Paul? Hells yeah,” she says. “He coaches the Mack State women’s hockey team. He’s a sweetheart.” Daunis flaps her hands excitedly. “My mom’s wedding dress is gorgeous. I’m thrilled for her. It took such a long time for her to get over my dad…” She gets teary-eyed. “I want everything about the wedding to be perfect for her and Jean-Paul.”
I’m thrilled for Daunis’s mom too, and I don’t even know the lady.
Before she leaves for the Soo, a last-minute appointment opens up for my next checkup with Dr. Rao. Daunis insists on bringing me, delaying her departure by an hour or so.
My X-rays look great, according to Dr. Rao. Impressed with my physical-therapy progress, she determines that I can try putting my full weight on my left leg. I’m excited but also scared to try in front of her. My plan to leave town depends upon my mobility. I can’t outrun my past on crutches.
I prepare for my first full-weight step with Daunis and Dr. Rao watching as intently as parents with an unsteady toddler. My biggest fear is that my thigh bone will snap, and I’ll relive the horrible moment when I landed in the diner parking lot.
What if I re-break my leg and need to start all over again?
My arms quiver as I grasp the handrails on either side of me.
I’m now nine weeks post-blast. What if it hasn’t been enough time?
What if …
I look to Daunis. She’s in front of the treadmill. Our eyes meet.
She believes I can do this.
I let go of the handrails for only a second. It feels unnatural, that first step. I do it again. And again.
My doctor has me continue walking, but with a cane. It’s easier. I can gauge how much weight to put on my leg and how much to rely on the cane.
Hope fills my heart. Maybe for the first time, I can see a way out of the mess I’m in. I’ll continue healing and getting stronger. I’m earning money working with Jamie. He’s teaching me to improve my research skills.
My someday—when I can run fast and far away—will be someday soon.

On Friday afternoon, Jamie hands me a file with an article reprinted from the Children and Youth Services Review.
“Read this one and then let’s talk with Daunis about it when she gets back.” He tries to sound casual, which only reveals how eager he is for her return.
“Sure thing, boss,” I say, not sure why we would need to talk with her about Jamie’s work.
When I open the file, the title of the article answers my unspoken question: An Ojibwe Perspective on the Welfare of Children: Lessons of the Past and Visions for the Future, by Carol A. Hand. Daunis is Ojibwe. I suppose I am too. Jamie must want her to verify that the perspective is true for Ojibwe communities.
I start my usual process, where I skim the article and decide how I’ll organize my note-taking. I click the mechanical pencil I like the best, but the lead I expect to appear at the tip comes out as broken bits.
Jamie is about to run down to the front desk to pick up a package from Hazel. I call out before he leaves.
“Hey, boss, can you spare another mechanical pencil or refills? This lead gave up on me.”
He laughs. “The lead gave up on you, but I never will.” I hear the door open. “Help yourself to any supplies. Bottom drawer.”
I go into his room and check out the bottom drawer. In addition to the mechanical pencil, I find a clear plastic ruler with different shapes cut for use as tracing stencils. It would be cool to raise the game on my note-taking.
Jamie is meticulous about his files the way my dad was. Everything labeled and in alphabetical order. My fingertips trace the files moving toward the front.
I stop at one marked LF.
Daunis’s brother and her dad have the same name: Levi Firekeeper. Her brother who betrayed her and tried to kill Jamie. I spread the hanging file folder enough to glance inside and read a sentence or two.
It’s not about Levi Junior. It’s about her dad, Levi Senior.
I glance around as if Jamie is looking over my shoulder, then close my eyes and listen for footsteps. Hearing none, I take the file and supplies back to my bedroom. The file goes into my hiding spot in the bathroom vanity cabinet. Then I return to the dining table and dive into the article, barely looking up when Jamie returns.
After our second mini workout break, I go into my bathroom and lock the door. The fan is noisy, hopefully muffling the sound of me rifling through the file about Daunis’s dad.
I read quickly.
My hands shake when I finish and close the file.
Daunis has mentioned her dad, Levi Firekeeper, and her maternal grandfather, Lorenzo Fontaine. How her grandfather didn’t like her dad.
Jamie investigated Levi Senior’s death.
There’s a report on the logging industry. It’s the second most dangerous occupation. Only commercial fishers have a higher rate of deaths per workers than loggers. Of all the jobs within the logging industry, the most perilous is that of faller. Fallers cut down trees with handheld power chainsaws. They comprise one sixth of workers in the field, but over one third of the fatalities.
Jamie has a copy of an accident report from a logging company in Ontario. Daunis’s father was a novice faller who was killed within his first year of employment. He was crushed by a falling tree after a coworker’s radio malfunctioned and Levi Firekeeper wasn’t informed he was within the tree’s path. It was the type of accident that occurs frequently enough for Falling Zone to be one of three hazard categories for which faller fatality statistics are collected.
Jamie hasn’t stopped with the “how” of her dad’s death; he looked into why he was there in the first place. Jamie wrote a memo recalling a conversation with Daunis on September 28, 2004. Daunis had told him her dad wasn’t able to get hired anywhere because her grandfather, Lorenzo Fontaine, was the mayor and an influential businessman who didn’t want Levi Firekeeper to remain in the area.
Jamie must have been a good notetaker back then, too. How else could he have remembered the exact date of one specific conversation with Daunis from, like, more than four years ago?
There are more documents in the file. A copy of Daunis’s grandparents’ marriage license, which seems odd. A newspaper article from 2003 dedicating a new dorm, Fontaine Hall, at Lake Superior State University. Okay, that makes sense. The building was named after Lorenzo Fontaine. I do a double take at the black-and-white photo. Daunis stands next to an older woman with white hair, and two other adults—a man and a woman. She’s taller than everyone else, a smiling teen in a dress. I read the caption:
The Fontaine family: left to right, son David Fontaine, Mrs. Lorenzo (Mary) Fontaine, granddaughter Daunis Fontaine, and daughter Grace Fontaine
I inspect the photo again. Daunis doesn’t resemble her mom or the other two family members. She must look like her dad.
The last document is from someplace called Dun & Bradstreet. It’s information about a company in Ontario. Basic stuff like address, revenue, year started, and something called an ESG ranking. The industry section lists what type of work the company does: highway, street, and bridge construction; logging, other specialty trade, surfacing and paving; logging camps and contractors.
I get a bad feeling in my gut about where this might be headed.
There’s a list of contacts, board members. One name is circled: Louis Rodier.
There was one document that didn’t make any sense being in the file. I go back to the marriage license of Lorenzo Fontaine and Mary Tessier. Nothing looks out of the ordinary. I still don’t get why Jamie—
The witnesses who also signed the license. Perhaps the best man and maid of honor? Gabriele Fontaine and Albertine Rodier.
Jamie is researching whether Daunis’s grandfather had a connection to the logging company that hired Levi Firekeeper for an extremely dangerous job when no one else would.
It isn’t definitive proof. Just one name that might be as common as Smith for all I know.
Is he doing this for her? Or is she in the dark about it? It’s not like I can ask him. When I return the file with the journal article, I’ll figure out how to return the secret file without him knowing.
No more snooping.

It’s weird being at the hotel suite without Daunis; she’s never been away this long. I find myself staring at her bedroom door, half listening for muffled phone conversations.
Jamie and I go to the ice arena on Saturday. He stays by my side, giving me flashbacks to when he and Daunis used to hover over me. He’s not himself without her.
“Go skate,” I command. “You’re a gloomy cloud raining sadness all over me.”
He chuckles and heads for the skate rental. Instead of the hockey skates he and Daunis usually rent, Jamie gets the figure-skating ones.
I watch as he glides across the ice. He does a dozen laps before turning to skate backward. Jamie stumbles every so often, as if getting used to figure skates. But after a while he attempts a jump like he did when showing off with Daunis. I notice the way he tucks his arms when he spins; it’s nothing like how I was taught to do when surfacing in a swim race. He lands awkwardly but tries repeatedly until his landing is consistently smooth.
Jamie notices me and waves. I wave back. When he finds me after the open-skate session ends, he seems calm and happy.
“You were taking flight, J-Bird,” I say, the nickname coming to me.
“J-Bird?” He laughs. “Okay, Lucy-in-the-Sky-with-Diamonds.”
“That’s not a nickname. It’s gotta be short.”
“Lucy Sparkle,” he says. “Because of the diamonds in the sky.”
“Nicknames aren’t supposed to have explanations.”
“Sparky?”
“You’re good at skating, but terrible at nicknames, J-Bird.”
Instead of returning directly to the hotel, Jamie drives around town. It feels good to be out and about. The buildings downtown look the same; I used to walk past the shops every day. It’s odd how much I took ordinary activities like walking, jogging, and skipping for granted.
“I’m good at skating because I had a foster parent who was a coach,” Jamie says.
I start to say how great that must have been … until it registers that he didn’t volunteer the information as a happy memory. I stay quiet and wait for him to say more.
We pass the Little Free Library where I donated a birthday book the morning of the explosion. When I thought I was on my way out of town.
“I was in a group home when I was seven. They brought us to the ice arena once a month. I took to it like the skates were always part of my feet.” He grins. “I was a tiny little guy but could I ever skate fast.”
I picture him with a small braid. Wearing little jeans and a sweatshirt that was too big for him. And hopefully a helmet. Released onto the ice like a slingshot.
“A skating coach was there most Saturdays. He asked the group-home people to bring me every Saturday. After a year, I was living with him and his family. I spent every day at the arena. I passed my skills tests and progressed quickly. My skate partner was the daughter of a major donor to the skate club. I would’ve rather skated solo than pairs, but I was an easygoing preteen.”
It feels like there’s a but coming up in his story.
“And then you defected to Jamaica and joined the bobsled team?” I say.
“Ehh.” He makes a buzzer sound. “Guess again.”
“You crashed into an outdoor dining-table set, lost your sight, became a recluse, your old coach and the boyfriend you ditched trained you for sectionals, where you skated a flawless program, and no one knew that your sight was impaired until you tripped over the roses the crowd tossed onto the ice.” Ice Castles was one of the movies on VHS tape at Miss Lonnie’s.
Jamie laughs heartily. “Ehh—but you’re getting warmer.”
“But if this is about ice skating, shouldn’t I be getting colder?”
“Fair point. Last guess, Sparky.”
I consider the fact that he met Daunis as an undercover cop who could play hockey. Somewhere along the way, he switched from figure skating to hockey.
“You hit puberty and stopped being so easygoing?”
“Ding-ding-ding-ding,” he calls out while turning a corner without using his blinker.
“I fell in love for the first time,” he says with mock wistfulness. “And her name was hockey. I married her against my foster parents’ wishes. So they disowned me.” His voice has been happy-go-lucky so far. But it’s the exaggerated version meant to cover up the pain.
He parks the car. I wait for him to finish.
“They rehomed me. Took me back to the pound and said I had become disobedient.”
His smile doesn’t reach his eyes. In fact, it’s the bare minimum of what might be considered a smile. His lip quivers as if holding a smile while waiting for an extremely slow photographer to snap the picture.
I want to find his foster parents and channel my most fierce What Would Devery Do? scorched-earth revenge.
In the end I settle for patting his shoulder three times.
He rubs his eyes.
I glance around and my stomach lurches.
We’re at my apartment.
“What are we doing here?” My voice rises in alarm.
Jamie looks surprised.
“I’m sorry, Lucy. I thought you might want to pick up some things from your apartment. You never asked and … I figured you didn’t want to impose.”
I stare at the stained-glass windows I never thought I’d see again.
“Are you sure there isn’t anything you need to get? I can get it for you if you don’t want to navigate stairs,” Jamie offers.
“I didn’t have much,” I say, not wanting to reveal that I left for good the morning of the explosion.
“I can talk with your land—”
“No.” I smile like nothing’s wrong. “It’s okay, Jamie. It wasn’t much, just a bed and small kitchen. Came furnished and everything.”
“Do you want to go by the diner?” he asks, starting the car.
I say yes, even though I’m afraid to see the place. A chill travels up my spine as Jamie drives us away.
The front of the diner looks like it always has, except for the windows replaced with speckled plywood and the FOR SALE sign staked in the grass. Jamie turns into the parking lot.
I gasp.
The back corner of the building is … gone. Blue tarps cover the missing section of roof. The exterior walls are boarded up. The rubble is cleared away.
“Did I screw up?” Jamie worries. “Should I not have brought you here?”
“I said yes,” I point out.
“Do you want to go back to the hotel?”
When I shake my head, I remember the pain of landing in the parking lot. I didn’t hear my femur break so much as I felt it snap. My skull connected with asphalt. I very nearly died. Nancy, too. I didn’t think they’d try to kill me. After all, Dead Lucy wouldn’t be able to give them what they wanted.
“Daunis and I haven’t asked about what you remember. We decided to take our cue from you. It was traumatic. Your friend Nancy was injured. That’s traumatic too.” His voice gets even softer. “If you ever want to talk with us, either of us, or both, or a therapist, just let us know.”
This would be the time to tell him that I was the target of the bombing. But then I’d need to reveal why they were after me.
“Can we get burgers and curly fries?” I plead. From the corner of my eye, I know he’s looking at me. I smile. “Please, J-Bird?”
“If that’s what you want, Lucy-in-the-Sky-with-Diamonds, we can get milkshakes, too.”
I let him get away with the nickname. This time.



  


POST-BLAST MONTH THREE
MARCH 2009
Something’s off about Daunis when she returns to Mount Pleasant. I notice right away. She stands next to her luggage in the entryway, watching Jamie and me in the kitchen. After we exchange greetings, she brushes aside our questions about her trip.
“Later,” she demurs.
“Jamie’s teaching me to make manicotti,” I announce.
He has me add milk to the flour, eggs, and salt.
“Is that too much?” I ask him.
“Let’s find out.” He hands me a whisk. “Remember, you want it thin like crepe batter.”
“I never had crepes.” The clumpy mixture gets stuck in the whisk. “I butchered rabbits for stew.”
“Really? That’s cool. See, if you can clean up rabbit guts, you’ve got this.”
I add more milk, immediately worrying it’s too much. The more I whisk the batter, the more it becomes a runny cream soup. Scrunching my nose, I expect Jamie to point at the bag of flour. Instead, he nods.
“Try it out, Lucy-in-the-Sky-with-Diamonds.” He motions at the small frying pan on the stove. “But first you’ll need to brush vegetable oil around the pan.”
I follow his instructions except for flipping the pan to make the half-cooked manicotti land raw-side down. I opt for the pancake spatula instead. My first manicotti tears into unequal bits; the second one burns. It’s not until my fifth or sixth attempt that I produce decent pasta that we can roll and fill with the cheese mixture.
At dinner, I protest when Jamie gives himself the plate with the manicotti mistakes.
“Tastes the same to me,” he says.
I ask Daunis about her mom’s engagement party. Everything was wonderful, according to her. But her eyes don’t light up the way I’d have expected.
Daunis’s interactions continue in a subdued manner the rest of the week. Everything else is the same. Jamie shows me more recipes. He pleads for me to teach him how to snare, butcher, and prepare roasted rabbit. Daunis goes downstairs every evening for phone calls with TJ. Jamie and I work out every day, except for my weekly session with the physical therapist. One of them goes swimming with me every evening. We still go to the ice arena, but less often. We try other places for our long walks: the local high school, a community gymnasium one town over, and the Industrial and Engineering Technology building at CMU.
I like the IET building the best. Daunis and Jamie walk and talk together. Meanwhile, I pretend I’m an engineering student rushing from one class to another. A guy tries flirting with me as I fill up my water bottle at the drinking fountain. I ignore him and stare at a bulletin board. One half is filled with flyers for upcoming events on campus. The other half has the header RIDE SHARE. Each sheet of paper lists a date the person is leaving town, where they’re headed, and how much they want in gas money from a passenger wanting a ride.

My research-assistant work is going well. Jamie offers to take me to a bank to set up a savings account, but I am fine with cashing my paychecks at the casino cashier window. What I’m not fine with is the amount of money I’m paying in taxes and whatnot.
For the most part, I hold on to my money knowing I’ll need it when I flee.
I buy a new backpack at the casino gift store, since my old one is still being held as evidence in the world’s longest investigation of a single pipe bomb. When Jamie fuels up at the tribal gas station, I go inside to use the restroom. The cashier stands behind a counter displaying pay-as-you-go phones. I take advantage of the opportunity to buy a burner phone and SIM card, and a prepaid and reloadable credit card. I pay cash.
Jamie’s company has a subscription for an online background search service. I ask him to show me how it works for tracking down former foster-care kids. Then I use my secret credit card to purchase one-time background checks of people whose names I don’t want on the Raven Air account.
In addition to the people looking for me, I find Nancy’s daughter’s address in East Grand Rapids. I don’t find anything for Miss Lonnie except for her PO box number on Beaver Island, which I already knew. I learn that my former teacher and occasional babysitter Mrs. Sobecki’s husband died last year; the obituary mentions that memorial donations can be made in his name to the American Lung Association.
I don’t contact any of the people I find; I just store the information in my phone.
I ask Jamie about his former career as an undercover law-enforcement officer. By now I know about the scar he got during his first undercover job. He almost got killed. The scar goes from his right temple to his jawbone.
“How did you live a different identity? Weren’t you scared of accidentally showing your real driver’s license?”
“The FBI set up everything,” he says nonchalantly. “I had a driver’s license with my alias and a backstopped address.”
“Backstopped?”
“It’s a term for covering your bases. Providing just enough proof to confirm your alias.” Once he starts talking, he doesn’t stop. “The address was for an apartment building large enough that neighbors didn’t know each other well. I stayed long enough to know which elevator always had issues, or that the building manager had a tiny dog that slept in his office. I had a favorite coffee shop and chatted with a regular named Janusz who was a brilliant painter and freelance architect who everyone knew. A simple online search would link my alias to the town, maybe even to a fake newspaper article about a hockey team, or my senior picture.”
“Weren’t there times you wanted to tell Daunis everything?” I ask.
“No, that wasn’t it,” he says. “I wanted to be the alias for real. I wanted to be Jamie Johnson instead of John Jameson. I wanted to be the Jamie who was her boyfriend and played hockey on her brother’s team. I wanted to live the lie because it was better than the truth.”

Each workday, I learn more about Jamie, ICWA, doing research, and social-work courses. The upcoming project with Raven Air Associates guest teaching in the Intro to Social Work course will include a visit to the local Native community, whether it’s an Indian reservation or an urban Indian center.
“It’s important for students to go into the Native community at the beginning of their master’s program—their first semester—before they adopt their professors’ biases,” Jamie says. “The trip to the community is planned for the beginning of the course, with the intention of sparking ongoing dialogue throughout the term.”
Jamie has a way of speaking that makes me want to hear more. It’s obvious that he cares so much about the subject matter. I try to think of the best word to describe his style of speech as he continues.
“When social workers don’t get trained specifically on ICWA, they miss opportunities to impact Native children’s lives because they aren’t challenged on their biases and assumptions.” Jamie walks around the room, gesturing and emphasizing key words. “Like, not asking whether ICWA applies because the child doesn’t ‘look’ Native to them. Or assuming that if a child isn’t enrolled in a tribe, ICWA doesn’t apply to them. The law applies to children who are enrolled and those who are eligible to be enrolled.”
Jamie is an engaging presenter. And when he talks about his future book, his enthusiasm is contagious. I’m glad when he wants me to read all the testimonials like Gimiwan’s that he’s collected so far. He wants me to focus on when ICWA works as intended.
I’m glad Gimiwan is growing up in a safe and loving environment.
Children need security and stability when their parents crash and burn in the chaos of their lives. Instead of being swept aside like ash, Native children—through ICWA—are placed with relatives, or people in their community, or even people from other tribal communities.
“Do you know what Gimiwan means?” I ask.
“It means ‘rain.’”
“You know Anishinaabemowin?”
“Yeah,” Jamie says. “Anishinaabemowin is the language shared by the Ojibwe, Odawa, and Potawatomi tribes. There are some differences, and many dialects, but some words translate well. When I found out that I’m Potawatomi, I began learning the language.”
“Is that the language you used on your business card?”
He nods. “Gaagaagi Noodin means Raven Air. It’s my Spirit name.” He repeats it slowly, so I get the correct pronunciation. “Gah-GAH-geh NO-din.”
“That’s really cool,” I tell him. Then I repeat his Spirit name aloud until it flows smoothly.
It’s so easy to talk with Jamie. Not two minutes later, I have another question.
“What’s different between a Native family and a family that isn’t Native?”
His back was momentarily turned, but he spins around, practically bursting with excitement.
“I’m glad you asked, Lucy.” He uses his arms like a game show host: Voila! “A Native social worker told me it’s the difference between peas and onions. Non-Native social workers and court personnel think of families as peas in a pod. They’re all lined up in the pea pod; they look the same. When you open the pod, the peas scatter.
“Native families are like onions—rough-looking on the outside. People want to peel the outer layers and toss them away, as if they have no value. But each layer is protecting the next, down to its innermost core. That green center, where the onion is sweetest, that’s the Native child. Surrounded by layers of family and community.”
“I like that,” I tell Jamie.

On Friday I finally ask Daunis if everything’s okay.
“All good,” she says breezily.
I tell her about the different tasks I do as a research assistant.
“That’s great,” she says.
“I’m not using the cane as much,” I say.
“Healing takes time, Lucy. Don’t rush yourself.”
Daunis usually talks more than Jamie and me combined. Now it’s like I’m trying to pull teeth, and she’s clamping her mouth shut.
“Jamie’s working on a book about the Indian Child Welfare Act,” I say. “Why it matters and how it changes kids’ lives when it’s followed.”
“Yes, that’s great. He told me about it. I’m glad you’re helping him.” She thumbs through a book: Lies and the Lying Liars Who Tell Them by Al Franken.
Jamie returns with takeout for dinner.
“Sorry I took longer than I said,” he says. “Got into a fender bender—”
“Are you okay?” Daunis interrupts.
“Yeah. Nothing major. Got rear-ended. The other driver was a young woman following too closely behind me.” Jamie shakes his head. “Probably texting. She was worried about her parents taking her license away. Told her that everything looked okay on my rental car. She insisted we exchange phone numbers in case her dad wanted to talk with me.”
Daunis still looks concerned. Enough so that Jamie reassures her.
“Honest, Daunis. It was no big deal.”
We sit down at the square dining table, just like usual. Jamie added extra portions of steamed broccoli to our order. He fills his plate with broccoli and tops it with an ice cream scoop of pork fried rice. No wonder he’s in such good shape. Even when he eats something that might not be the healthiest, he still makes good choices to balance everything out. Jamie is a good person.
What would have happened if the fender bender had been more serious? If the girl ran a stoplight and T-boned his car? Bad things happen all the time. Fires, accidents, tornadoes, cancer. I’ve been eager to heal so I can leave Michigan. But it also means leaving Jamie and Daunis.
Somehow, despite my plan, they became my New Normal.
I do the unexpected and open up to them together.
“When I met my social worker the first time, I told her that Bridget, my stepmother who adopted me before my dad died, said my birth mother was Native American.” I look from Jamie to Daunis. “The social worker told me not to tell anyone because it would complicate my foster-care placements. She said to tell people that my birth mother was Mexican. Because I looked like I could be Hispanic.”
“Oh, Lucy,” Jamie says. “I’m sorry that happened to you. It happens too often. There are caseworkers and state court personnel who view ICWA as a burden. They only see the additional paperwork instead of the benefit for children.”
“I’m glad you told us,” Daunis adds.
“Me too,” I say. Their friendship feels warm and cozy, like evenings spent reading next to my dad. Like the first bite of a birthday cake made by Miss Lonnie. And reading to Stacy, when she looked at me like I was the best sister anyone could’ve asked for.

The following weekend at the ice arena, Daunis walks with me instead of skating with Jamie.
“I’ve been thinking about what your social worker did to you, what you told us about last week,” she says.
“Really?” It seems like an odd thing to weigh on her mind that long.
“Do you mind me asking if your dad ever mentioned Maggie?”
Ah. There it is. Another inroad to bring up my birth mother.
“He talked about her three times in thirteen years,” I say flatly. “When I was six, he said I got my brown eyes from her. When I was nine, he said she was Italian. When I was twelve, he said she voluntarily terminated her parental rights as soon as I was born.”
We are silent for another half lap.
“I’m mad that he lied to me about being Native but told Bridget the truth,” I admit.
It’s a fact that feels like an itchy sweater I can’t remove.
“Did Bridget say anything else about her?” Daunis asks.
“No. She said it in a hateful way, like being Native meant something horrible. So I ran away and torched her storage unit.”
We continue walking. After a lap of silence, Daunis speaks again.
“My maternal grandparents did not care for Native Americans,” she says. “It wasn’t just about my dad getting my mom pregnant. They didn’t like Natives in general. I couldn’t make sense of how they loved me but spoke about Natives—especially the local Ojibwe people that included my dad’s family—the way they did.” She pauses before adding, “It’s complicated. Loving imperfect people.”
I halt as we near the restrooms.
“You mean them loving you but seeing your being Native as an imperfection?”
“No, Lucy. I mean me loving them even though their words and actions hurt me.” She sighs. “God is perfect; humans are imperfect.” After making the profound declaration, she says, “Gonna lace up now, okay?”
In the bathroom, I mull over what Daunis said.
It’s an uncomfortable thought. That my dad wasn’t perfect. That maybe he sheltered me and kept my world small for reasons that benefited him more than me. Like when he married Bridget but didn’t honor her like a loving husband should treat his wife. It makes me feel queasy. My stomach has a minor flashback to Bridget’s dinners not sitting right with me.
I emerge from the bathroom and walk to the viewing area. Daunis and Jamie skate like they always do—showing off and laughing at each other. I enjoy the warm, cozy feeling of my New Normal. It’s like wrapping myself in the fluffy comforter with Miss Lonnie’s homemade patchwork duvet cover.
I grin as Daunis tears off into a sprint around the arena before racing directly toward Jamie. Her smile is as broad as I’ve ever seen. Just before plowing into him, she breaks sideways. A spray of ice shavings hits Jamie. He throws his head back. I feel his deep belly laugh all the way from the ice.
Then Daunis wraps her arms around his neck.
They kiss. Slowly, as if it’s been pent up their entire lives instead of five years. The rink full of children, teens, and adults skate around the tall couple in the center of the ice. An echo of Jamie’s sexy growl about their someday swirls around me.
Daunis is a … cheater.
How could she be on the phone every night with TJ, the man who doesn’t lie, and kiss Jamie like … that?
I hate a cheater.
My stomach roils and I return to the bathroom.
Someone pees in the stall next to me. I’m vaguely aware of pants zipping and the door opening without the toilet being flushed.
A familiar voice says my name.
“You know what we want. You have until next Saturday. Sleep well, Lucy.”
My heart thumps loudly in my ears. The air is sucked from my lungs. The scent memory of burning flesh fills my nose.
I can’t remember which fire I’m reliving.
By the time I scramble to pull up my sweatpants and exit the stall, she’s gone. I’m on the bathroom floor. Either I tripped over my cane or slipped on the wet floor. Or both.
Did I re-break my leg? I cry, too afraid to pull myself up and find out. But if Daunis finds me like this, I’ll be on house arrest for the foreseeable future. And that is not an option.
By the time I reach the arena mezzanine, there’s no trace of her. Daunis and Jamie skate at a leisurely pace. When they round the ice, Jamie beams.
His someday glows and shimmers like something otherworldly.
He looks up, sees me, and points toward the open section of the rink. It’s his signal for wrapping things up.
He’s too far away to see the terror on my face.
They found me.
She was three feet away.
I have to remind myself that if they wanted me dead, I’d be dead. The blast was never supposed to kill me. It was supposed to be a warning. We only stayed late because of the cake. Everyone was supposed to be clocked out by then. Even Tim the cook.
One week.
They are relentless.



  

PART THREE
FULLY DEVELOPED


A fire enters the growth stage as it continues to burn … The fire’s heat at the growth phase can ignite everything combustible, including smoke from the fire itself. This is called a flashover … After flashover occurs, the fire is in the fully developed stage when the temperature reaches its highest point, sometimes almost 2,000 degrees Fahrenheit. These are dangerous wildfires that spread rapidly and can consume trees and huge areas of forest and grassland … A fully developed wildfire will continue to burn until it runs out of fuel.
—Western Fire Chiefs Association: The Four Stages of Fire Growth Explained



  


WHEN I WAS FIFTEEN
2006
Devery was right. Group homes could be fun.
After fleeing from the Sterlings, I was furious and mistrustful of everyone. My social worker transferred my case to another county. She would keep tabs on me, warning that any additional “trouble” would send me to a juvenile detention center.
Devery said to avoid those places at all costs.
So I arrived at Hoppy Farm anticipating a lonely experience. I was ready to isolate myself into whatever form would keep me safe from boys like Steven. The long drive to the middle of nowhere reinforced my mindset. The new social worker filled the gas tank in Indian River and phoned ahead with an estimated arrival time.
“Just in case we miss a turn,” she said. “You know about seasonal roads in northern Michigan. Snowed in all winter and rained out in the spring. Not a cell tower to be had. No signal for miles. Nobody coming by until summer.”
Just my luck to go from Mrs. Wanda-the-Wicked Clark to Miss Debbie Strong, a.k.a. Debbie Downer. Even the gray sky—April disguised as February—matched the mood in my social worker’s car.
Besides my trusty backpack, I had my black trash bag. Between fleeing the Sterlings and arriving at Hoppy Farm, my new social worker had taken me shopping for clothes and shoes at a Walmart in Cheboygan. Armed with a purchase order for up to three hundred dollars of a “special clothing allowance,” she kept track of each item on a clothing inventory checklist, adding the prices as we went along. I could have opted to purchase actual luggage, but decided a pair of running shoes one size larger made more sense. I’d turn sixteen years old in a few months, and my feet were the only part of me still growing.
My new social worker explained that the Hoppy family operated a 160-acre farm. It was a centennial farm, meaning it had been in their family for over one hundred years. Surrounded by state forest on three sides, Hoppy Farm was miles from the nearest barely-there town, which was another twenty or thirty miles from the bigger town of Alpena, on Michigan’s sunrise side.
I had mixed feelings about the isolated location. On the one hand, the extreme ruralness felt familiar from Beaver Island. I’d grown to love it there. My experience with the Sterlings, however, had left me anxious. Steven regularly showed up in my nightmares; I watched for him during the day as well.
We arrived at Hoppy Farm in the early evening. It was mid-spring, when each day stretched a few minutes longer. The sky cleared for the sun to paint the large white farmhouse in a golden glow.
The instant I opened the car door, my nose twitched at the faint, pleasant scent of a wood-burning stove. I halted, suddenly homesick for Miss Lonnie. By the time I pushed the feeling away and grabbed for my trash bag, my new foster parents had reached the vehicle.
Mr. and Mrs. Hoppy were an ordinary-looking, white, middle-aged couple who seemed well suited to farm life. Both wore college sweatshirts, jeans, and sturdy, well-kept boots. Mr. Hoppy had a full head of salt-and-pepper hair. Mrs. Hoppy’s long blond hair was braided down her back, just like Miss Lonnie’s.
Mr. Hoppy offered to take my items up to the room I’d be sharing with another girl. I let go of the bag but held on to my backpack. The social worker scowled at me. If Mr. Hoppy took it as a slight, his face didn’t reveal anything.
The social worker declined Mrs. Hoppy’s invitation to stay for dinner. Suddenly, there was a gals’ dinner in Alpena that Miss Debbie Strong had never mentioned during her two-hour monologue to Hoppy Farm. I looked past her shoulder as she reminded me about checking in in a few days. Then she was gone.
“Lucy, I’m so glad you’re here,” Mrs. Hoppy repeated as soon as the social worker’s taillights had disappeared. “We held off on dinner so you could join us. Family meals are a special time, and I wanted this to be your introduction to Hoppy Farm.”
She gestured for everybody to take their seats.
People, mostly teens, had been milling about but quickly sat in what must have been prearranged seating assignments. Mr. Hoppy sat at one end of a long wooden dining table; Mrs. Hoppy sat at the opposite end. She held out a chair to the right of her, the first of six seats that were mirrored on the other side. I placed my backpack beneath my chair before sitting in front of a place setting of blue-and-white dishes.
An attractive man who looked more like a cowboy than a farmer carried a platter of plain spaghetti to the table. A shorter, burly guy, who bore a striking resemblance to Mr. Hoppy, brought an identical, heaping platter for the other end. The woman with a serving bowl of red sauce and meatballs nearly took my breath away with her doll-like features—rosy cheeks, plump lips, and eyelashes that were twice as long and full as I’d ever seen.
I glanced around the table set with matching blue-and-white dishes. There were seven teens besides me: four girls and three boys. They smiled whenever my eyes met theirs. I wasn’t sure what I’d expected, but they all seemed … normal. Like classmates I had known in Petoskey, Harbor Springs, and Mackinaw City. Most were white, which wasn’t surprising given the lack of diversity in the region. I looked more intently at two girls and one boy who were a bit browner than the others. Two were my skin color, and the other was a few shades darker.
Again, I remembered being asked many times whether I was Native. Each denial had been an unwitting lie. After I’d learned the truth—or at least a sliver of it—my answer should’ve changed but hadn’t. Sometimes the person commented about my resemblance to a cousin or someone “back home.” Maybe I looked familiar because I was a blood relative for real.
When the center length of the table couldn’t fit another serving dish, the three adults continued the seating pattern of girls on one side and guys on the other. I’d had more than one classmate over the years who was kind of both genders or not really either. I wondered which side of the dinner table they would have chosen at Hoppy Farm.
My breath quickened when Mr. Hoppy bent his head in prayer. Mrs. Hoppy bent her head as well. So did their adult children, and two of the teens around the table. The teens—a chubby girl and a brown boy whose gold crucifix was visible against his white T-shirt—both made the sign of the cross.
If the Hoppy family forced everyone to pray, I’d wait for my social worker’s call with my trash bag packed. I was terrified by how religion had been used in the Sterling home. Complicit women training little girls to be obedient while making excuses for the bad acts of boys and men. Their religion pushed God so far away from me. I had stopped praying.
I steeled myself, tightening every muscle in my body and gritting my teeth.
Instead, those who prayed did it quietly while the rest stared at the food unbothered. A few met my eyes and smiled as if to say, Relax. It’s all good.
My stomach growled loudly enough for Mrs. Hoppy to hear. She patted my hand, which I withdrew instinctively. I offered a contrite smile for being so jumpy.
After the few moments of quiet grace, the table talk started and never let up. Mrs. Hoppy said my name. When I met her eyes, she spoke in a low voice just for me, not a grand proclamation to the entire table.
“I promise you will never go hungry at Hoppy Farm.”
When you hear the truth, it travels through your body like oxygen within red blood cells.
Each serving bowl or platter was passed around the table. If the item ran out, the younger Hoppy son refilled the bowl or platter.
It was the best spaghetti and meatballs I’d ever tasted, along with fresh green beans that were cooked enough to remain crisp and not wilted. There was salad lightly tossed with Italian dressing and homemade croutons. Thanks to Miss Lonnie, I knew homemade bread. Even the water in the tall mason-jar glass tasted fresh and alive somehow.
While everyone ate, Mrs. Hoppy tapped a knife against her water glass.
“Let’s welcome Lucy by introducing ourselves and saying one favorite thing about the farm.”
I silently groaned, but everyone else seemed eager.
There were too many names for me to remember, except for the eldest Hoppy son, Allen, his doll-faced wife, Jennifer, and the younger Hoppy son, Bruce. The only other two names that stuck were Tonya—the girl who was darker than me and said she was my roommate—and Boyd, who looked like the guy in High School Musical. Stacy Sterling had watched that movie at least a dozen times over the past two months.
“Hi, Lucy. I’m Boyd McCarty. I’m sixteen. I’ve been at Hoppy Farm for two years.” He spoke with a bit of a twang, and brushed long bangs aside to reveal sky-blue eyes. He smiled brightly, revealing teeth that were white but desperately in need of braces. “I like taking care of the horses and when Allen lets me drive his pickup truck.”
By the time I was stuffed with spaghetti and meatballs, I’d learned that everyone called Mr. Hoppy “Mister” and Mrs. Hoppy was “Missus.” Dessert was home-canned peaches with the faintest hint of cinnamon. I had never tasted peaches seasoned in that way. I didn’t hate it.

After dinner, Missus and Jennifer gave a tour of the farmhouse.
“The kitchen is the newest extension to the farmhouse,” Missus said. “I designed every square foot of this wing. My dream kitchen with a dining table to seat fourteen people.”
I wondered whether the number fourteen held any special meaning for her. My fear, which stopped me from inquiring, was that it might have had something to do with the Last Supper—twelve disciples had dined with Jesus. Replacing Jesus with Mister and Missus totaled fourteen people.
Missus motioned to three doors beyond the dining area. “Mr. Hoppy and I live on the second floor. It’s our own apartment where we can relax after a long day of farming. The doors on either side lead to the pantry and the powder room.”
We continued into an older section of the home. The walls were wood-paneled except for one stone-covered corner with a square woodstove. The space had been renovated. Vertical wood beams were the only remnants of a floor plan with small boxy rooms.
“This is the original farmhouse, where Mr. Hoppy was born. We needed a living room where everybody could hang out in the evenings and on stormy days.” She pointed at a door that had once been the home’s front entrance. “We know you like to read. We closed in the front porch and turned it into a library quite a while ago. It’s not much,” she admitted.
Jennifer blinked her lush eyelashes before speaking.
“Maybe you could grow it to be something?” Her lyrical voice was delicate and high-pitched, but her words carried weight.
I wouldn’t age out of foster care for two years and three months. Plenty of time to create something special. But only if it was my last placement.
Make them like you so they won’t give you away, Devery whispered in my ear.
Missus entered an alcove connecting the original house with a newer section.
“The first floor of the annex has the laundry room, two bedrooms, and a bathroom for the boys.” She motioned as we passed a hallway and headed upstairs. “Girls are on the second floor.”
We reached a landing halfway up. A stained-glass window captured the last moments of daylight. The window needed a good cleaning. Miss Lonnie would’ve known what products were safest to use.
There were three bedrooms and two bathrooms on the second floor. One lucky girl had a bedroom and small bathroom to herself. Four girls shared two bedrooms and the other bathroom.
“Here’s your room. Hope you like green.” Missus led me into a sage-colored room with twin beds. My trash bag was on top of the one with the floral comforter. I had my own nightstand and dresser, as well as a small chest at the foot of the bed.
Missus retrieved a padlock from the front pocket of her jeans.
“Your footlocker is your private space,” she said. “Here’s your lock.”
It was heavy in my palm. I’d never had a private space at Miss Lonnie’s or at the Sterlings’. Was I supposed to have had one? Was Hoppy Farm the one place that followed the rules?
“Lucy.” Missus spoke reverently. “We love being a foster home for teens. We’ve been doing this long enough to know the farm isn’t for everyone. I hope you’ll come to feel this is your home too.” Her smile was kind. “We’ve overwhelmed you enough. Please unpack and settle in. Breakfast is at seven a.m. We’ll talk more then.”
She backed out of the room, followed by her daughter-in-law. It was Jennifer with the parting words.
“Sleep well, Lucy.”



  


THE COUNTDOWN
APRIL 2009
They found me. I have six days remaining to figure a way out.
Always have an escape plan. I told you so, but do you ever listen to me? Oh, Clancy, if you could see the look on your face.
I wake after fitful dreams of being chased while using a walker that grew heavier with each step. I couldn’t let go. I wasn’t supposed to put full weight on my broken leg. Daunis’s dad broke both legs and never healed properly.
I shake the dream, only to remember about Daunis and Jamie together. Does Jamie care that she’s cheating on Toivo Jon Kewadin, III? Would their someday be worth any cost?
People cheat and rationalize their choices. Villains are heroes in their own retellings.
Life continues the same as before, except that I’m observing everything from beyond the moment. I’m detached from the reality. It all unfolds as I narrate inside my head.
Daunis goes for her morning run. Jamie cooks an egg-yolk omelet. He reheats leftover seasoned greens, rich in vitamin D so my leg can continue healing. He enjoys his Ethiopian roast twice poured over. I gave up the coffee charade long ago. I’m Earl Grey all the way.
The cane is mostly a security blanket now, three months post-break. Dr. Rao said my age and excellent health might result in recuperation at the early end of the expected range. Three to six months was based on all patients, including the silver-haired ones with brittle bones.
I’m well enough to leave town. My physical-therapy routine is part of my everyday life, and I can continue to heal. I’ve learned to prepare meals rich in vitamin D and calcium.
I’ve fled before. I know the routine: plan, pack, go.
Do not look back.
Ignore the crying.
Do. Not. Go. Back.
So why does this time feel … different? Like I’m letting Jamie down.
Daunis doesn’t prompt my concern. Cheaters do not deserve my respect.
Why do I care about them? They were helpful. Generous with their time and money. I’ve expressed my gratitude. They’ll be fine. What more do I owe them?
Keep them safe, says a voice that sounds like Nancy’s.
I’m not a person who swears. That’s just not me. But here I am, silently reciting every curse word I’ve ever heard.
They’re expecting something Saturday. Easter weekend. Six days away. I figure the messenger will intercept me at the ice arena again, while Jamie and Daunis skate and kiss. While TJ Kewadin waits for her nightly phone call, unaware that she is betraying him. Poor chump.
Focus on the problem, not the distraction.
I won’t give them what they want. My only option is to get as far away from Jamie and Daunis as possible before the deadline.
I’ve received three paychecks. The new pay period just began. I need more money but decide against asking for a payroll advance. Jamie would know something was up.
Daunis doesn’t carry a lot of cash. She uses an American Express platinum. I could swipe it … but then what?
Risk and reward: Daunis alerts law enforcement. The cops check my spending footprint, using her credit-card information to find me. It’s not worth the high risk of leaving a trail of bread crumbs without a huge cash advance. I never even tried to learn her PIN.
Devery never would’ve been this sloppy.
Jamie watches as I hand-wash the dishes from breakfast. I like the warm, soapy water and the satisfaction of rinsing, drying, and putting everything away. A job well done.
“Anything you want to do today, Sparky?” he asks.
What I say in my head: I want to plan my escape.
What I say out loud: “Raven Air. On the clock, boss.” I add a salute.
“All right,” he says.
When we break for lunch, Jamie fixes buttered mushrooms, bok choy, canned salmon, and sardines. I stick with the salmon. Slimy sardines have bones that are a good source of calcium but are gross. Daunis loves sardines. Slimy loves slimy.
He asks where we should go for our after-dinner walk. I stick with one of our usual locations: the IET building on campus.
My mind races all day and into the night. I have such a hard time falling asleep that I consider taking a codeine pill to help me relax. Risk and reward: Daunis will notice one pill is missing; I’m fairly certain she counts them every so often. If I told her I needed it for my leg, she’d be on alert and note any departure from my normal patterns of behavior.
At 2:19 a.m., I decide the risk is worth the reward. I tiptoe to the kitchen, where Daunis keeps the medicine—both my prescription vials and the glass jars of her Ojibwe medicines. Opening the cabinet, I use the light from the combination microwave and range to find the correct vial behind a jar labeled KINNIKINNIK TEA. Daunis says it’s a mild pain reliever.
I halt, thinking I heard something. After remaining still for a half minute, I reach for the vial.
There it is again.
Closing my eyes, I wait for the sound to repeat. It feels like an eternity, same as when a smoke detector chirps, and you stand beneath them all, waiting for the guilty one to reveal itself.
It’s a low sound, an intermittent hum. I put an ear against the door to the hallway.
Not there. Behind me. Toward the connecting door to Jamie’s room.
I don’t wander in the night, so I have no idea if he uses a sound machine to sleep. Steven Sterling used one, but I figured out it was to muffle the sound of his masturbating.
It’s deep rumbling. No. It’s chuckling, soft and low, and … slurping?
Daunis moans.
I clasp a hand over my mouth, praying my surprised gasp was inside my head and not out loud. Instead of running to my bedroom, I remain frozen in case they heard me.
Her voice hitches and rises.
I don’t want to know this. I retreat stealthily.
Back in my room, I pull the blankets over my head. I take deep breaths, imagining the ebb and flow of angry waves crashing against the shore.

The next morning, I am determined to function normally. I follow the routines developed over the past eleven weeks, but now with escape on the brain. Wash face. Brush teeth. Do morning stretches. Count money. Make sure burner phone is charged. Repack backpack. Fill the kettle with fresh water and put it on simmer after it boils. Read on the sofa until Jamie emerges from his room. Chat and drink tea while he drinks coffee before starting breakfast. Remove watch and wash dishes. Take shower. Put watch back on. Report for work. Midmorning workout. More work. Lunch with Daunis. Load dishwasher. Read for fun. More work. Midafternoon workout. Jamie’s 4:55 p.m. ritual. Read for fun. Help with dinner prep. Dinner with Jamie and Daunis. After-dinner cleanup. Go somewhere to walk. Hide zippered pencil pouch with money, phone, and watch in the bathroom vanity cabinet. Evening swim. Shower. Read. Put watch back on. Bed.

On Thursday, I notice Jamie acting differently. He’s on edge, practically snapping to attention each time his phone rings. He keeps the door to his room closed. The housekeepers haven’t arrived yet. Maybe he doesn’t want me in his room because I’ll find evidence of Daunis’s overnight visits. Or he knows I heard them in bed—although why would he act strangely today instead of yesterday?
It isn’t until Daunis says something about the investigation that I realize Jamie has more information. Her back is to him; I’m the one who watches him cook. He drops a wooden spoon on the range top. Reaching for it, he’s distracted and accidentally touches the scorching pot.
“I’m waiting for my contact to update me. Should be any day now,” he says, flicking his hand in pain before running it under cold water.
He makes eye contact with me and shakes his head to convey Not now.
It isn’t until we are swimming and Daunis leaves to sit in the sauna that I corner him.
“Say it.” I’m frustrated with his persistent bad habit of withholding unpleasant news.
“They’re investigating you, Lucy. Not as a victim. As a person of interest.”
The world quietly closes in on me. It’s the opposite of an explosion.
I don’t know whether to ask questions, spill my guts, or remain silent.
Instead I submerge myself. It’s not the first time I’ve waited beneath the surface until I feel safe.

When I greet Jamie the next morning, I’m bleary-eyed from lack of sleep and crying. He fixes his coffee. I go through the motions of making a cup of tea. He searches the cabinet with the medicines and hands something to me. Eye drops.
I go to my bathroom and douse my eyeballs with the red-eye relief. When I return to the kitchen, I hand over the drops so Jamie can put them back in the cabinet. The only reason I don’t hide in my room is to keep my regular patterns.
Today of all days, I need everything to be normal. Until it isn’t.
It feels like an eternity until my physical-therapy appointment.
At 1:55 p.m., I walk from my bedroom to the entry. Jamie is on the phone with Hazel, so I pause in his doorway.
PT, I mouth while pointing at my watch.
He stares at me for a beat too long before nodding and continuing his work conversation.
I will miss you, Jamie. If I could’ve chosen a brother, it would’ve been you. The instant you walked into the diner, Mr. Prada Boots, I knew you’d change my life.
The elevator opens. Daunis brightens instantly. Her arms are full of shopping bags.
“Headed to PT,” I say.
“You want me to keep you company?” She offers sometimes.
“I’m good.”
Jamie and Daunis won’t know I’m gone until I don’t return from PT in an hour. I’ve already canceled the appointment. This elevator ride is the beginning of my head start.
He will tell her about the investigation. They’ll assume it’s why I’m running away. One of them will check the bus schedule. There’s a two thirty p.m. Greyhound bus headed south. I’ll gain another hour or two lead by the time they search for me at the main bus station in downtown Lansing.
Meanwhile, I’m about to get picked up at two p.m. sharp by a group of college students heading to Chicago. I flushed the slip of paper with the driver’s contact information from the ride-share bulletin board. My coat and backpack are in my bedroom, along with my laptop. I’ve left almost everything in my room, just in case it buys me another half hour of Jamie and Daunis wondering where I am.
My burner phone is in the back pocket of my jeans. My zippered pencil pouch is in the front pocket of the CMU hoodie Daunis bought for me to wear to the baseball game next week. In addition to my cash and preloaded credit card, I’ve got a fake ID that I bought from a mechanical-engineering major with a minor in computer science who I met in the bathroom at the IET building. She’s a clever one. If you need an intelligent go-getter, hang out with tech girls. They have resources and can get shit done.
I walk to the hotel entrance. By now the presence of valet drivers, a bellman, and two security guards does not faze me. I’m even used to the tribal cop car parked to the immediate left of the hotel entrance.
The gray Toyota RAV4 is exactly where it’s supposed to be—to the right of the hotel entrance, at the end of the drop-off lane. Just another ten paces.
“I knew we’d cross paths again.”
I freeze instead of running on my barely healed femur. The voice comes from behind, the same one that said I had a week to give them what they wanted.
Of course she lied.
Of all the foster sisters I’ve had, the liar broke my heart.



  


WHEN I WAS SIXTEEN
2006
Missus baked a cake for my sixteenth birthday. She had asked about my favorite kind two days prior.
“Chocolate, with chocolate frosting,” I replied, remembering the chocolate bar she enjoyed every afternoon with a cup of coffee.
“Same as me. How wonderful.”
I’d been at Hoppy Farm for three months now. Long enough to become familiar with farm routines, yet not so adjusted as to forget Devery’s instructions about fitting in. My braid was shorter than those of both Hoppy wives but styled the same way—a hair tie at the nape of the neck and a second at the end of the braid.
By the time I turned sixteen, I knew I wanted to remain at the farm. Missus had told the truth: I never went hungry. The food was excellent. Produce grown at the farm, either canned from last harvest or fresh from the many hoop houses. Eggs collected each morning by Tonya and Jennifer, each wearing special aprons with dozens of tiny pockets to keep the eggs from knocking together. Milk, butter, and meat from the cows. My stomach issues from Bridget’s reliance on processed foods were a faint memory.
I gained weight each month. Not only from the size of the meals, but from the muscles that came with physical labor.
A chore list filled nearly an entire wall in the kitchen. It was an enormous dry-erase board in a handmade wooden frame with a basket attached for the colorful markers that wiped away with a soft cloth. Every Sunday night the board was scrubbed clean, and the days of the week were written in the header row. Each column had two rows: indoor chores and outdoor chores. Missus wrote the chores for the week, with input from Mister.
Each teen wrote their name next to their chosen indoor and outdoor chores. Since we went in order based on seniority, I ended up with the least desirable tasks: cleaning the boys’ bathroom and washing up after dinner. I didn’t mind the dinner chore and would’ve selected it anyway. The bathroom chore was not fun, but I played by the rules. The indoor chores were the same each week, except for seasonal or monthly tasks like steam cleaning the area rugs or oiling the maple butcher block worktable.
The outdoor chores depended on the gardening calendar and, sometimes, the weather. I liked being outdoors and didn’t shy away from labor-intensive tasks. I quickly earned respect for my work ethic. In addition to hauling and stacking firewood, I was part of the painting crew. We were paid minimum wage for the outdoor chores but not the indoor ones—which were expected as our contribution to the household.
In the warmer months, during our afternoon break, which everyone called siesta time, I hammocked with the others in the grove of trees along one side of the long drive to the house. Tonya filled a round, orange five-gallon cooler with ice-cold water from the drinking well and hauled it to the hammock grove on a golf cart. She also brought fruit, cheese, and fresh bread.
Boyd liked the hammock next to mine. He’d put his cowboy hat over his face and two minutes later be snoring softly. I always read after the siesta snacks. Even a decrepit library had treasures.
It rained that afternoon, but lightly, so as not to ruin my birthday. Nobody felt the need to cut our siesta short. As I tucked The Count of Monte Cristo at my side, I realized Boyd wasn’t snoring. He smiled at me with a mouthful of misaligned teeth that made his face even more beautiful. He didn’t waste effort trying to conceal the imperfection.
In that moment I knew I liked him.
“I love the smell of rain.” Emily always saw the good in every situation.
“Yeah, that … earthiness,” a boy named Otto said.
“It’s called petrichor,” I said without assessing risk and reward.
“Petrichor,” Emily echoed.
“Sounds like a prince’s name,” Boyd said.
“Chef Boyardee got a new nickname,” my roommate Tonya said. “Prince Petrichor.”
Emily and Diego occupied the double hammock. She’d arrived in January already pregnant. Diego doted on her as if he were the baby’s dad, just like Joseph with Mary and Jesus. I pictured him as Maximilien Morrel from The Count of Monte Cristo, an honorable young man in love. Emily basked in the attention she received from everyone at Hoppy Farm, but especially from shy and kind Diego.
“You’re really smart, Sweet Sixteen,” Boyd commented. “Will you go to Alpena for high school? It’s bigger than the one nearby.”
“We get a choice?” Since I’d arrived in April, Jennifer had arranged for me to do homeschooling. I assumed I’d join everyone at the local high school in the fall.
“Sure do. Alpena’s one of those schools that takes kids who don’t live in the school district. Last year two kids went because of all the AP classes.” He grinned and laughed before adding, “I wasn’t one of them.”
I asked about the high school nearest to the farm.
“It’s okay.” He didn’t sound like a fan.
Before I could dig deeper, Boyd maneuvered the perfect roll out of the hammock. Then he adjusted his jeans and put his long-sleeve work shirt over his white T-shirt. He took his time with his cowboy hat, pretending he didn’t know I was watching him.
“I hate school. Can’t wait to take the GED test now that I’m sixteen,” he said.
“Well, I like school,” I replied.
“Well”—he imitated me but fluttered his eyelids and cupped his chin—“I like earning money. Once I get my GED, I can work full-time all year long.” He motioned toward the farmhouse. “Missus won’t let us work more than twenty hours a week as long as we’re still in school. Soon as I save enough, Allen’s gonna sell me his truck.”
Boyd offered a hand to help me out of my hammock, but I imitated his smooth move and rolled myself out. We went to help Emily, whose belly made maneuvering an exit difficult. Diego remained in place to stabilize her as four of us surrounded the hammock and coordinated our movements to hoist her back onto solid ground.
“This was my last hammock nap,” Emily declared.
“But you’re not due until the end of the month,” a brown girl named Lexi said.
Emily rubbed her belly.
“I swear this baby’s adding a pound every day. Can you imagine y’all lifting me out of that contraption the heavier I get?” She laughed in the easy way she had.
“No. I can’t imagine,” Tonya said dryly.
My roommate was the only person who wouldn’t go out of their way to pamper Emily.
Lexi, who’d been at the farm the longest, used to have the third bedroom with the private bathroom. Upon Emily’s arrival, Lexi relocated to a shared bedroom without complaint.
“No way I’d give up the single bedroom for the pregnant girl,” Tonya said when telling me about each foster sibling. “Lexi’s in with Joy, and that tattooed bitch’s farts smell like dog dookie.”
I couldn’t argue about the farts, but Joy was a lot of fun. I liked her tattoos. Each one had a story behind it. She reminded me of Devery that way.

Every birthday was celebrated the same way at Hoppy Farm. Missus baked whatever cake you wanted and made sure to have your favorite ice cream flavor too. You also got to choose what to have for dinner.
“Here you go, Birthday Girl.” Missus fixed my plate and set it before me. Getting served first, instead of waiting for the serving bowls and platters to make their way around the table, was another treat on your special day. Missus did it for pregnant Emily every night, but at a birthday dinner someone else received the extra-special treatment.
After a silent grace, everyone watched me take a first bite. Since by then I sat in the middle of the row of girls, everyone had a clear view. I didn’t have to fake my enthusiasm for the succulent roasted chicken. It was the best thing I’d ever tasted in my life.
“What’d I tell you about our chickens.” Mister’s saying was so familiar that everyone joined him.
“Hoppy chickens are happy chickens and happy chickens taste better.”
“It’s truer than true,” he said. “I swear that fresh air, exercise, and the best-quality feed make our chickens grow happy, strong, and plump.”
Roasted chicken was served so often that the Hoppys had purchased a small commercial rotisserie oven that cooked a dozen birds at a time. Each was as juicy and perfectly seasoned as the rest.
Mister continued raving about his chickens. “Once we bought a plucker—a defeathering machine—they tasted even better. You know why, Lucy?”
I shook my head and kept chewing.
“Plucking chickens by hand is not pleasant. Made people gloomy. I’m sure their mood dulled the flavor of the bird.” He looked around the table for supporters of his theory. “Right?”
“Trust me,” Missus said, “no one wanted that chore. It always went to the two newest arrivals. Even Jennifer did her fair share.”
I turned to the younger Missus. “You were here as a foster kid?”
I hadn’t known her origin story and had assumed she was Allen’s childhood sweetheart. She belonged to the farm as if she’d lived her entire life there.
“Yes. I was thirteen. After my first night, I never wanted to leave,” Jennifer replied in her delicate, lilting voice that contrasted with her sturdiness.
I remembered feeling similarly about Miss Lonnie’s.
After the meal, Jennifer cleared the plates. Missus lit sixteen candles on the double-chocolate cake before she placed it in front of me. Everyone sang “Happy Birthday,” except they changed it to “Hoppy Birthday.” It was corny, but I felt my eyes get watery anyway.
“Make a wish!” It was a chorus around the table.
I wish Devery were here.
Everyone cheered as I blew out the candles.
While Missus sliced the cake, Mister got the chocolate-chip ice cream out of the freezer and Jennifer brought a stack of dessert plates and clean forks and spoons. Again, I was served first and then Emily.
The devil’s food cake was a rich, dark chocolate. The homemade chocolate frosting was so sweet that my teeth ached after the first bite.
“How does baby like the cake?” Missus asked a beaming Emily.
“Baby likes,” she replied.
I didn’t have to look at Tonya to know she was rolling her eyes. Although my roommate was what my dad would’ve called “rough around the edges,” she was also what Mister called “a good egg.”
Missus gave me a birthday card signed by all five Hoppys with a hundred-dollar bill inside. I also received a card signed by the other seven teens. Diego announced that the three boys would clean their own bathroom next time as their gift to me. It was the best gift.
Tonya spoke for the girls minus Joy. “We sort of like you more than we hate washing dishes, so there you have it. You’re off dish duty tonight. Happy birthday.”
“Hoppy birthday,” Mister corrected.
Joy gifted me a free tattoo. Her tattoos and assorted piercings gave the impression she was a tough girl. It was what I had thought about her my first month at the farm. She was, in fact, thoughtful, intelligent, and a big softie. She’d done a great job on her own, so I started thinking about what I wanted her to do. I already had a Devery tattoo, the connected C and D at my wrist. Maybe something for Stacy, like a book or a ship on a big wave. Or just her name.
Since I didn’t need to stay in the kitchen for cleanup, I grabbed my book and sat in the front-porch library. The earlier rain had cooled the day enough for me to open the row of double-hung windows that ran the length of the front porch. I sat in the overstuffed chair, smiling as a pleasant breeze traveled through the library.
I looked up at the gentle knock in the doorway.
“Um … Come in?” For some reason, people treated the library as if it were my private reading room. I didn’t mind, but I always kept the door open whenever I went there. After I’d reorganized the shelves, I’d encouraged everyone to check out books. I had hauled two reading chairs into the space, along with a side table and lamp. Sure, I had spent my own money on a package of soft white light bulbs that worked with a three-way lamp, but it wasn’t like marking my territory.
Boyd entered the library with one hand behind his back. He wore clean jeans and a light blue T-shirt. I caught a faint floral scent, then the familiar citrus-and-cedar soap from the guys’ bathroom. His blush showed up, even in the soft glow of the reading lamp.
“Picked these for you.”
He revealed a dripping vase of orange blooms. Butterfly weed from the one garden that had to be fenced to keep the dogs out. I reached for the jelly jar, careful not to spill water the way Boyd had. Each fragrant flower resembled a campfire with a tiny center ring of fire surrounded by longer flames blazing outward.
“Had permission to pick them,” he assured me. “I swear. It’s not much, but I—”
“They’re perfect,” I said.
His modest gift was like a hundred mini fires that called to me.
I placed the simple vase on the table before rising to hug him.
“Sweet sixteen and never been kissed?” His unsteady voice rose in pitch.
“Never,” I confessed.
We were still hugging when he asked, “Can I, um, change that?”
“Yes,” I said without hesitation. My stomach fluttered in a way that felt exciting.
My first kiss was tender and minty. His lips felt soft. I mirrored the faint pressure and waited for what he would do next. I had read about sloppy opened mouths and invading tongues, more embarrassed than curious. Boyd kept it sweet, ending with a gentle smooch.
“That was nice,” I blurted out.
“Oh good.” His relief matched my own.

Every night, I read for a while and half listened to Tonya, who was especially chatty when tired. My roommate kept a crystal bowl filled with matchboxes on her nightstand. Each night she selected a matchbox and lit one match. She watched it burn, blowing it out at the last instant before it reached her fingertips. Then she’d start talking about her mom, who used to bring her to bars. Tonya was left in the car with a blanket until she was old enough for her mom to put makeup on her so she could go inside the bar with her. Tonya’s mom was white, and her dad was Black. She didn’t know him because her mother didn’t want to give her dad the “opportunity to disappoint her.”
I wondered how her mother could have made the decision to keep Tonya’s father away. Had it been a loving decision or a harmful one?
After Tonya talked about her childhood, she’d share her observations about our foster siblings. Emily was a frequent target.
Tonight Tonya huffed her frustration. “Everyone treats her like she’s giving birth to a royal baby. If I got knocked up, I wouldn’t be like that.”
“Okay, liar,” I said playfully while turning the page of my book.
“Bitch,” she said, a familiar retort.
“Besides,” I said, “what’s it to you if Emily’s a pregnant princess?” I thumbed my bookmark.
“Nothing, I guess.” She sulked. “Did you know she’s been in foster care for three years, but now that she’s pregnant her aunt reached out and offered her a place to stay? Where was her aunt three years ago?”
“I don’t know, Tonya. I guess we only know the parts of people’s stories that they share with us. And speaking of stories…” I made a point of shuffling pages.
“You and your books. You remind me of my friend Maia Cooper-Collarelli. She read four books at a time. For fun!” Tonya chuckled. “There was the book we read for class. The book she kept in her dad’s car. And a bedtime book.”
“That’s three,” I said.
“Oh, and her bathroom book.” She laughed again. “A dookie read.”
“She sounds smart. You sure she was your friend?” I giggled and dodged the pillow thrown at my head.
“Damn straight. Whatcha reading, anyway? The Count of Monte Carlo?” I heard the smile in her voice.
“Monte Cristo.” I went through the motions of correcting her even though she knew the title. “It’s about playing the long game to get revenge on your enemies.”
“Any smexy scrogging in it?” She asked the same question about every book.
“Not enough for you to read it,” I said.
Tonya sighed dramatically.
“Pick a better book, bitch.”

I woke up, heart racing. For a moment I thought I’d had a nightmare. Then Tonya turned the light on. She, too, had been startled awake. We stared at each other.
It was the second shriek from across the hall that put everything in motion. I tumbled out of bed. Emily’s due date was at the end of the month. I ran to the hallway, yelling for Tonya to get Missus.
Two girls stumbled from the other bedroom.
“Lexi, go get Jennifer. Joy, get Diego.” Both girls stared at me. “Now!”
Emily knelt on the floor, gripping her belly in terror.
“I can’t do this. It’s too soon.”
My hair stood on end.
“It’s okay.” My voice was calm. “Help is on the way, Emily.”
Diego’s gold crucifix dangled from her neck as she hunched over.
“Are you Catholic?” I asked.
“Diego’s teaching—” Pain took her breath.
“Okay,” I began. “Let’s pray.”
Emily nodded vigorously and reached for my hand.
“Dear God. Protect this beautiful soul and her baby. Give her strength. Be with her. In your name, we pray. Amen.”
Diego burst into the room. He rushed to Emily and knelt by her side.
“I’m here. You’ve got this.”
“Lucy’s praying,” she said, before a long, deep groan filled the room.
“Help is on the way,” I said. “Missus and Jennifer are coming.”
I repeated the prayer. Diego joined in after the second iteration, exclaiming, “Amen!”
A stampede of footsteps raced upstairs, growing louder until halting in the doorway. Jennifer squatted behind Emily. Missus wedged between Diego and me, planting herself in front of the scared teen while cooing as if to the baby.
Jennifer stared at her wristwatch as she spoke. “We’ve practiced this, Emily. Remember? Deep, cleansing breaths.”
As she demonstrated, Diego matched the pattern. They inhaled so deeply it felt like a vacuum of oxygen in the room. Then, they all panted, “He, he, he, he, hoo,” before expelling everything held in their lungs.
Emily mimicked her two breathing coaches while squeezing their hands.
“Contractions are two minutes apart,” Jennifer told Missus.
Their shared look of alarm shook me.
“We need to get Emily downstairs,” Missus announced.
I dragged Diego out of the way. We pressed together in a corner of the bedroom. Mister and both sons surrounded Emily. Their movements were similar to how we had hoisted her from the hammock earlier that day.
Although Bruce was younger and shorter than his dad and his brother, he was clearly the strongest. He picked Emily up. Mister led the way out of the room. Allen, Jennifer, and Missus followed Bruce.
Diego ran after them. And since he gripped my arm, I went too.
By the time we reached the kitchen, someone had placed a twin-sized mattress on top of the dining table. Emily was propped up in a reclining position with Missus seated behind her. Their backs were to us.
Allen and Bruce blocked Diego’s path to the head of the table, where Jennifer remained between Emily’s bent knees. Mister had called 911 and was narrating the situation to the person on the other end of the line.
“Ambulance is on the way,” he announced.
“Why aren’t they taking her to the hospital?” Tonya asked behind me.
Lexi answered. “She might deliver before arriving at the hospital. It would be better to be here than in a car. Safer for an ambulance to transport her.”
My earlier calmness in the initial chaos had been a temporary fluke. Diego and I held on to each other. Both of us shaking. Neither able to speak.
Missus spoke to Emily soothingly, almost like cooing to a baby. Everything was going to be okay. Yes indeed. Jennifer’s voice, the most delicate thing about her, seemed to have gained volume and gravitas. She spoke with authority.
They’ve done this before, I realized. Emily was in good hands.
Fifteen minutes later, her baby boy was born just as the EMTs arrived. With all the sirens and flashing lights, it was as if Emily’s son was the grand marshal of a parade.
Missus rode in the ambulance with Emily and the baby. Jennifer drove her own car and Allen followed in his truck. Mister stayed with us. He retrieved a jug of hard cider for anyone who wanted to toast to the mother and child.
“To Emily and her baby. To their health and lifelong happiness.” Mister’s voice cracked. He emptied his glass of cider.
The rest of us gulped our drinks and stared at each other.
It was a strange mixture of extreme emotions. Giddy relief bubbled throughout our bodies. Terror barely contained at the periphery. Surreal disbelief that we’d experienced what we had just experienced.
I was the one who voiced what needed to be said.
“What the fuck.”
Everyone laughed. No one had ever heard me swear.
Such an odd night of firsts and lasts.
My first kiss. A baby’s first cries. My first drink of alcohol that wasn’t church wine. My first time saying the f-word.
And the last time we ever saw Emily or her baby.



  


THE LIAR
APRIL 2009
My ride drives away.
“I told your friends you didn’t need a lift anymore.” The liar is full of herself.
“How did you know.” My voice is a flat tire on a deserted road.
I looked down at my arms. My sweatshirt sleeves are pushed up. My right forearm is a list of names tattooed in black ink. One for each of my sisters. Stacy, Tonya, Lexi, Joy, Emily. My other arm has just one name. Devery. It almost forms a bracelet around my left wrist with my first tattoo. It’s mostly covered by my dad’s watch.
“C’mon. I’ll tell you back in the hotel.” She nudges my elbow. “I have a room too. Not a fancy suite. I didn’t get a rich fairy godmother like you did.”
We glance at each other. A ballcap and sunglasses shield her identity from the security cameras. Her planning skills have improved. The satisfied grin hasn’t changed.
My high school track coach warned me to never look back in a race.
For the few seconds you’re distracted, you leave a blind spot for your
competition to pass you on the other side. Keep your eyes on the prize, Smith.
It’s why I notice the tribal cop leaving the lobby restroom three seconds before the liar does. It’s enough time to fall to my knees, raise both hands, and shout.
“I bombed the diner! My name is Lucy Dolce Smith. I bombed the Pleasant Diner on January ninth.”
As my foster sister stalks away, she says, “You bitch.”



  


WHEN I WAS SIXTEEN
2006
Diego and I slept on sofas in the living room. Mister snored on the recliner between us. Loud as he was, our ears still registered a vehicle in the driveway. Not Allen’s diesel truck. Jennifer’s car was the same as my dad’s. Each time I heard it, my heart leaped in recognition.
We rushed to the kitchen before Mister startled awake mid-snore.
“How is she?” Diego asked an exhausted-looking Jennifer the instant she stepped inside.
“And the baby?” I added because, after all, we shared a birthday.
“She’s fine. They’re both fine.”
Diego made the sign of the cross before grabbing my hand. He didn’t hold back his happy tears. Emily was lucky to have someone so concerned about her.
The sky and one insistent rooster prepared for sunrise. Bruce came in from the new three-car garage, a heated outbuilding with a bathroom and an attic bedroom. He was an early riser who filled the teakettle with fresh water and made the first pot of coffee for the day.
“Allen will be back later with Mom,” Jennifer said. She didn’t refer to her mother-in-law as Missus, like we did. “She wanted to check on Emily as soon as visiting hours start.”
“Can I see her?” Diego’s voice cracked.
“Her aunt’s arriving sometime this morning. They’ve got a lot of catching up to do,” Jennifer cautioned.
Over breakfast, Mister told everyone—in celebration of Emily’s healthy baby boy and it being the Fourth of July—to keep a light schedule that day. We were to do only the essential chores that couldn’t be delayed until tomorrow such as tending to the animals and preparing meals. Since I wouldn’t need to do anything until dinner-time cleanup, I took advantage of the gorgeous day.
Boyd walked with me to the hammock grove. I blushed when he held my hand. We’d kissed less than twenty-four hours ago, but so much had happened since then.
“Dreamed about you last night,” Boyd said. “Did you dream about me?”
“I was too tired to dream about anything,” I admitted.
When Boyd laughed, I realized I should’ve given a flirty answer. My embarrassment probably deepened my blush to an all-over sunburn.
“Once I finish up with the horses, I’ll be back. Maybe we can try out the big hammock now that Emily and Diego—” Boyd halted at the sound of someone jogging to catch up with us. “Speak of the devil,” he said.
Diego’s bloodshot eyes were unsettling.
“Man, you look awful,” Boyd added.
I let go of his hand to give Diego a comforting hug.
“Diego, buddy.” Boyd softened his tone. “Emily will call today. I’m sure of it. She’s your girl. You guys are great together.”
Boyd nudged me toward the double hammock. I rolled into it, hoping my face had returned to its normal golden-brown glow.
“I gotta tend them horses,” he said. Then he leaned over and kissed me on my lips. He walked away, calling over his shoulder, “Look after my girl, Diego Diaz. Make sure no one joins her in that hammock.”
I was too surprised by the kiss and the declaration of being Boyd’s “girl” to say anything. I waited for Diego to speak as he paced around the double hammock.
“I don’t think Mister and Missus are worried enough about Emily.”
I probed. “What worries you about her?”
Diego was the most serious of the three boys. Boyd was, well, Boyd. A cute wannabe cowboy whose twang strengthened whenever a girl was nearby. Otto was a wannabe comedian who Tonya nicknamed “Otto Work” because he was going to be a “broke-ass out-of-work Adam Sandler impersonator.”
Diego spoke with the solemnity of a priest administering the Last Rites.
“Mister and Missus should be more concerned about an aunt who Emily barely remembers.”
Despite wanting to help Diego, I felt the easy day take over. My eyelids grew heavier with each gentle breeze. As I drifted into something deeper than a nap, he voiced his biggest concern.
“What if her aunt wants the baby but not Emily?”

I dreamed about Stacy Sterling. She was in the library at Hoppy Farm, waiting for me to select a book for her. I knelt before the low bookcase, examining the old hardcovers that had made their way from garage sales and donation bins to my library. Crawling from one bookcase to the next, I became more desperate. There had to be a book that would help her. To let her know that none of this was her fault. If I could get the right book into her hands, she would be okay.
I tried to rise but fell onto my back instead. Then Steven Sterling leaned over to kiss me. I pushed and punched, yelling myself awake to find Boyd rubbing his jaw.
“Oh. I—I thought…” I couldn’t find my words.
“Are you okay, Lucy?” Diego rushed over.
“Now that’s a punch,” Boyd said, trying to make light of the situation.
Still in a panic, I grabbed Diego’s hand to help pull me out of the hammock. With my feet on solid ground, I forced myself to take deep breaths.
“I had a bad dream, but I’m okay now,” I said, waving off the two guys.
I kept shaking my wrists even as they fell to my side, and I felt some of the fear fly off me. But now I wanted to get away from the hammock grove. My happy place was the library, but the nightmare felt too raw for me to go there.
Boyd waited until Diego walked away to approach me.
“I’m sorry for planting one on you like that, Lucy.”
“Don’t surprise me with that kind of thing again. Okay?” I rubbed my cowlick.
My hair had grown longer, but now I wished it were super short. I wanted to be a porcupine with a spiky defense system.
“Okay,” Boyd said.
He reached for my hand. Again I waved him off.
“I need things to go slower, Boyd. I’m not your girl just like that.”
“Okay.” He looked remorseful to the point of tears.

Diego’s concerns multiplied each day that week. Emily had promised to call from the hospital but hadn’t. His calls to her went unanswered. He left lengthy messages until her phone’s voice mail was filled.
Dinner that Friday felt different. Allen and Jennifer had gone away for a weekend, so there were three empty spaces around the table. Determined to lift everyone’s spirits, Missus relayed updates from Emily’s caseworker.
“Emily and the baby are fine. She named him Leaf—as in ‘tree leaf,’ not after Leif Erikson the explorer. Well, that’s our Emily.”
“What did the social worker say about living with the aunt?” I asked.
“Well, her aunt Enid is family. We respect that.” Her voice became softer. “We agreed to Emily going to her aunt’s home this week through the weekend so they could test the waters.”
“For Emily and the baby? Or just the baby?” Again, I pressed the issue for Diego in case his emotions were cause for teasing by the other guys.
Missus gave me a curious look.
“Both, of course. Emily won’t consider any other options,” she said tersely.
I dropped the subject.
Diego remained in the kitchen to talk about Emily while I loaded the dishwasher.
“Leaf is a cute name,” I said, rinsing a dinner plate.
“It was one of her three choices.” He carried a stack of drinking glasses from the table.
“I liked Petrichor.” I offered a grin that wasn’t returned. He handed me one of the glasses, oblivious to my system of loading the bottom tray before the upper one.
“So … this weekend…” I paused, unsure how to say the big thing.
My dad had struggled with saying big things. His cancer had been the most extreme example of his reticence. For all we discussed the medical details, we never shared our feelings. It was Devery, her emotions needing only the tiniest spark to ignite a meltdown, who introduced me to the opposite extreme.
I took a deep breath before I dove in.
“If Emily likes staying with her aunt, she won’t be back.”
Diego recoiled as if slapped.
“She has to come back. To get her things. To say…” His voice dwindled to nothing.
I thought of how Miss Lonnie might have said a big thing.
“Not everyone says goodbye when they leave.”
“Good people say goodbye,” Diego insisted.

The rest of the summer was perfect, as if glorious weather was our consolation prize for the absence of Emily and baby Leaf. I took any opportunity to be outside. There were beets and cabbages to harvest. I discovered how fresh a cucumber tasted five minutes off the vine and washed with ice-cold spring water. And nightly bonfires, where I stared into glowing embers, mesmerized and soothed.
At the end of July, we met Emma, who, like Emily, arrived pregnant. She moved into the single bedroom, which had been refreshed with new paint, carpet, curtains, and bedding. Emma loved her new lavender bedroom. She was good-natured about constantly being called Emily.
Emma liked to read, so I selected six books for her to try. Her favorite authors were Stephen King and Danielle Steel, which left a lot of room in between. Scanning our library shelves, I wondered what—in our limited collection—might fall into a horror-romance hybrid genre.
In August, I decided not to attend the small, local high school or the larger one in Alpena with the AP classes. I wanted to spend every day the way I had that summer: working hard, taking siesta naps in the hammock grove, reading books, and collapsing in my bed each night too exhausted for anything except deep, dreamless sleep.
Taking the GED test meant no more classes. It meant freedom from classmates I had little in common with. No more probing questions about why I was in foster care. Relief from guys nudging their friends to catch a boob jiggle when I had a coughing fit during calculus.
I passed the five subject tests on my first try and celebrated by letting Joy pierce my ears five times over several weeks. She was professional, sharing a printed page with the different parts of the ear labeled: lobe, helix, rook, conch, tragus, daith. She had a thick needle, cotton balls, and a bottle of sterile saline spray. We started with my lower lobes, which were the only piercings mirrored on each ear. My third piercing was on my right side at the helix—the round, cordlike edging of the upper ear. Joy had at least four tiny gold hoops looped around each helix. I was fine with just the one. The fourth and fifth holes were what was called an industrial piercing. Joy had a large safety pin going diagonally across the upper ear on her left side. I decided on the same for my left ear, but with a barbell earring made for that type of piercing.
“You look like a badass bitch now,” Tonya commented at my final piercing reveal.
“That’s the point,” I replied. “It’s called Batesian mimicry. When harmless prey appears dangerous to predators. A viceroy butterfly is not toxic, but it evolved to look like a monarch butterfly, which is poisonous to birds.”
“Badass Batesian bitch.” She repeated it until I threw my slipper at her.
As summer turned to autumn, I harvested plums, sweet potatoes, zucchini, and pumpkins. I learned about canning foods and helped to fill the Hoppy pantry. Sweatshirts were layered over T-shirts. Hammock siestas were spent watching red maple leaves flutter to the ground.
My library grew as I wrote letters requesting donations from public libraries, thrift stores, and nonprofit organizations. I recommended books for each of my foster siblings and the Hoppys. Diego was the only person who read the books and wanted to discuss them.
The night before Halloween, Tonya and I recapped our day as usual. Our room was dark except for a faint orange glow from a Himalayan salt lamp. She swore it improved her dreams.
“The chicken tasted different tonight. So did the sweet potato pie,” she said.
“Not to me.” Hoppy chicken remained the greatest dish ever.
The wind howled as if siding with my roommate.
“If you wanted, could you maybe get certain books?” Meekness was out of character for Tonya. She was more like Devery. Blunt to the point of embarrassment—mine, not hers.
“Yeah, I probably could. I’ve said that before,” I said.
“Does Missus know which books you look for?” Tonya asked.
“No. Why would she care about specific titles?”
“I think I’m pregnant.” She gulped. “I know I am. Lucy, I’m pregnant. I’m not ready to tell Missus yet. I’m gonna wait until Thanksgiving; I’ll be close to three months, I think.”
There was an awkward pause. In the months after Emily and the baby moved in with her aunt, Diego and I had become best friends. Boyd had left me alone and focused his attention on Tonya. They’d even called dibs on the double hammock.
“Does Boyd know?”
“Yeah. He’s so excited. Like, super excited, Lucy.”
“That’s good,” I said. “Dads should be excited.”
Boyd wasn’t the only one who was excited. Tonya lasted one whole week before telling Missus her good news.

We exchanged Secret Santa gifts on Christmas Eve. I had drawn Joy’s name. She opened her gift and squealed. Joy loved roses, which Tonya found hilarious because of the stinky farts. She immediately replaced one of the many metal spikes in her upper ear cartilage with the single stud in the shape of a rose bloom.
“It’s eighteen-karat gold, so it won’t turn your skin green,” I said.
Diego had taught me to look for the hallmark on jewelry to identify precious metals. Also to dip gold jewelry in vinegar, because real gold wouldn’t change color.
It was a helpful tip that I put to good use when I shopped for Diego at another secondhand store during a day trip to Alpena. Emily still had his crucifix. The one I found was smaller but made of twenty-four-karat gold.
Diego and I waited until we could be alone in the library to exchange gifts. He loved the necklace. I tried not to beam when he saw the hallmark.
“Wow, Lucy. This is … special.”
He seemed embarrassed to give me a small present the same size as the jewelry box for his necklace. I unwrapped the gift box to find a gift card to a bookstore in Alpena.
“I should’ve put more thought into it,” Diego said before I could react. “It’s just that all the donated books are old. I wanted you to pick a new book because—”
“I love it.” My voice caught. “I haven’t had anyone buy a book for me since…” I didn’t fight the tears. “Thank you. It means the world to me.”

Winter was mild at the farm—at least to me. When anyone complained, I told stories about the winter squalls that blew across Beaver Island. We could still have bonfires on Saturday evenings, unless it was too harsh and windy.
I hadn’t done much hiking on the state land surrounding the farm. During the summer and fall it was too easy to imagine Steven Sterling lurking in the woods. But a thick blanket of fresh snow made for a pristine canvas. Easier to see boot prints and animal tracks. Steven hadn’t seemed clever enough to master the art of camouflage, so it felt safe to explore the trails with others. I was surprised to discover how much I liked snowshoeing.
Emma’s pregnancy progressed without any physical issues, but she became withdrawn. The more Missus lavished special attention on her, the more she retreated to her bedroom. She was quiet during mealtime and didn’t participate in group activities. I was the person she interacted with the most, but all I did was replace the stack of books she’d set outside her bedroom door every other day.
On her due date in January, Emily gave birth to a baby girl that she gave up for adoption. A week later, she requested a different foster-care placement. She was like a breeze that passed through the drafty porch library. I hadn’t added her name to my tattoo list, figuring we’d get to know each other better in time.
Tonya had the opposite reaction to the attention Missus paid to her. She practically purred and sidled up to Missus for cuddles and belly rubs. When Emma left Hoppy Farm, Tonya had Boyd move her belongings into the private bedroom by that evening.
“Who’s the most special pregnant princess in all the land,” I teased Tonya.
Lexi moved in with me. A new girl named Jasmine arrived and shared a bedroom with Joy. Jasmine and Joy got along so well that they moved their twin beds together. Lexi and I never mentioned the noises we heard from their room at night. I began cleaning the laundry room and the pantry, leaving the boys’ bathroom for Jasmine to clean.
Boyd treated Tonya the opposite of how Diego had treated Emily. Whereas Diego hadn’t been the baby’s father but doted on Emily, Boyd cared about the pregnancy but didn’t treat Tonya as his girlfriend. I would’ve been upset, but Tonya used it as fodder for her imitations of Boyd.
“How’s my fetus?” Tonya mimicked Boyd’s twang and his hair smoothing and preening. “Oh, and you too, baby-mama afterthought.”
Tonya loved the extra attention from Missus and Jennifer. She delighted in relaying every detail about the baby’s development, especially its size compared to fruits and vegetables. The baby was the size of a lemon at the end of the first trimester, and as big as a pear when 2006 gave way to 2007. By Valentine’s Day, Tonya knew that the baby, now the length of an ear of corn, was a boy.
On Easter Sunday, we learned that the baby, now cabbage-sized, would be adopted by Jennifer and Allen.
“The Hoppys gave me a good home. They can do the same for the baby,” Tonya announced. “Boyd and I talked it over, and he agrees with me.”
I, along with everyone else, looked from Tonya to Boyd and then to the younger Mr. and Mrs. Hoppy. Jennifer smiled and sobbed while Allen used a cloth napkin to wipe his damp eyes. The elder Hoppys rose from both ends of the dining table to hug Tonya. Missus hugged Boyd as well. Mister shook hands with the biological father of his soon-to-be-grandson.
While Tonya’s pregnancy progressed, the rest of us focused on preparing a new home on a corner of the property for Jennifer, Allen, and the baby. Since Boyd and I had passed our GED tests, we worked full-time. I also coached Tonya, who wanted to get her GED before the baby arrived. It made the weeks fly by as the baby grew to the size of a pineapple, a butternut squash, stalks of rhubarb, and finally a watermelon.
Boyd was annoying. Bruce Hoppy rarely spoke. So I looked forward to when the teens returned from school. Diego and the others joined us for daily construction cleanup. We earned minimum wage and were paid every other Friday. Like everyone, I chose to be paid in cash. I counted the bills, which I added to the rolls of cash in my backpack locked away.
Spring brought warmer temperatures than I’d expected. Two pairs of jeans became cutoffs. Jerseys became tank tops. When the social worker issued my clothing allowance, I spent the money on steel-toed work boots, moisture-wicking liners, wool and synthetic hiking socks, and front-zip high-impact sports bras.
I decided to overhaul the library as part of my spring-cleaning project. Finding novels for Emma, who had read more than everyone—including myself—at Hoppy Farm combined, challenged me to expand the selection even more than I already had. A proper library needed an inventory of all titles, organized in a logical, helpful way for readers. I would start with that.
Handling each book, I found an interesting collection of items used as bookmarks. Old postcards, photographs, tissues, raffle ticket stubs. I didn’t think much of a folded piece of paper that fell out of one book. Still, I unfolded the sheet of wide-ruled notebook paper to find a list written neatly in pencil. I read:
	KEEP
	ADOPTION

	 
	He might change his mind
	I would be a better mom than mine
	One person would love me

	 
	He said I’m on my own
	Can’t afford food, clothes, everything
	They keep asking



There was no telling how old the pros-and-cons list was. I felt bad for the writer. The sadness and loneliness were heartbreaking. It seemed that Hoppy Farm had its share of pregnant foster teens. The note might have echoed the choices of many girls. Since it didn’t feel right to toss the paper, I refolded and returned it to the same book.
Boyd remained a pesky mosquito who buzzed beside me as we did the tedious but low-risk tasks on the farm and at the construction site. He took every opportunity to remove his shirt and flex his muscles like Brad Pitt in Thelma & Louise. I was convinced he’d bought a white cowboy hat just to drive the point home.
“Check out these guns, Lucy.”
I didn’t need to look to know Boyd was showing off a double-bicep pose.
“No thanks. Got my own.” I flexed a bicep while lifting a shovel.
“Her arm muscles are bigger than yours,” Bruce told Boyd.
When Bruce did speak, it was to recite facts or statistics. He loved playing video games. He took others’ words literally. Jokes went over his head. He kept to himself and was a calming presence. Something about him felt familiar, though I couldn’t say what.
Boyd waited until Bruce, whose bulky muscles were camouflaged as a stout build, drove away on a tractor before disparaging him.
“Rain Man doesn’t know what he’s talking about.”
We’d recently watched the movie where Dustin Hoffman portrayed an autistic savant opposite Tom Cruise as the younger brother, who was a selfish scam artist.
“Actually, the Rain Man guy was a genius,” I said.
“Why don’t you like me anymore?” Boyd said bluntly.
My stomach dropped as I flashed back to Steven Sterling attacking me in his car. I took a deep breath before speaking with deliberate gravitas and an unblinking stare.
“Boyd, the last guy who couldn’t take a hint ended up in urgent care and nearly lost an eye.”
He looked away but quickly regrouped.
“Still got the hots for Diego?”
I resumed digging.
“You know he decided to attend Alpena High School so he could look for Emily.”



  


POST-BLAST EASTER WEEKEND
APRIL 2009
With my “confession” I exchange one captor for another. I also go from ditching Daunis and Jamie to desperately hoping they won’t ditch me. It’s not my first time in a county holding cell for arson. But this time is different.
First, I’m no longer a minor. Second, it wasn’t only property involved. Nancy was injured. Third, felony arson charges escalate significantly if the case is turned over to federal courts. Lastly, I didn’t do it this time, but there are court records and caseworker files documenting some of my past experiences with fire.
The people after me know enough about my history to use it against me.
During our initial meeting in a secure room, Jamie explains why the tribal cops transferred me to the county holding cell after my shouted confession of a crime in town. Tribal Police officers in Michigan are cross-deputized to respond to situations that occur off-reservation. The diner bombing is one example of the tribal officers cooperating with federal, state, and local law-enforcement authorities. It’s hard to look him in the eye as he speaks now, knowing that if things had gone my way, I would be at least three states away by now. He in turn ignores my careworn sweats with ISABELLA COUNTY CORRECTIONS emblazoned on the back.
“Daunis and I will work on getting you released on bail. But, Lucy, it’s Easter weekend. Government offices, including the courts, are minimally staffed today.”
John B. Jameson is my legal representative. If this goes any further, he will need to bring on an attorney experienced in arson defense, which is an actual legal specialization.
Jamie delays telling me the worst part, just like Daunis said was his pattern. “They can hold you for seventy-two hours, meaning you’ll be in a holding cell until Monday.”
The people after me also know where I’ll be all weekend.

By Easter Sunday, four other women are in the bunkroom-type holding cell with me.
Two young women destroyed an art sculpture on campus while intoxicated Saturday night. I know the sculpture—an abstract black-and-white snake near the football stadium. Now sober, the white girl is blaming the Black girl for their present circumstances. The Black girl rolls her eyes and recites what I assume is the exact transcript of their conversation about the white girl’s brilliant idea to trash art that she deemed to be ugly.
The third woman is older than me by at least a decade. She sits calmly on her mattress. Glancing my way, she greets me the way Native people sometimes do—pointing her lips and giving a half nod.
For the first time in my life, I acknowledge that I am Native and mimic her nod.
She doesn’t follow up with any questions. I’m not offended. After all, a holding cell doesn’t seem the place for making friends.
The fourth woman is the oldest among us, although her haggard appearance makes it hard to tell exactly how much older. She arrived a few hours after me. She constantly scratches her arms while giving everyone in the room the stink eye. She grumbles bizarre things to each of us younger women but leaves the Native woman alone.
“They told me all about you,” she says to me, her voice distant.
I contemplate whether the meth lady is just wacky or if she’s in the cell to send me a message. Either way, I stay awake the entire time, sitting on a mattress with my arms wrapped around my legs. I never let her out of my sight.

By Monday morning, I am bleary-eyed from constant surveillance of the meth lady. Lack of sleep makes me question what I see when another young woman enters the holding cell.
“Call me Lizzie,” the newcomer says boldly.
The others stare at the small woman with the big voice. She talks nonstop, peppering her monologue with swear words and bathroom humor.
It doesn’t take long for the meth lady to tell Lizzie to shut up. I’ve kept my distance from the meth lady for the past forty-eight hours. The chatty new woman flits around seemingly unconcerned about provoking her. When the meth lady charges her, they tumble into me before the staff can open the door.
I end up with a punch to my face and a warning hissed into my ear from the messenger.

Daunis gasps when she sees me. A fresh black eye is technically red. Later it will cry out in purple before whimpering in yellow.
“Who did that to you?” She’s full of righteous indignation.
Lily was lucky to have Daunis in her corner.
I stare at Jamie. Group homes and dangerous people are not unchartered territory for him.
“Can you get me out of here?” I ask.
“We’re arranging for bail,” he says, glancing at Daunis. She is probably financing this preferred outcome. Deep pockets. She has never blinked at any mention of cost.
Daunis Fontaine, best friend of my half sister Lily, is wealthy. Old money. Generational wealth. It’s not conveyed in what she says, but how she says it. Like now.
“Please don’t worry.”
She’s got this.
It’s conveyed in the quiet luxury of what she wears. Not Prada like Jamie, but the less ostentatious attire. It doesn’t scream MONEY. It whispers wealth.
Jamie didn’t grow up with money, but Daunis did. She can buy her way out of any situation. She will never be trapped with no way out.
“Do whatever you want. I don’t care,” I tell a stunned Daunis. Before Jamie can say anything, I shrug. “It’s not my first punch.”
Daunis bursts into gut-wrenching sobs. When she manages to speak, her voice is raw.
“What happened to you?”
“I got punched in the face,” I say flatly.
“I’m not talking about in there.” She points as if the cell is next door. “I mean from before. What happened to you in foster care? Whatever it was, it never should’ve happened. They should’ve followed ICWA. We were here. We could have…” She cries as Jamie holds her. “We were right here. All that time. We were here.”

My arraignment hearing goes the way Jamie hopes. Other than my black eye, I look presentable in black pants and a soft pink sweater, courtesy of Daunis. The judge sets bail. Daunis pays a percentage of it so I can be released. She will be on the hook for the full amount if I skip out.
It’s like the judge can read my mind because I definitely intended to flee.
He orders me to wear an ankle tether. It’s fairly standard to do so when the authorities find suspicious items on a person in custody. In addition to the cash and fake ID in my pencil pouch, five thousand dollars in large bills was hidden in an inner liner of my hoodie. I stay quiet about the extra cash instead of offering feeble claims that it wasn’t mine. I figure that Jamie must have caught on to my escape plan and hid extra money in my new hoodie.
Jamie stays behind to meet with the prosecuting attorney, so I leave with Daunis. The tether is clamped to my healthy leg. It doesn’t weigh much, but the device is awkward and annoying. Daunis offers to carry the bag with the clothing I wore when I was arrested. She’s already done so much for me.
We sit in the SUV to wait for Jamie. I expect Daunis to start talking but she doesn’t. She doesn’t turn the radio on either.
Finally, the quiet gets to me.
“Are you waiting for me to say I’m sorry?”
She turns to me. “Why would I expect you to?”
Her voice is calm. No heat or sarcasm. Just bone-weary tiredness. Like I’ve put her through so much. Lily’s half sister is more work than she thought when Jamie reached out. Who is she kidding? I know she pounced on the chance to see Jamie; I was just the cover story.
“Lucy,” she says gently. “There is nothing for you to be sorry about.”
I stare at this larger-than-life woman. She’s unlike anyone I’ve ever met before. We lock eyes and I cannot blink or look away in case she disappears.
“You are brilliant and brave,” she says. “You’re a hard worker and you expect so little for all you do. You’re quick and clever. You’ve been through things I can’t even imagine. For all that you’ve lost and for all your efforts to keep people at bay, you are a person who still loves people lucky enough to have you care about them.”
I want to stay forever in her gaze. It’s warmer than the spring sun. Even when her pause makes my heart thump because I’m so afraid of what she might say next.
“Anything you did, Lucy, you did because you didn’t think you had any other choice. You don’t know how to ask for help because you have been let down so completely. You would rather go it alone than have anyone ever disappoint or abandon you again. You were too scared to see me trying to help you get away from whoever has been after you.”
“You knew?” My voice squeaks from utter surprise.
“After I bought the CMU hoodie, I went back for another one. I stitched another layer inside the hood and hid the money there. I knew you were planning to run as soon as your leg was healed, but something spooked you last weekend.”
My thoughts race, trying to make sense of her revelations. How did Daunis know someone was after me?
“How did I know?” She says my thoughts aloud. There’s even a hint of a smile—a real one—because clever people recognize the cleverness of others. “A pipe bomb goes off when you should’ve been outside the building. If they’d wanted to kill you, they would’ve set the timer for ten minutes earlier when you’d be rinsing your mop bucket right next to the lockers. The cook always locks up after you leave. He deposits the cash bag at the bank, runs a few more errands, and returns an hour or two later to prep for the next day.” She smiles. “Tim likes to blast heavy-metal music when no one else is there.”
“Really?” I can’t picture him as a metalhead. Tim is a sixty-something Black man who eats oatmeal every morning and sings show tunes all day at work.
“They wanted to threaten you. So Jamie and I made sure you weren’t alone in the hospital. We vetted every nurse, aide, and janitor. You were sent flowers with no card when you were in the hospital. I followed up with the florist. Cash payment might not have been unusual, but not including a card was odd.
“They used a different florist to deliver the carnations to the PT office. That time they did include a card with a message that shook you. After that, you had me switch your appointments to the hotel gym.”
Was I that easy to read? Was she that observant? Or was I that sloppy?
“You acted different last week, shutting me out and—”
“Because you’re cheating on TJ with Jamie,” I blurt, unable to contain my utter disappointment.
My outburst stops Daunis cold. Her brow furrows. Then she connects the dots.
“Lucy, I broke up with TJ when I went home last time. I told you that he and I don’t lie to each other. I told him everything. Then I waited a week or so before talking to Jamie.” She looks hurt. “You really thought I cheated?”
I look down at my hands. “I … uh … I thought you were perfect, and then you weren’t.”
“I’m not perfect. I’m as flawed as anyone. But I learned a long time ago that we can love imperfect people, and that includes ourselves.”
Daunis is the wisest person I know. But she’s referencing loving herself despite some flaws and imperfections.
What about criminal acts? She hasn’t sinned like I have.

Back at the hotel suite, Jamie sets boundaries for when he’s my attorney and when he’s my kinda-sorta big brother. Scheduling appointments seems over the top to me. That is, until I realize the benefit of compartmentalizing my life. It’s a relief to know that when we watch television, my attorney won’t start discussing defense strategies.
Our first attorney-client appointment takes place the morning after I’m released from the county jail. Daunis remains in the living room while Jamie and I meet in his office. He’s added a trifold screen separating his workspace from the rest of the bedroom, and a sound machine next to the door separating his room from our suite so Daunis cannot hear what we talk about. Jamie says this is necessary to maintain attorney-client confidentiality. I’m supposed to feel free to discuss anything with my attorney, Mr. John B. Jameson, during these appointments. The rest of the time, he’s Jamie—my boss and friend.
My attorney cuts to the chase.
“The state’s arson investigator found traces of the explosive inside your backpack.”
“But … but…” I try to make sense of the news. “But my backpack was near the pipe bomb, right?”
“They can tell the difference between residue external to the backpack versus residue from inside the backpack.”
“Then someone must have put it inside my backpack,” I say, hearing how ridiculous it sounds.
“They also found traces of the explosive in your apartment.”
“That’s bullshit,” I rage. “I cleaned that place from top to bottom. You know how good I clean stuff. I didn’t leave behind so much as a fingerprint.”
“There’s more,” he warns. “The pipe used for the bomb is identical to the discarded pipes lying around the yard at your apartment.”
“You know I’m being set up,” I fume.
“Yes, Lucy, I know that. Now I need to know why.”
I want to tell Jamie more than anything, but it would change the way he sees me. People who do the things I did don’t deserve the kindness of people like him.
Jamie adds, “I requested a copy of your caseworker files from the state.”
The files tell part of the story. Not everything.
“I have a juvenile record. I used fireworks to blow up my stepmother’s storage unit. I was accused of setting fire to my first foster parent’s cabin. And…”
Just like Jamie, I postpone saying the difficult things until there’s no other choice. Until I’m crying so hard and loud that Daunis bursts into the room to help me. Because she loves imperfect me. But there are some actions that are unforgivable.
“I set a fire that killed one of my foster brothers.”



  


WHEN I WAS SEVENTEEN
2007
From the Cheboygan Daily Tribune:
House Fire Claims Life of Northern Michigan Man
October 19, 2007
A 19-year-old Cheboygan man has died after a house fire Thursday night. The Cheboygan County Fire Department responded to a call from a neighbor around 10:30 p.m. The house was fully engulfed in flames by the time fire and first responder crews arrived at the scene, according to the fire chief. Inclement weather earlier in the day, including a tornado, impacted the response time. Fire personnel located one victim, who was pronounced dead at the scene. No other residents were home.
The victim was identified as Steven Sterling. The cause of the fire is under investigation.

On June 6, Tonya gave birth to Jennifer and Allen’s son, Allen, Jr. There was no drama during labor as with Emily. Tonya’s water broke the day after her due date. The younger Mister and Missus took her to the hospital. The next day, they brought Baby Allen and Tonya home.
Allen said it was the best twenty-fifth birthday present.
Tonya returned to the single bedroom she had enjoyed during pregnancy. The plan had been for her to breastfeed the baby for six months. During that time, Tonya would work with her caseworker on transitioning out of foster care when she turned eighteen years old.
The plan hit a snag when Tonya had difficulty with breastfeeding. She also expected the special treatment she received during pregnancy to continue. It resulted in a bizarre situation where Jennifer and Allen took care of Baby Allen in their new home, and Mister and Missus took care of Tonya at the farmhouse.
“I bet the baby is less work than Tonya,” I told Diego while we weeded the vegetable garden.
“I bet Missus ordered Bruce to take over Allen and Jennifer’s bedroom before Tonya claimed it for herself,” Diego said, just as conspiratorially.
With Jennifer and Allen in their new house, Bruce moved into their former bedroom suite in the farmhouse. He was also dating someone who he hadn’t brought home yet. Missus had a private little smile whenever she heard us foster kids speculate on the nameless girl. She was happy for her son; we all were.
The school year ended, which meant Diego and the rest of the foster kids could work full-time at the farm with Boyd and me. We quickly settled into our summer routine of hearty breakfasts, long workdays, hammock siestas, noisy dinner conversations, and evening bonfires. The swimming hole was a new addition to my daily routine.
Since I was more familiar with the trails after snowmobiling on state land all winter, I joined my foster siblings at the end of each workday when they hiked to a swimming hole fed by a series of waterfalls. The menace that was Steven Sterling had faded. I no longer expected him to find me. Just because he was part of my past, it didn’t make him part of my present or future.
I was the only one who kept all my clothes on when we swam. Joy, Lexi, and the new girl, Jasmine, stripped down to their sports bras and panties before jumping into the clear blue water. Tonya was self-conscious about her post-pregnancy stomach, so she swam in a long T-shirt. All three boys shucked their shirts. Diego was the only boy who kept his jeans shorts on. The other two swam in their boxers or briefs. Some of us would hoot and howl when it was time to leave and someone had forgotten to wear darker underwear. I made a note to save the white and pale pink panties from the five-pack for the winter months only.
The trail sharply escalated beyond the swimming hole. Diego and I climbed the small footpath leading to a fifteen-foot waterfall. I loved diving from the overhang into the cold, blue depths of the swimming hole. My dad’s instructions echoed as I demonstrated my best somersault in pike position. Diego’s dives were more style than substance. He windmilled his arms while shouting for various saints to protect him.
We swam for about an hour every day in the late afternoon, before heading back to the farm and getting ready for dinner. Walking back with my foster siblings, I felt content in a way I hadn’t in my previous placements. Hoppy Farm had the great outdoors and hard work like at Miss Lonnie’s, but with more people. Mister and Missus didn’t force their foster kids to follow their religious beliefs; they led by example how to care for others and build community we could all be proud of. I had books and friends. I earned money, which I saved for a someday that didn’t feel as scary and alone as I had anticipated.

The day before my seventeenth birthday, Diego stayed behind for a call with his caseworker while the rest of us went to the swimming hole. Boyd glommed onto me for the hike to the waterfall.
“So, you like Diego now?” he said once we reached the top.
“I like all my friends.”
“Yeah, but you don’t stare at anyone else’s bare chest.” He sounded jealous.
In my best What Would Devery Say? I channeled my blunt foster sister.
“Wait, so you stare at me staring at a guy who isn’t you?”
I hoped it would shut him down, but it didn’t.
“He’s still into Emily, you know.”
“Why do you care?” I challenged him.
“Maybe I still like you,” he admitted.
“I told you before, Boyd. I don’t like you that way anymore.”
“I’m just saying, maybe you should let Diego go.”
“I’m not holding on to him, so your point doesn’t make sense.” When we reached the waterfall, I leaped without planning which dive to do. Just to get away from Boyd and his unwelcome reminder of Diego’s feelings for a girl who wasn’t me. Devery might have been onto something; it is satisfying to have the final word.
That night, we had a bonfire in our usual spot near the outbuilding formerly occupied by Bruce. Mister and Missus checked on us throughout the evening, but there were stretches of time when we were unsupervised. With Jennifer and Allen on the baby’s schedule, and Bruce playing video games in his bedroom at the farmhouse, it was just the teens at the bonfire.
“Devery would’ve loved it here,” I said.
“She was your first foster sister, right?” Diego had a good memory.
“Yeah. She always said some group homes were more fun than others.”
I glanced around the bonfire as Lexi made her way from the farmhouse. Boyd reached for her. When she didn’t immediately swat him away, I stared at their hands momentarily clasped. Then she took a seat across the fire from him.
Thanks to Steven Sterling, I knew a drug handoff when I saw one. This summer Boyd had bought a used pickup truck instead of Allen’s. He volunteered to run errands in town every day. His own errands included buying beer, liquor, and weed, which he sold to us fosters for a profit.
I wasn’t interested in anything, but one by one, each teen made their way to Boyd. Tonya went for a walk with him and returned with a can of hard cider, which she now sipped at the fire. Lexi excused herself to use the bathroom in Bruce’s former lair and came back glassy-eyed and giggly. Joy burped as she went by, and I smelled beer on her breath. Jasmine sat next to Boyd and drank greedily from his water bottle, which he’d filled with vodka and Red Bull.
Tonya entertained everyone with impersonations of each teen and Hoppy family member. When she pretended to be me, I was caught off guard. The person she portrayed was an exaggerated version of Bridget during her Un-Fun Nun era.
That wasn’t me. I was different. But the laughter from my fellow fosters made me feel like the Religious Robot. Like I still was the obedient good girl unprepared to leave the safe harbor. As if I hadn’t grown at all.
“I did something bad,” Diego confessed next to me.
“Sinner,” I said with a smile.
“I had Boyd get a bottle of wine.”
“Church wine?” I teased. When Diego looked embarrassed, I laughed. “Seriously? Boyd could get anything, and you wanted Communion wine?”
“It’s the only alcohol I ever tried,” he said.
Mister stopped by to check on us and smoke a cigarette. Cans and bottles were quickly hidden.
“It’s my only vice,” he said with a wink as he flicked the ashes off. “Missus doesn’t like the smell, but since she’s helping with Baby Allen tonight, I should be safe.”
After he left, Boyd lit a joint and imitated Mister.
“It’s my only vice,” he said, inhaling deeply before laughing. He chugged from his water bottle before raising it and toasting, “No. No. This is my only vice.”
It was stupid, but we took turns imitating Mister. When it was Diego’s turn, he unscrewed the top of the wine bottle and took a hearty drink.
“It’s my only vice,” he said, mimicking Mister’s wink before handing the bottle to me.
I swallowed a mouthful of red wine that smelled sweeter than it tasted.
“It’s my only vice,” I said to a round of cheers. To Diego, I muttered, “Mmm, lukewarm grape vinegar.”
After we finished the wine, Boyd offered to share his freshly refilled water bottle of vodka and energy drink. I declined. Diego happily accepted. The party continued with Joy and Lexi singing Rihanna. On their fourth time through “Umbrella,” I said good night to everyone and headed toward the farmhouse. My feet took me to the hammock grove instead.
It was one of those starry nights that made me feel powerful and insignificant at the same time. When I stood still, the sky kept moving. My breathing slowed, and for a moment I was no different from a tree in the grove. My feet were rooted to the earth. I stretched my arms, reaching upward with splayed fingers. My branches felt the wind rustle through them, and I sighed along with the breeze that cooled my warmed cheeks. I looked above, and for the first time in a very long while, I felt the presence of something I used to think of as God.
I stayed in that contented moment until footsteps approached. I wasn’t angry about being pulled out of my reverie. I wasn’t anything. I just existed.
Diego was next to me. I realized I hadn’t been afraid. My first thought hadn’t been of Steven Sterling coming for me. He wasn’t my boogeyman anymore. Just an afterthought.
“You okay?” Diego spoke slowly, clearly buzzed.
“Yes.” I meant it on a profound level.
When Diego leaned into me and kissed my lips, I felt strong and happy. I kissed him back. I wrapped my arms around him. He was warm. His T-shirt was threadbare and soft. My fingertips traced the muscles spanning his broad back.
I darted my tongue into his mouth, which tasted like fruity cough syrup and clove. He smelled of bonfire and, hidden beneath that, a faint musk of sweat long dried.
The groan that came from him was deep and rumbled from his chest into mine. I wanted to feel his skin against me and hear him groan again. We paused our kiss when I lifted his shirt over his head. His lips went to my neck and my earlobe. I tingled everywhere he kissed me, so I pulled my shirt up and off. Diego kissed my shoulders. He lingered at the inside of my wrist before tracing a vein all the way to my bicep. His breath was hot against my armpit before his tongue darted to lick there. The move surprised me—it was a body part I didn’t think was sexy, but I felt a zing from my soft underarm to my groin.
I unclasped my bra, letting it fall to the ground, where our T-shirts made a tiny pile. My breasts reacted to the evening breeze, nipples puckering and goose bumps covering soft skin. I wanted his hot breath and warm hands on me. As soon as I guided his hands to my chest, Diego groaned again and nuzzled me.
We held each other, kissing and touching. I wasn’t aware of us moving across the yard until we bumped against the picnic table in the hammock grove. I leaned against the edge of the table and helped Diego unbutton and unzip my jeans shorts. He slipped my underpants past my knees, trailing his lips down my legs. He kissed me in odd places—the underside of my knees, the softest part of my inner thigh, the bottoms of my feet.
He liked when I leaned him backward on the picnic table, as if he were the feast. I did the same thing he had done, kissing wherever I wanted.
It was the easiest thing to lie on top of him. We kissed and touched each other. I tingled all over and kept moving. For not knowing anything about intercourse beyond what I’d read in novels, I caught on quickly. I wanted to know where he’d learned how to set me alight. But that was for later.
He felt good. I felt good. We felt good together.
I gasped like coming up for air. I held on to Diego, kissing his neck and touching the small gold crucifix with my lips.
It felt right for Diego’s God and the infinite universe of stars to be with us.

I dreamed of swimming underwater. There was another person next to me, meeting me stroke for stroke in the dark. Whoever it was, they were near enough that our feet touched when I frog-kicked. When I surfaced, it was sunny, and I was alone.
At breakfast the next morning, my stomach flipped each time someone entered the kitchen. I ate two bowls of oatmeal with warm milk and brown sugar, crispy bacon, followed by a bowl of fresh cherries. Still no Diego. Maybe he planned a birthday surprise.
I’d left him at the picnic table the night before. He’d wanted to stay outside a while longer. I’d walked back to the farmhouse, managing a shower before collapsing in my bed.
I wasn’t alarmed until Missus asked during lunch if anyone had seen Diego. My stomach lurched. Instead of fluttering butterflies reminding me of last night, my belly was filled with heavy stones. It got worse when I noticed Boyd staring at his sandwich.
I followed Boyd after lunch to the horses’ stalls.
“Where’s Diego?” I said.
He gripped the rake tightly enough that his fingers went white. I grabbed another rake, not to help Boyd muck the stall but to force an answer he was avoiding.
“He said something last night about Emily,” Boyd mumbled.
“Tell me,” I demanded.
“I don’t want to hurt you, Lucy. I know you don’t like me anymore, but I don’t want to be the one to tell you.”
“Tell me what?”
My heart quickened when his red and watery eyes finally met mine.
“He said he cheated on Emily with you.”
Boyd might have driven the rake into my gut for how hard my breath left me. Cheated? Diego hadn’t mentioned Emily in many weeks.
“He said he needed to talk to her. If it was over, he wanted her to tell him why. But if there was any chance…”
I wouldn’t let Boyd get away with an incomplete sentence.
“Say it.”
“Lucy.” It was a plea to go easy on him.
“Tell me exactly what he said, Boyd, or I swear to God I’ll swing this rake like your head is a baseball.”
“Diego said if there was any chance that she still loved him, he wanted her to know that he was still in love with her.” Boyd started to cry. “I’m so sorry, Lucy.”
I dropped the rake. I had no fight in me. In an instant, I had become exhausted. I felt older than seventeen. Last year, I’d turned sixteen and kissed Boyd. Emily had gone into labor and had a baby. Diego was devastated when she hadn’t returned to the farm. She hadn’t said goodbye to any of us.
Good people say goodbye, Diego had said.
It had taken one year for Diego to dishonor his own code.

Boyd repeated what he’d told me—minus the cheating part—to Missus, who then contacted the social worker. Diego was reported missing, a likely runaway. Emily and her aunt were notified by the social worker, according to Missus. Even the police were looking for him.
Boyd left me alone, which I appreciated. I was especially grateful he kept quiet about Diego and me. Nobody else knew that Diego and I had had sex, or that Diego believed he had cheated on Emily with me. I was the other woman; I’d thrown myself at Diego knowing he still had feelings for Emily.
I asked Missus if we could cancel or postpone my birthday celebration until Diego returned. She had already made the chocolate cake with chocolate frosting but agreed to serve it without the singing. I received a birthday card, money from the Hoppys, and the gift of chores done by my foster siblings.
After dinner, she asked me to help plant a tree in the hammock grove. The hole was already dug. She had a sugar maple for the spot. I shoveled dirt to fill the spot and rolled the five-gallon drum of water from the golf cart to the tree for watering.
Last year, my birthday had been a pleasant eye-opener that, perhaps, this foster care placement would be okay. I’d been surrounded by good people, great food, and plenty of books—even though the books were dusty hardcovers that smelled of mildew. I’d had my first kiss. And I had wished that Devery could’ve been at Hoppy Farm with me.
This year my wish for my seventeenth birthday was for Diego to return with an explanation that involved getting closure from Emily so he could continue something with me.

Nothing felt the same with Diego gone. I stopped going to the swimming hole. Even the nightly bonfires lost their appeal. Instead of spending time with everyone else, I retreated to my library, where I read until bedtime.
After a few weeks, I decided to search for Emily. I used one of the two computers in the study room. I knew her last name and her aunt’s first name, Enid. They were somewhere in Alpena, or near Alpena—which meant anywhere on the east side of the state. I found an obituary for Emily’s dad from several years prior, which listed a surviving sister, Enid, from Tawas City. Emily liked sewing. She used Missus’s sewing machine to alter clothes—making maternity tops out of thrift-store nightgowns and tailoring new waistbands in Lexi’s pants after a twenty-pound weight loss. I found a newspaper article online about a quilt show in downtown Bay City listing award winners. There was an Enid Johnston from Pinconning who’d won an honorable mention in the Crazy Quilts category. When I called the public library in Pinconning to ask about any quilting clubs, the librarian gave a phone number for the lady in charge, who welcomed me to attend their next gathering.
“Hmm, I’ll try to go,” I replied in a deeper and I hoped older voice. “Perhaps I’ll ask Enid for a ride. Oh, what did I do with her phone number?” I laughed as if I misplaced phone numbers as a routine.
“Enid Johnston?” the quilt club lady asked.
“Yes, from the quilt show in Bay City.” I was afraid of giving any details in case the lady knew Enid.
“Well, I don’t have Enid’s cell phone number, but I have her landline on our club phone tree. Would that work?”
“Yes, yes.” I fussed with the pages of my book. “Let me find my address book so I won’t lose her number again.”
I waited until the evening the quilting club met to call Enid Johnston’s home telephone. Heart racing and my stomach churning like from the Bridget era of highly processed dinner entrées, I nearly threw up between rings.
“Hello?” The connection was spotty from the hammock grove, but it was the only place where I could be alone.
“Emily? Is it you?”
“Yes…” She was hesitant.
“Emily, it’s Lucy from Hoppy Farm. Please don’t hang up.”
“Oh, hi. Why would I hang up? You’re the first person from there to call me. I thought everyone forgot me.” She sounded delighted.
“No, Emily. We miss you. Diego tried finding you.” I swallowed a gulp of air that went down like a horse pill. “Did he … find you?”
“No. I haven’t seen him since the night I went into labor with Leaf. Oh, Lucy. He’s such a good baby. I’m glad I kept him. Missus said it was okay to change my mind, but I haven’t.”
“Is that why you didn’t call Diego? He was worried sick about you.”
“Everything with the baby happened so fast. Then I was so tired. The first few weeks were a blur, honestly. All I did was feed the baby and try to sleep when he slept. If it weren’t for my aunt, I don’t know what I would’ve done. She’s been so helpful. Leaf turned one a month ago.”
“I know,” I said. “It was my birthday too.”
“Oh yeah. I remember now.” I heard static on the phone that sounded like a sigh. “I don’t know, Lucy. After a while, the farm and everybody felt far away. I liked Diego, but he was so over-the-top. Like, super romantic. It just didn’t feel real, like he wouldn’t fit in my new life, the one with Leaf.”
“But he went looking for you a month ago,” I said.
“Yeah, Missus told me and my aunt to be on the lookout. Diego ran away to find me?” Emily giggled. “See? That’s over-the-top. Why not call, like you did!”
“No one had your number,” I pointed out.
“Missus checks in with me every so often.”
“Missus knew how to reach you this entire time?” I didn’t understand why she hadn’t let Diego know.
“Yeah,” Emily said. “She used to call every week, but now maybe once a month.”
I’d mull over that information later. For now, I’d realized I hadn’t asked Emily about herself.
“Are you okay, Emily? I’m sorry I didn’t ask right away.”
“I’m really good. My aunt Enid has been sober two years now. She works at Delta College and goes to church and AA and belongs to a quilting club. She helped me get my GED and wants me to try a class at Delta this fall. But I don’t know. I’m not smart like you.”
“You’re smart,” I reassured her. “My dad was a single dad when he finished college. He said he was a better student after I came along. He didn’t have time for distractions and temptations.”
A baby cried in the background.
“Just a minute, Leaf,” Emily called out. To me, she said, “It was good talking with you, Lucy. Please keep in touch.”
“I will,” I promised.
“If you don’t mind me saying, you seem really concerned about Diego.”
“It’s just that he was so worried about you.”
“He’s a good person. It was nice being treated so special by him. He’ll make a great boyfriend and all that someday. But I’m good with how things are now. You can tell him when he gets back to the farm. I’ll tell him if he shows up here.” Baby Leaf’s cries grew louder with impatience. “Sorry, Lucy. I gotta go.”
The instant before the line went dead, I heard Emily call out, “Yes, baby. Mommy’s coming.”
I stood next to the double hammock that Diego and Emily shared a year ago. She was a mom now.
Yes, baby. Mommy’s coming.
Emily sounded like a mom. A real mom.
A familiar voice echoed a beat later.
Some women should never become mothers.

I made progress on my library project. More titles inventoried and categorized. And another folded note slid into a book. Again, handwritten in pencil.
I said yes mostly to get her to stop bugging me.
I don’t want to tell her I changed my mind until I’m in the hospital and there are nurses to hear me.
It doesn’t make sense. I need money to raise a baby, but she will pay me only if I give it up. Why isn’t she trying to help me keep the baby?
I think she will make me leave if I bring the baby back to the farm.
Jennifer appeared in the doorway, startling me.
“Sorry, Lucy, I was hoping you’d help me find books for the baby.”
“Sure,” I said, pocketing the note. “I can write for donations.”
“That would be great, but maybe come to the bookstore with me tomorrow?”
The next day, as we got into her car, I handed Jennifer a book wrapped with recycled newspaper.
“How sweet.” Jennifer unwrapped the present to reveal a well-worn copy of A Tree Is Nice. She opened the book and ran her fingers across the inscription.
To Lucy on her first birthday.
With love from Daddy
July 3, 1991
“Oh, Lucy. This is too much.”
“I want Baby Allen to have it,” I explained. “It’s something my friend Abe Charlevoix taught me about giving thanks. You told me about the library when I first got here. That I could build something special. I never thanked you.”
Her eyes welled. “You didn’t have to, but I accept your generous gift.”
I enjoyed accompanying Jennifer to a bookstore and helping her pick out books to read to Baby Allen. Bookstores were my favorite places, along with libraries and swimming pools. I didn’t purchase anything, but I danced my fingertips along book spines and checked the paper quality of every journal in the gift-and-stationery section.
“Thank you, Lucy,” she said on the drive back to the farm. “Baby Allen will love the chunky board books. I even like touching the one with the fur and the bumpy fish scales.” She lets out a little squeal of happiness. “I am blessed, Lucy. I waited so long for a child. Allen and I hoped each time one of the pregnant teens decided on adoption that they might consider us.”
She looked quickly my way. With her radiant smile and rosy cheeks, Jennifer looked like an advertisement for makeup. There was something timeless about her beauty.
“I’m thankful now that Tonya was the one to say yes. All the others, I cried. I grieved. I got angry. But Baby Allen was meant to be my child and Allen’s.”
I thought of the note in my pocket.
“Were there many girls who said no?” As soon as I asked it, I regretted my phrasing. “I mean, how many pregnant girls come through the farm every year?”
“Oh, off the top of my head, I’d say three or four. Some years more.”
I wondered if Jennifer was the one who had pestered the note writer.
“Well, Baby Allen is grateful you’re his mom,” I said.
She squealed again. Her happiness was too much to hold back.
When we returned from the book-buying trip, there was a new teen at Hoppy Farm. A fourteen-year-old pregnant girl named Paige. Tonya remained in the single bedroom. Lexi and I decided to give Joy and Jasmine their privacy, so Bruce and Mister moved a third bed into our room.
By now I was familiar with the dinnertime introductions whenever a new foster kid was placed at the farm. It wasn’t until I introduced myself that I realized the dinner table was full once again. The new girl had taken Diego’s place.
Mister and Missus didn’t expect Diego to return. He’d been gone for four weeks.

Over the next two weeks, Boyd went from annoying to tolerable. I was never going to have romantic feelings toward him, but at least I no longer wanted to threaten him with bodily harm. He’d kept my secret about Diego, which counted for a lot with me.
One evening as I read in the library, I looked up and saw Boyd standing in the doorway.
“Hey there, Boyd.”
“Hey, Lucy. Whatcha reading?” He glanced at the book in my lap.
“Watership Down.”
“What’s it about?”
I shrugged. “Rabbits searching for utopia.”
“Cool,” he said. “Is it on your list?”
I nodded. My caseworker had recently given me a list of the top 150 classic novels that every high school graduate should read before college.
“Did you hear that Missus is letting me move to the loft in the garage where Bruce used to stay?”
“No. Wow, that’s good. Wait … does it have heat?”
It was the middle of August. The weather would turn sometime next month.
“Yes. It’s a great space.” He paused. “Will you come see it sometime? Like tonight?”
I accepted his eager offer out of politeness.
Boyd’s loft was surprisingly clean. The queen-sized bed was made. There was a small fake-fur rug and slippers next to the side of the bed so his feet wouldn’t touch the cold wood-plank floor each morning. The drawer of an upright dresser was slightly askew—off its track or whatever. The mirror above the dresser had a woman’s photo slid into the frame. She was blond and had a dainty prettiness contrasted by a Def Leppard T-shirt.
“Is this your mom?” I asked.
“Yeah.” The normally chatty Boyd left it at that. I didn’t pry. In my experience, foster kids tended to be either purse dumpers or bank vaults. Devery dumped her life out for me and likewise wanted me to show and tell details I hadn’t even confessed to a priest. Others were closed, offering bits of information sparingly, like rewards for passing a trust test.
There was something especially earnest about Boyd. The way he had set out a bowl of potato chips and two glasses of root beer on the small bistro table in the corner of the room. The lit candle on the single windowsill that made the loft smell like a Creamsicle. An assortment of unscented white candles in canning jars had been lit and placed on nearly every surface. Boyd showed off his space. He wanted my approval. Although I hadn’t had a romantic thought about him since last year, there was something powerful in knowing that I made him nervous.
“It’s nice,” I said.
“Really?”
“Yeah. You’re lucky Missus likes you.”
Boyd snorted before reacting with embarrassment at the goofy noise.
“Seriously. I can’t imagine her letting anyone else have their own place like this.”
“Yeah, well…” Boyd downplayed it for my benefit. “The bathroom is downstairs and it’s cold as hell in the middle of the night. No wonder Bruce wanted to geek out to video games in a nicer space in the farmhouse.”
“He does like his games,” I said.
“I think he’s a weird fucker,” Boyd added.
“He’s a good guy. Just an odd duck.”
“Just an odd fuck,” he said.
“Seriously?” I teased Boyd instead of calling him out as rude.
“Shoot, girl,” he cooed, his drawl heavier. “You know I ain’t about the D. I’m P all the way.”
“P for ‘penis’?”
It was good to keep him off balance. Boys were less likely to mess with a girl they felt intimidated around.
“Speaking of, I gotta pee,” he announced. “Do you want some chips?”
“You’re such a weirdo. Pee and chips?”
“Well”—he blushed brightly—“I must leave you to go downstairs and pee, but I invite you to partake in the refreshments I prepared for you. Wavy chips and root beer.”
“Thanks for the explanation. Go pee before your kidneys burst.”
Boyd’s voice trailed from the stairs. “Got Tostitos if you like. In the other dresser.”
Tortilla chips sounded good, so I went to the dresser with his mom’s photo. Strange place to keep snacks, but guys could be weird like that. The drawer stuck, so I gave a hard yank.
Instead of snacks, the top drawer had a Bible, a wallet, and a small trinket box. The lid was off the box, probably from the force of my opening the drawer.
There was a matchbox, like the kind Tonya kept in the glass bowl on her nightstand. Even when I thought her mom shouldn’t have brought her to bars, Tonya spoke lovingly about her parent. The matchboxes were special mementos.
Had Tonya given one to Boyd?
Boyd’s trinket box included a tiny ceramic spotted dog. Lexi loved puppies. She talked about a Dalmatian dog from her childhood—from when her parents were still together.
There were other items—a blue gummy shark, an iris pendant minus the chain, and a mini Ponyta character from Pokémon.
Were these random items souvenirs from girls Boyd had had sex with?
There was nothing of mine, thank God. All we had done was kiss. One birthday kiss.
Beneath a postcard of a painted carousel horse from the Gerald Ford Museum in Grand Rapids, a flash of gold caught my eye. I knew that crucifix. I had selected it and knew where the twenty-four-karat hallmark was located. It was Diego’s.
I had kissed it six weeks ago.



  


APPEAR AND DISAPPEAR
MAY 2009
Mr. John B. Jameson is an excellent attorney. He works tirelessly for me. I am not the best client. I have baggage, meaning that I’m not squeaky clean. I have a record. Juvenile records are to remain sealed, but exceptions can be made. Closed hearings during which the judge reads my file and determines it is pertinent to my current case.
My attorney has an uphill battle.
Whenever I meet with him, Daunis remains at my side. I insist on this. Jamie relents. He knows she’ll find out everything no matter how hard he tries cloaking it with “attorney-client privilege.” She holds my hand whenever it shakes.
Daunis taught me to put tobacco—semaa—down each morning to give thanks. She whispers her prayers next to me when we stand before a tree outside the casino hotel. Her prayers are in Ojibwe. I do not know what she says. She has promised that I will know my Indian name, which she calls a Spirit name.
Silently, I give thanks to a sister I never knew.
Miigwech, Lily. For Daunis and Jamie.
When we return to the suite, Jamie emerges from his room in jeans and a T-shirt. His long hair is damp from the shower and falls in waves down his back. In our new morning routine, I make breakfast while Daunis braids Jamie’s hair. It almost seems too intimate to be in the same room as she tenderly brushes and combs his hair. Daunis pulls his hair into a low ponytail at the nape of his neck before separating the locks into three precise sections. She braids it tightly with such care and ties the end with a thin leather strip. When she finishes, Daunis smooths her hands over his hair, planting kisses like a protective shield.
Jamie and Daunis are a great team. Somehow, between the two of them, they convinced Nancy’s daughter to bring her to Mount Pleasant. Nancy agreed to answer questions about the day of the blast. The interview is videotaped for the record. I do not attend.
After the session, Nancy asks to meet with me for lunch. Daunis suggests the upscale restaurant in the casino hotel. Nancy’s daughter agrees to bring her there.
I am scared to face Nancy; it’s my fault that she was injured. Daunis learned that Nancy’s arm was damaged with third-degree burns and required skin-graft surgery. She still has a lengthy recovery ahead of her and there’s a constant concern about infection.
Daunis waits with me as they approach. It’s been over four months since the blast. I hold my breath until Nancy smiles. We both cry and hug each other. Then Nancy’s daughter and Daunis sit nearby and leave us to a small table in the corner of the restaurant.
“Oh, sweetie,” Nancy begins. “You look good. I was so worried about you.”
“I was worried about you,” I reply. I want to add how sorry I am, but Daunis and Jamie have cautioned against revealing I was the target.
“Well, we are both on the mend now,” Nancy says.
I don’t know what to say to her, so I just nod and try not to burst into tears again.
“I remembered about your mother. I don’t know why it came to me in the parking lot.” She pauses. “Do you recall right after the explosion?”
I nod again.
“My second husband was a handyman for a property management company. He did basic maintenance and repairs for many student rentals. I tagged along now and then. One of the houses was rented by a group of boys from the baseball team. Most athletes lived in Thorpe Hall—that’s the one closest to the athletic complex. But there are always some that want to be in a house. Some like it because it’s cheaper, and others like the freedom of being off campus.”
Nancy mimes drinking a mug of beer.
“Those boys could be trouble in the off-season. Lots of parties. They asked my husband about housecleaning, and he said I might want a side job if it paid decent. So I’d clean up on a Sunday morning. Did it regular enough that I started bringing ingredients for homemade chicken soup. It was easy enough to get it going and then do my cleaning. By the time I was done, the boys would be showered and coming downstairs to eat something good. They were good boys.”
We order our food. Nancy sips her coffee before continuing her story.
“Sometimes they had girls over. Most of the young ladies left while I was cleaning and didn’t pay me any attention. But there was one I remember who joined me in the kitchen and asked if she could help with the soup. Pretty Indian girl. Native American, I mean.”
Nancy looked around as if expecting someone to correct her on proper terms.
“She was handy with the vegetable peeler and knife. Wasn’t scared to grab a clean rag and wipe a counter. We got to talking. I can’t remember her name, but she was dating one of the ballplayers.”
“Maggie?” As soon as I say the name, Nancy’s eyes light up.
“Yes. Maggie. That was her name.” She puts a hand to her mouth. “Oh, sweetie, that was her, your mother, right?”
“I think so,” I say. “I never met her.”
“Really? Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that.” Nancy goes silent as our sandwiches arrive.
I don’t feel like eating, but don’t know what else to do. My grilled-cheese sandwich is one of those fancy ones with half a dozen different types of cheese oozing out of thick slabs of buttery grilled sourdough bread. It’s served with slices of tomato, bacon, and avocado filling the plate. I manage a bite of sandwich; the gooey cheese is still hot like lava.
“Strange that I can remember this now, but Maggie asked about my family. Did I have children? I said I did, a daughter with my first husband and a son with my second. She said the oddest thing … ‘Did your second husband accept your daughter?’ I told her, ‘Of course, sweetie, or else he wouldn’t have become my second husband.’”
Nancy carefully slices her sandwich, but doesn’t pick it up. She shakes her head, smiling as she tears up. “It’s so serendipitous … crossing paths with Maggie’s daughter after all this time.” Nancy dabs her eyes with the cloth napkin. “What are the odds?”
“Well,” I point out, “outside of the cities, Michigan is kind of small.”
Nancy laughs. “You’re right about that.”
The grilled cheese has cooled to the perfect temperature. It tastes pretty good.
“I wish I could remember more about Maggie,” Nancy says. “I don’t remember seeing her after that. Maybe I did and I forgot. Or maybe she stopped coming around.”
“Thank you for telling me what you do remember,” I say. We finish lunch and hug again before parting.
“You really are her spitting image. I hope that’s all right to say.”
“It’s okay.” It comes out like a sob, which makes Nancy hug me again. She wraps both arms around me. Even her injured one. It takes everything not to say, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.
I hope Tim and Tara are okay. She probably got a different job with no problem. But the diner was Tim’s.
“The diner’s for sale,” I say, fighting back tears.
Nancy doesn’t miss a thing. “Oh, Lucy. Don’t be sad. Tim is just fine and plans to stay that way. The diner was insured. The lot is in a prime location. We’re all on the mend, sweetie. Some of us need a little more time than others. You’re on your way.”
After Nancy and her daughter leave, Daunis asks if I’m okay. I start to nod out of habit but then reconsider being honest.
“No. Nancy remembered meeting Maggie back in the day. Before me, I mean.”
Daunis waits until we’re in the elevator to say anything.
“Would you like to write or call Maggie?”
“No,” I say, before realizing it was another knee-jerk response. “I don’t know, Daunis.”
She nods and we enter the apartment. It’s still hard for her to accept, but she is trying. That’s more than I can ask for.

Jamie lets me know he’ll be contacting my former foster parents.
“Please don’t contact the Sterlings. They lie.”
“That’s why we need to contact them, Lucy. We want them on record so that any contradictions will nullify their testimony,” he says.
“I’m scared,” I say. “I didn’t bomb the diner. I only said it to…”
Am I ready to tell them everything? The things I did do.
“Who was after you?” Jamie asks.
“You don’t understand. There’s so much more going on.”
My breath hitches. I don’t want to cry. I want to be the version of Lucy Smith that Jamie has known up to this point.
“You were in foster care,” I tell him. “Take your worst placement and use it as a high point. There is no care in foster care. Only Miss Lonnie was in it for the right reasons. The rest had their own motives.”
My voice quiets to a whisper.
“They make girls like me disappear.”



  


WHEN I WAS SEVENTEEN
2007
Boyd’s body was found in his bed after the fire in the loft. I cried along with everyone else. What a beautiful young man. A kind soul.
The police wanted to meet with each person at Hoppy Farm. Missus protected us. She was our legal guardian. Law-enforcement officers could not interview minors without their parent or guardian’s permission. She declined on each minor’s behalf.
It had been a tragic accident, she told them. Boyd was known to light candles that were left unattended.
“He could be careless, I hate to say,” Missus said.
I stared at her as I remembered the night before.

Boyd returned from the bathroom.
“Did you find the—” He froze.
“Why do you have Diego’s crucifix?”
“I don’t know what—”
“Stop.” I held it in my palm. “I bought this for him.”
He looked away like a little boy who’d gotten caught.
“Why do you have it?” I repeated.
Boyd had been shy the night of my sweet-sixteen kiss. The next day he’d attempted to stake a claim to “his girl.” Rebuffed, he became annoying. And as the last person to have seen Diego before he went missing, Boyd was downright sketchy.
I wanted answers but needed to stay alive.
I sat at the bistro table and motioned for him to join me.
Boyd turned the chair around and sat with his knees spread on either side of its back. He leaned forward, resting his crossed arms atop the back. I had his full attention.
“Help me fill in the gaps about July second,” I began. “It was the night before I turned seventeen. We all had fun at the bonfire. I drank church wine. Diego finished the bottle before switching to your vodka and Red Bull. I went to the hammock grove. Diego followed. When I left him there, he was happy. He never mentioned Emily. He was still wearing his crucifix. You said you guys talked after I walked to the farmhouse. Then he was gone.”
We sat in silence. Outside, the sunset gave way to a perfect golden glow, followed by the deepening blue of twilight. Inside the loft, dozens of candles provided a mystical light.
Boyd’s handsome face was bathed in flickering candlelight that made him look timeless. The corners of his mouth lifted, along with a perfectly arched eyebrow.
“You left out the most important detail,” he drawled, “where you have sex on a picnic table. That’s the key to everything.”
I didn’t like the way my skin went all clammy.
“W-w-why’s that the key?”
“If you got pregnant, Diego would get the bonus. Not me.”
My heart stopped. The world stopped.
“Bonus?” My voice was a mouse’s squeak.
“Don’t you know what this place is, Lucy?” He was thrilled to watch my reaction. “We’re a baby farm. Girls like Emily and Paige come here already pregnant. Girls like Tonya get knocked up while they’re here. Missus works with an adoption attorney. They find good homes for babies. Don’t you know how many people want newborn babies? Especially white babies.”
“Tonya is biracial,” I pointed out.
“Yeah, but I made up for that.” He was actually proud of himself.
“What sort of bonus did you get for Tonya’s baby?” It took everything for me to not fall apart.
“That was a freebie. It had to be completely legal because it was for Allen and Jennifer,” he said. “But I got five grand for Christina’s baby.”
I had no idea who Christina was. Someone before I’d arrived.
“Not bad for twenty minutes of effort,” he crowed.
His arrogance angered me. It gave me focus.
“What about Diego?”
Boyd snorted a “Ha!” before continuing. “Diego was smiling. I knew what it meant. He got there before I could. He didn’t know about the bonus. But nobody would’ve turned that kind of cash down. Not even Saint Diego.”
“It’s a nice pickup truck,” I said.
“Yeah. Decided to get something decent now instead of saving up for Allen’s fancy truck. Wheels are freedom, Lucy,” he said. “I can go anywhere. Missus lets me go overnight. I get to do what I want.”
I was analyzing the risk and reward of asking him point blank if he had killed Diego when Boyd stood up suddenly. I reacted by clumsily doing the same. He walked to his bed instead of toward me.
“I was gonna walk away. But I saw you on top of him.” Boyd shook his head as if dismissing the image. “There was that old shovel that Missus uses for planting new trees.”
I remained frozen. It was happening without my prodding.
“It was quick, Lucy. He didn’t hear me come around behind him. He never knew what happened. He was still smiling.”
I waited for more. Then I realized I didn’t want more. The images in my mind were already too much to handle.
“Now what?” I said, conveying that Boyd had all the power. I’d take my cues from him.
“You want money too. You’re gonna be eighteen next year. Christina got a new car and enough money for an apartment. You know … security deposit, first month, last month, whatever.”
Boyd sat on his bed. The candles gave the loft a romantic glow.
“Maybe you’ll give me another chance,” he said.
Risk and reward. I analyzed my situation more quickly this time and made my decision.

Missus met my stare.
“It’s been an awful night. You must be so tired, Lucy. I have some sleepy tea that might help you.”
“Thank you, that would be nice,” I replied.
I followed her into the kitchen and watched as she filled the kettle with water and set it on the stove. The gas burner ignited, making sizzling pops of the drips of water on the bottom of the kettle.
“What will the police do now?” I asked.
“It’s a straightforward matter, really,” she said, not as sad as I would have expected. “We know Boyd died in a fire that started from a candle. It was a horrible accident.”
She searched in a cupboard, finally finding an assortment of individual tea packets. She selected a few before also retrieving the sugar bowl, two mugs, and a spoon.
“I assume the police will close the investigation … unless anyone comes forward with information. If anyone saw anything unusual last night.”
She washed her hands, drying them with a dishtowel before applying lotion.
I remained silent, unsure whether Missus was sending me a message along the lines of Someone saw you leave Boyd’s last night.
The kettle whistled. Missus poured boiling water into each mug. She offered a tea packet labeled CHAMOMILE, the same as she fixed for herself.
We waited while the tea steeped. She had an egg timer for the purpose. When the colored sand filled the bottom portion, we fixed our tea. Plain for mine. A dash of cream for hers.
I blew into the mug before taking a careful sip. Chamomile was my dad’s favorite.
“You’re right. It’s been an awful night,” I said. “I’d like to take a nap, unless you need anything from me.”
“I think we’re good.” She paused to sip the tea, watching me the entire time.
As I climbed the stairs with my mug of tea, I allowed my face to relax from the careful mask it had been. What had we just agreed to keep between us? I wasn’t sure. I dumped the hot tea in the bathroom sink before sliding beneath the covers, shivering in the mid-August morning.

On Labor Day, I had finished the last book on my reading list and Tonya had packed her belongings and was ready to transition out of foster care. So had Otto, which meant there were no more male fosters at Hoppy Farm. Tonya was sad to leave, but Missus assured Tonya of how special she was. How much potential she had.
I hugged Tonya and made her promise to call me. She was going to attend Lansing Community College. She had an apartment and part-time job lined up. Her caseworker transferred her case to someone at the state Department of Human Services who worked with foster kids who were no longer kids. Michigan had certain support systems that other states did not.
When I hugged Tonya, she squeezed hard enough to smush my chest. My breasts were a strange, disconnected part of my body. I’d developed early for my age and was on the receiving end of people’s stares before I could learn that I hadn’t done anything to cause their reactions. Steven Sterling had stared at my breasts, licking his lips and imagining me topless without any regard for me as a person. There were sleep positions that I couldn’t manage. There was a constant ache from bra straps digging and rubbing raw grooves in my skin.
The morning after I’d had sex with Diego, I had felt sore. Tender in an unfamiliar way. Not just where he’d been inside me, but on my breasts from where his hands and mouth had touched and tasted. It had been a different sort of ache from what I felt each month before my period began. I hadn’t known my breasts could tingle from the feeling of someone’s lips on them. Or could feel bruised and delicate the next day.
The Sunday before Labor Day, Missus used the rusty shovel to dig two holes in the hammock grove. We planted two trees. One was for Tonya and the second was for Otto. Both were crabapple trees, because Missus insisted the trees be the same species. Joy said it was hilarious that Tonya’s tree was a crabapple.
“You know she had her crabby moments,” Joy said.
After the trees were planted, I remained sitting at the picnic table. I stared at the double hammock, which was anchored by a pair of silver maples. Maybe they had been planted at the same time. One tree had been struck by lightning at some point in its middle years. Besides having the resulting hole in its trunk, it had grown differently than its pristine sibling. Above the hole, the trunk had split into two arms as if to wave off any future strike.
I went to the flawed silver maple, whose leaves would turn yellow soon. Beneath the tree, I wondered about the strange and tender fullness of my breasts. It had been over two weeks since Boyd had died.
In English literature, it was called a fortnight. My dad had told me it meant fourteen nights because that was how they tracked time. A lunar cycle—full moon to full moon—was twenty-eight days, so a fortnight was half a lunar cycle.
My period had been a fortnight late the night I learned that Diego was dead. I was pregnant. Diego was dead. If I’d let Boyd kill me, there would have been nothing left in the universe of either Diego or me. Or my dad. Or any of the people we came from. It seemed a heavy responsibility that was all mine to bear.
And I didn’t want to die.
Bruce’s car pulled into the long driveway. He wasn’t alone. We’d been hearing about a girlfriend, but he hadn’t brought her around yet. It would be dinner soon, so I made my way from the hammock grove to the farmhouse.
Bruce waved as I approached. He went around to the passenger side and opened the door for his girlfriend. I liked seeing him be a gentleman. I tried to imagine the type of girl who would go for Bruce Hoppy. He was short and stocky, but not unattractive. Good manners went a long way. He just wasn’t very talkative, except about statistics.
The girl was short also. Her hair was in a high ponytail that looked like the top of a pineapple. I thought it was mousy brown hair until the sunlight turned it into a fiery red torch.
“Hey, Lucy. This is my girlfriend, Elizabeth.”
She turned around and smiled brightly.
“Call me Beth,” her husky voice cooed.
Bruce ran off without explanation. We watched him pick a black-eyed Susan from the flower garden. He took his time walking back, carefully holding the flower like a precious gift.
Plenty of time for his girlfriend to speak to me.
“Oh, Clancy,” Devery said, relishing my shock, “the look on your face.”



  
PART FOUR


The final phase of fire growth is the decay stage. This is often the longest stage of a fire, as the flames decrease in size and the heat of the fire begins to drop … A wildfire that is decreasing in size and running out of combustible materials is in the decay stage, but the fire can still be dangerous. A fire can restart if there is still fuel to burn and if winds pick up to add more oxygen to the fire.
—Western Fire Chiefs Association: The Four Stages of Fire Growth Explained



  


WHEN I WAS SEVENTEEN
2007
I had made a wish on my sixteenth birthday for Devery to be at Hoppy Farm with me. A little over a year later, my wish came true. Clancy and Devery together again. I hugged her so tightly.
“I never thought I’d see you again,” I cried.
“Northern Michigan is a small world, Clancy. We were bound to cross paths again.”
By then, Bruce had made his way back to us. He held out the yellow flower to his girlfriend, who placed it behind her ear. She moved her head back and forth to model for us.
“The black part matches your eyes,” Bruce said.
Devery laughed. “My eyes are green.”
“The black gunk in the corners,” he clarified.
I liked Bruce’s forthrightness. There was something oddly comforting in his lack of social manners. I only hoped his girlfriend liked that aspect about him as well.
“Thanks, boo. Don’t want eye boogers when I meet your parents.” She wiped her inner eyes with a finger before turning to Bruce. “Anything else?” She motioned an O with her mouth and tilted her head back to give him full view inside her nostrils.
“All clean,” he said.
I laughed. Devery and Bruce actually might be a great match.
I witnessed my first foster sister meet her boyfriend’s mother. If Devery was nervous, she didn’t show it. She was perfect.
“Nice to meet you, Missus,” Devery-Beth said while shaking the older woman’s hand. “Bruce told me so much about what you do here at the farm. It’s really cool.” She looked around. “I need to tell you that I was in the foster care system most of my life. It’s how I met Lucy. We were lucky to be in a good placement together.” She looked at her feet before adding, “I think you know they’re not all good places.”
“It’s wonderful to meet you, Beth.” Missus turned the polite handshake into an embrace. “Yes. I’m proud of what we do here at the farm.”
Over the past two months, dinnertime had gone from being the best part of the day to the worst. Without Diego, it was as if the lighting over the dining table was on a dimmer switch turned way down. Everyone else carried on like usual, but I reverted to my quiet self. I had no appetite. I ate only to pretend I was normal.
Missus hardly ever spoke to me. When she asked round-table questions during dinner, she never started with me.
But with Devery at the dining table it was like discovering that the dull chandelier had been replaced with a disco ball. She remembered people’s names and asked a ton of questions. I joined in the laughter. Food tasted better. Missus, too, seemed delighted by Bruce’s girlfriend.
After dinner, Devery insisted on helping me clear the table and wash dishes.
“This takes me back,” she commented, handing me drinking glasses from the table. “Miss Lonnie needed one of these.” She motioned to the dishwasher.
“Nah,” I countered. “Hand-washing was fine for just the three of us.”
“Remember it the way you want, Clancy. We were seriously lacking modern conveniences on that island.”
“I liked it,” I said.
“I know you did.” She retrieved a stack of dinner plates, which I rinsed before arranging on the bottom level of the dishwasher. “Where did you go after that? Is that when you started with the tats and piercings and going Goth with the black eyeliner?”
“Mackinaw City. Horrible family. Didn’t last long there.” I paused my work and spoke quietly. “I’ll tell you when we have more time.” I forced a smile. “You met Joy, my tattoo and piercing specialist. She got me started with one. Then I went back for more. I liked her eye makeup too. When people meet her, they’re kind of scared. I like that.”
“So you’re still dorky, but now you look like a dangerous dork.”
“I guess,” I said. “But what about you? Did they make you go somewhere else for your last few months?”
“Yeah. I didn’t think they would bother with another placement, but the state detention facility had an opening.” She scoffs. “Lucky me.”
“Oh wow, Devery—I mean, Beth. You always said those were the worst.”
She wouldn’t look me in the eye. I had consoled myself at the Sterlings that maybe Devery had landed somewhere better than I had. It was a disturbing thought that I had been the luckier foster sibling.
I told her the best thing I could think of.
“You will never go hungry at Hoppy Farm.”

A week later, Devery returned with Bruce after a date. The more I saw them together, the more they made sense. My dad might have seen her bluntness as rudeness, but it worked well with Bruce because he didn’t get nuance or hints. His lack of social cues made him direct to the point of insensitivity to most people, but she wasn’t offended easily.
“If it bothered me, I sure as hell wouldn’t stay,” she assured me. “Imagine if I could only dish it, but not take it!”
While Bruce did one of his chores, I showed Devery the hammock grove. The two newest little trees had been planted for Tonya and Otto.
“So, everyone who leaves gets a tree?” she asked.
“I guess so.” After a beat, I corrected myself. “Wait, not always. I don’t know.”
I couldn’t remember us planting one for Emily or Emma. It seemed like a long time ago instead of a year and two months. I rolled into the double hammock.
“So, tell me about that family at your last place.” Devery heaved her petite self alongside me. We wobbled, which she made worse by overcorrecting her balance. She needed to learn how to roll.
“The Sterlings,” I said with a sigh. “They were horrible. Religious in a bad way. Fire and brimstone. Tattoos were a sin. Oh, and there was Steven.” I shivered. “My foster ‘brother’ was a horndog who stared at my tits and tried to mess with me.”
“Oooh.” She did a drawn-out singsong. “You know I gotta hear how that went down.”
“Thumbs in his eyes.” I held my arms up and demonstrated.
“Told you so,” she chuckled.
“Mm-hmm,” I concurred. “Then I found out he was selling. And…”
It came flooding back. My disgust at what Steven had been doing to Stacy. I didn’t know how much I wanted to tell Devery.
“He was evil. Not just a horndog and a drug dealer.” I took a deep breath. “He was messing with his little sister. When I found out, I tried…”
The tears flowed. Every bad feeling came back. I tried not to think about what life was like for Stacy after I left.
“I tried to help Stacy. She was only nine years old. I think I made everything worse for that girl.” I wiped my nose on my T-shirt. “Let’s talk about something else.”
“They lived in Cheboygan?” Devery asked.
“No. Mackinaw City. Seriously, Devery. Change the subject.”
“Did you ever find Bridget and get your revenge?”
I gave a wry laugh.
“I don’t know where she is,” I admitted. “I don’t want revenge. Just peace and quiet.”
“That bitch is living on your inheritance after she dumped you.”
“She didn’t dump me; I ran away.”
“Oh, Clancy,” she sighed, like she wanted to cover up the severity in her voice, the darkening of her eyes. “You think she didn’t hold the door wide open for you to leave? I thought about what you told me back on the island. She goes from acting like the Mother Superior to encouraging you to be the social butterfly of northern Michigan. Sports. Dates. Country club. Bikinis. No supervision.
“You don’t think she was hoping you’d run wild? Then she could say, ‘Oh, look at what I had to endure. My dear husband died, and his teen daughter is too much to handle.’ I think she was always planning to regift you and blow through your inheritance. Then start looking for her next grift.”
“It wasn’t an ‘inheritance’ like ponies and diamonds,” I countered. “My dad wanted me to get a college education. A bachelor’s and a master’s degree. So I’d always be able to take care of myself.”
“HA! My dad gave me a fat lip and said I was no better than my mother.”
I waited for the storm. Usually when Devery talked about her mom and dad, she became agitated. Her exact words had always been, “Get the fuck out so I can be alone.” Before too long, I’d hear the muffled screams into her pillow followed by the silence of a catnap.
Instead my first foster sister sighed and remained quiet long enough that I looked to check if she had fallen asleep. She glanced over and smiled.
“You went silent,” I said. “Did you get yourself some coping strategies since Beaver Island?”
She laughed her full-throated, husky guffaws that were contagious.

Two weeks later, Bruce brought Devery to Hoppy Farm for Sunday dinner. Again, she fit right in, laughing along with funny stories told as everyone gathered in the kitchen. I caught Missus watching her intently. Devery helped Bruce, Allen, and Jennifer bring the serving platters and bowls to the dining table. Over the beef Stroganoff, she encouraged Bruce to share what he liked about Into the Wild, the movie they saw that afternoon in Alpena.
“The soundtrack,” he promptly replied. “The movie should have been a silent movie.”
Joy didn’t understand. “Like the actors moving around but not talking?”
Bruce looked to Devery. “You know what I mean.”
“You’d see the same story on the screen. The characters’ mouths are moving—they’re still yapping—but their volume is turned all the way down.” Devery imitated a ventriloquist’s doll, mouth opening and closing. “All you hear is Eddie Vedder playing mandolin and singing. Like a fancy foreign movie, but the language is music.”
“No subtitles,” Bruce added, smiling at his girlfriend.
Missus beamed at the two of them.
My first foster sister had always struggled academically. But if winning over Bruce’s mother had been a test … my girl aced it.
After dinner, I wanted to be alone with Devery. Jasmine agreed to wash the dinner dishes in exchange for me cleaning the girls’ and boys’ bathrooms. Even without any male placements, we managed to dirty both bathrooms.
Devery and I made our way back to the hammock grove. The other fosters were taking advantage of a warm evening that felt like a throwback to summer by getting one more time at the swimming hole.
We sat at the picnic table. I looked across at Devery, my birthday wish from last year come true. Beyond her were the remnants of the burned outbuilding.
“I’m pregnant,” I announced.
She began to laugh, her knee-jerk reaction. Then her eyes widened at the truth in my expression. She nearly tripped while moving from her bench to mine. Her side hug felt so good. Devery hadn’t been the hugging type at Miss Lonnie’s.
“How pregnant?” she asked, arm still around me.
“Well, it’s kind of an all-or-nothing situation.”
“You know what I meant.”
“I’m two months along.”
“I assume the dad is one of these horndogs?”
“He’s no longer here.” I figured I could pace my shocking news and save the dead-dad part for another time.
“Do you want the—uh, um, situation—to go away?” she finally asked, tightening her grip around me.
Some women should never become mothers.
My dad’s angry declaration had remained one of my strongest memories from childhood. I had been raised to view abortion as murder. But the world didn’t seem as black-and-white anymore. I no longer thought of myself as Catholic or any religion.
“There are options that would be better for me, like adoption,” I said resolutely. “Bruce’s baby nephew is adopted. The birth parents were fosters here.” I let myself melt into her side hug. My head rested against hers. “I was afraid to tell anyone. I was so alone. I just … I just can’t believe you’re here for real.”
For once, I was the sobbing sister with the torrent of complicated emotions too overwhelming to contain.



  


LEAVE THE REST BEHIND
MAY 2009
While Jamie works on lawyer stuff, Daunis helps with the investigation. She arranges for Nancy to return to Mount Pleasant again, this time meeting with Tara and me. Daunis has us separately write down the customers we remember from that day and the approximate times they were at the diner. Then she has us go over each list together, to fill in any gaps or jog each other’s memory. We also write notes about each customer, whether they were regulars or unfamiliar. Daunis tracks down everyone she can. She’s very good at it.
I don’t want to be around when Jamie meets with the Sterlings. Daunis receives permission from the court to take me out of town that day. She asked if I wanted to go to Harbor Springs and visit my dad’s grave, so that’s what we do.
I’m quiet on the two-hour drive. When we arrive at the cemetery, she hands me a small pouch of loose-leaf tobacco and gives me privacy.
It’s the first time I’ve been back since the one-year anniversary of my dad’s death.
His headstone is a simple granite slab with his name and the dates of his birth and death.
LUKE MATTHIAS SMITH
JANUARY 26, 1970–DECEMBER 9, 2003
I hold the semaa in my left hand, like Abe Charlevoix taught me. I say my silent prayers—giving thanks for my dad. Then it’s like I’m talking to my dad. Wishing he could meet Jamie and Daunis. Wanting him to know that Abe Charlevoix was a good friend to him. I say nothing about Bridget, because I want to share only good words and thoughts. Mostly, I want my dad to know that I’m okay. That, no matter what happens in my life, I think I’ll be okay.
When I look around the cemetery, Daunis gives a little wave as she stands outside the SUV. I motion for her to come over.
“How you doing?” she asks.
“I’m okay,” I say.
She looks at the headstone and comments, “Good thing his middle name was somewhat unique, because his first and last names are common.”
“He said he changed his middle name from Hamilton when his dad died.”
“Oh, was Matthias his dad’s name?” she wonders.
“No. Matthias is the patron saint of alcoholics and those striving for self-control.”
“Did he struggle with addiction?”
“No. I mean, he didn’t drink alcohol, but it wasn’t anything he struggled with. He said his mom died in an accident from a drunk driver. Hamilton was her maiden name.”
“I’m sorry, Lucy. You’ve certainly had a lot of loss in your life.” Daunis looks confused. “Hmm. Seems odd to replace her name.”
It was odd. Why exchange one unique middle name for another? Had my dad changed it on purpose, so Maggie couldn’t find us?
I’m thankful when Daunis changes the subject. “Are you hungry? Any favorite restaurant you’d like to visit?”
“Yes!” I name the restaurant and give directions. “It’s the place my dad and I went to every Sunday after church.”
“Did you go to church here or in Petoskey?” Daunis asks.
“Here. Holy Child. Officially it was known as Holy Childhood of Jesus.”
A shadow crosses her face when I answer. I ask why.
She shrugs, then says, “It was the first federally run Indian boarding school in Michigan. And the last one in the state to close. I was born in 1985. I think it closed that year or the year before.”
The restaurant looks the same when we enter. I ask to sit at our favorite table. Daunis orders pancakes, same as I do.
“My uncle David and I used to eat pancakes every Sunday instead of going to mass with my mom and grandmother.”
“Instead of?” I ask.
“Some of the church’s teachings went against our beliefs. My uncle was gay. If he wasn’t welcome there, then I didn’t want to be there either. Plus, I cannot get past the church’s role in taking Native children and operating boarding schools. They talk about the tragedy of what happened, but never the reconciliation, as if it’s up to us to forgive.”
We dive into our pancakes. I can taste the difference between these and all other pancakes everywhere else.
“There’s a teaching,” Daunis says, her mouth still chewing. “That we Anishinaabeg were the first environmentalists. We took only what we needed and left the rest behind for others. I feel that way about religion. Gichimanidoo is our word for God. Creator. Gih-CHEE-man-ih-doe is perfect. We humans are flawed. So I hold the teachings close that speak to me. I leave the rest for others.”
I mull it over.
“The Sterlings ruined God for me,” I admit.
But it was more than them. Finding out my dad lied about Maggie being Native. That he lied to me. It wasn’t just a lie. It truly was a sin—bearing false witness. He practiced his faith with such commitment. But it was like he had built a house on sand.
I continue. “The Sterlings used religion in the worst ways. Like, to control and judge. ‘An eye for an eye’ and stuff like that. They were total hypocrites.”
I shake off the memories. Or at least I try pushing the memories far enough away that I can function.
After lunch, I ask to go to the library. It was a place of comfort for me. My happy place. Daunis comes with me. I show her around. When I see the row of computers, I get an idea. I sign in to use one and I search my dad’s mother’s name. I remember her name from when I had to do a family tree for a class assignment. I’d felt bad for not having anything to list on my mother’s half of the tree, so my dad had helped me complete his side.
My paternal grandmother’s name brings up her obituary. It also shows a newspaper article about the auto accident. Alcohol was a factor, according to the police officer quoted.
But … it was a single-car accident.
“Daunis.” I call out for her. She’s at my side in an instant. “My grandmother died in a car accident. My dad said a drunk driver was to blame.” I point to the screen. “She was the drunk driver.”
Daunis sits next to me. She holds my hand. A few months ago, I would’ve flinched and brushed her hand away. Now I squeeze it.
“It makes sense why he avoided alcohol,” I tell her. “I thought he changed his name because of the saint. But now it seems like he did it to punish his mother. Like he didn’t want to associate with her last name.”
She waits while I reread the obituary. Finally, she speaks.
“How do you feel about that?”
“I don’t know. It seems … harsh?”
It makes me think about the Sterlings’ judgmental ways. Their black-and-white thinking. It is too uncomfortable to consider any similarities between them and my dad.
We do one last thing before driving back to Mount Pleasant. Daunis parks the SUV near the driveway to my neighborhood. We walk around the enclave of cottages. I halt in front of the one I know best. I still have tobacco in the pouch, which I pull from my back pocket.
“Miigwech,” I say while offering semaa to the home where my dad wanted me to grow up healthy and safe, and to be a good person.
God is perfect. The rest of us are flawed. We do our best but fall short far too often.



  


WHEN I WAS SEVENTEEN
2007
Devery was at my side when I told Missus that I was pregnant. By then it was early October, and I had begun my second trimester.
“Oh my,” Missus said, as if needing to catch her breath. “Well, I think any baby news is a blessing, but the most important part is how you feel about it.”
“I don’t think I’m ready to be a parent, but I want to have a healthy baby,” I told her.
She smiled brightly. It caught me off guard, the genuine happiness coming from her like sunbeams.
“Well, we can certainly figure it all out in due time. Speaking of which, do you know how far along?” she asked.
“Fourteen weeks,” Devery chimed. “In fruit, it’s a peach. In animals, it’s the size of a house mouse. In weird objects, it’s the size of an extra-large egg.” She nudged me. “This one doesn’t like the fruit comparisons.”
“First, we need to inform your caseworker. Then, we can schedule a medical appointment. How does that sound?” Missus was positively giddy.
I said it sounded fine. There had been a distance between Missus and me since Boyd died. She was polite and said all the right things. But she lacked a maternal warmth that I had thought was innate to her. I had said as much to Devery, who’d scoffed at me.
“I’ll take your word for it, Clancy, but she seems mom-ish to me.”
Missus offered to walk with me each morning after breakfast. We strolled down the driveway and along the country road to the stop sign intersecting with a paved street. The leaves fluttered down prettily as if pacing for a long autumn. All it took was one gusty weekend to go from picturesque to bare.
I told Jennifer, Lexi, and Joy before announcing it at the dinner table. Everyone was happy, if not extremely surprised by the news. A teen pregnancy was sort of routine at Hoppy Farm. After all, Boyd had called it a baby farm. The shocker was that it had happened to me.
When I told Jennifer, she asked for permission to put her hand on my belly.
I nodded. Her hand was cold, but it felt good since I tended to sweat more these days.
“I miss being pregnant,” Jennifer commented quietly.
“You were pregnant?” I asked before wanting to kick myself for lack of tact. It was obvious she didn’t have a biological child, so something must have happened.
“Yes. I arrived at the farm pregnant.” When she saw my eyes widen, as I recalled her mention having been at the farm since she was thirteen, she patted her hand on my belly. “Yes. I was thirteen. Much too young. There were complications. Probably right from the start. But it made me want to learn what I could to help other girls. Sometimes it’s just about providing comfort until trained medical providers can arrive.”
“You really love it here?” I asked.
“Yes. I didn’t think I could love anything more than I loved the safety of the farm. Then I fell in love with Allen and couldn’t imagine loving my life any more. Then along came Allen Junior. I’d be happy to never leave.”
I relaxed so thoroughly in her presence that I farted.
“I’m sorry,” I said through peals of laughter.
“Believe it or not, Lucy, I even miss that.” She looked down as if unsure about speaking her mind. “I know you’re planning on adoption, but don’t deny yourself any of these little moments. Trust me when I say it will bring more comfort than regret.”
I wanted to call Emily with the news, but knew she would ask if Diego was the father. Everyone thought he had run away. I knew the truth but had no idea how to tell anyone.
As for Tonya, I was disappointed she hadn’t called like she had promised. Then I remembered that she had a friend with a distinctive name. Maia Something-Collarelli. I typed various spellings of Maia and Collarelli before finding a Maia Cooper-Collarelli on Facebook and a phone number with a Lansing area code. I tried the number first, hoping to avoid joining Facebook.
“Yes, hello,” I said when a woman answered. “I’m looking for Maia Cooper-Collarelli.”
“This is she,” a hesitant person said.
Maia waited for me to continue.
“I’m a friend of Tonya Maxwell. Has she reached out to you lately?”
There was a loud crack followed by some commotion that must have been Maia fumbling to pick up a dropped phone.
“What the fuck is your problem!” she yelled. “No, my dead friend hasn’t reached out to me because she’s dead, you asshole.”
There was a click followed by a dial tone.
Stunned, I stared at the phone for several minutes. There had to be an explanation. I typed Tonya’s name and found an obituary. She’d died of a drug overdose a week after leaving the farm.
Tonya had told me she’d been taken away from her mom because her mom was a junkie. Tonya never talked about drugs. At the bonfires, she’d drink hard cider. She’d nurse one, making it last all night. She’d never joined Lexi, who would smoke a blunt.
I returned to my bedroom. Lexi was engrossed in the latest issue of Vogue.
“Lex,” I started. Despite trying to keep my voice steady, it quaked. “Tonya died.”
Her head snapped up and her eyes bugged out. Her jaw dropped.
“A few weeks ago,” I told her. I shook my head. “She OD’d.”
“No way,” Lexi said with incredulity. “No. Fucking. Way.”
I started to cry. Lexi hugged me and started crying too.
“Joy!” Lexi shouted over my shoulder. She kept calling out until Joy appeared. She had already taken her bedtime shower and changed into the oversized Sex Pistols T-shirt that served as her nightgown.
Lexi repeated everything I had told her. Joy flung herself at us. We held each other and cried. I wasn’t sure how long we stood in the middle of the bedroom like that. Eventually, Missus entered the room, trailed by Jasmine, who must have alerted our foster parents.
“Girls,” she said, taking hesitant steps toward us. “You heard about Tonya.”
Lexi broke from our group hug to be held by Missus.
“I know. I know,” Missus cooed.
After a few minutes, she spoke to all of us.
“Mr. Hoppy and I just learned about it as well. I’m so sorry, girls. We were trying to figure out how to tell everyone. How did you find out?”
Lexi answered. “Lucy found her obituary.”
“I am so sorry you found out that way, Lucy. Please forgive me for not telling you right away.”
Missus held out a hand, which I gripped as a way of accepting her apology.
“I am forever grateful to Tonya for my grandson. We all wanted her to have a good life.”
After everyone left and it was just Lexi and me, she wanted to talk about Tonya. We got ready for bed. I listened for a long time. Lexi had so many stories about Tonya. Most were silly—Tonya teasing Boyd; Tonya doing a spot-on impression of Mister; Tonya singing karaoke with a foster named Maisie.
“Lex, you’ve been here the longest,” I said. “How many girls is that?”
Lexi talked with her hands. She pointed toward the other double bedroom, naming different combinations of girls. When so-and-so was here, this one and that one were in there.
At the mention of Christina I took a chance.
“Tonya mentioned Christina. Were they roommates?” I intentionally substituted Tonya for Boyd as the source of Christina’s name.
“Yeah, they roomed together until Christina took the single bedroom.”
“Pregnant?” I ventured.
“Yeah, right away. She and Boyd arrived around the same time. Talk about hot and heavy right from the start.”
“What was she like?” I’d felt a zing of excitement when Lexi mentioned Boyd of her own accord. Just as I had hoped she would.
“Basic,” she said before laughing. “Nah, Christina was all right. Big glasses like an owl. Pretty blue eyes. Kind of nerdy.”
“Nerdy like me?” I offered.
“Different nerdy. You’re book nerdy. Christina was gamer nerdy.”
“Gamer like Yahtzee?”
“No, nerd.” Lexi laughed again. “Like Game Boy nerd. Mario. Yu-Gi-Oh! Pokémon. Kingdom Hearts.”
“Ahh. I get it now.” I laughed along with her.
“Do you now … nerd?”
Christina got pregnant by Boyd. She was into Pokémon. It confirmed that Boyd’s trinket box was, indeed, filled with mementos of his sexual conquests. Well, except for Diego …
Unless you considered Boyd’s murder of Diego to be a conquest that wasn’t sexual. Except that it kind of was. Not sexual as in having sex with Diego; rather, Boyd’s conquest was the elimination of a sexual competitor.

Devery worked at a gas station in Alpena. Bruce would go to her place one or two nights during the week. She came by on the weekends, always in time for dinner. On Sundays, she’d stay all day and not leave until dark. She and Bruce played video games in his room. Sometimes I’d stop by, but not too often. I didn’t want to be a nuisance during their time together.
Their relationship seemed to be going well. Bruce definitely had his quirks, but she seemed to take things in stride. There was a new video game coming out the third week of October, so Bruce told her he wouldn’t be over at all that week. He planned to work as little as possible and play Avatar: The Last Airbender—The Burning Earth day and night. He’d be back to normal by the weekend, so they would resume their usual dates.
I took advantage of the opportunity to ask Bruce and his mom for permission to borrow his car and go to Gaylord for the day. My feet felt tight in my shoes. Jennifer said her feet grew one full size during pregnancy. So, a shopping trip for new sneakers, work boots, and snow boots was in order. I hardly ever spent money, but it seemed a necessity in the situation. There was a new movie out about Queen Elizabeth I, starring Cate Blanchett. Lastly, I wanted to get a new phone because, as Devery said, my old phone “sucked ass.” I invited her along, but she wanted to work overtime while Bruce was “trapped in the Avatar-verse.”
As I was leaving, Missus recommended her favorite restaurant in Gaylord.
“If you go there, would you please bring back two orders of chips and green salsa?” she added, handing me fifty dollars and telling me to keep the change.
“For sure, Missus.”
It ended up being an odd day. While trying on new work boots, I walked over to the full-length mirror at the end of the aisle and waited for the elderly lady inspecting her appearance in pale-pink walking shoes. Suddenly overheated, I removed my flannel shirt. Pregnancy turned me into a potbellied wood stove—always blazing hot. I would’ve taken off my T-shirt and sports bra if I could. The silver-haired walker gasped.
“Oh my … Lucy Smith?” It was Mrs. Sobecki. Her initial happy surprise of recognition was followed by a second look. I watched her expression falter as she took in my spiky hair, assorted piercings, tattoos, and bulging belly. She tried to hide her shock but the searing disappointment was too much.
I didn’t know what to say. My life’s taken a turn since my dad died didn’t seem the appropriate icebreaker.
Mrs. Sobecki solved the issue by averting her eyes and excusing herself. She racewalked in the blush-colored sneakers to the counter. She must have handed over cash, because the worker called out, “You forgot your change, ma’am.”
I watched as Mrs. Sobecki sobbed into her hands before starting her car and driving away. Distraught at the sight of sweet Lucy Smith, the orphaned, pregnant teen tragedy.
As if the day couldn’t get more peculiar, the air felt heavy and took on a pale-sage hue. There had been an outbreak of tornadoes the day before from Texas to Missouri. So when the sky seemed strange, I decided to watch another movie instead of being in a car. When I finally made my way back late that night, I listened to radio stations reporting multiple tornadoes in northern Michigan. The storm had been too close for comfort; one of the outbuildings at Hoppy Farm was damaged.
When Devery visited on Saturday, she hung out with me. Bruce needed to help his dad and brother clean up the damage from Thursday’s storm. We stayed in Bruce’s suite, sitting next to each other on the sofa. I’d found a VHS copy of The Trouble with Angels at a thrift store in Gaylord. I was excited to share the blast from our past with Devery.
The last time we watched it had been during a snowstorm a few weeks before Miss Lonnie’s cabin had burned. In mid-autumn this kind of weather wasn’t unusual in northern Michigan, especially for an island perfectly located for lake-effect snow. But that first snowfall had been extreme—three feet accumulated in one day. Devery complained about “the hell of winter” starting all over again. I had wanted to remain on Beaver Island, but the early blizzard had angered her enough to abandon the movie and scream into her pillow. Each furious shriek reduced my hope and made me anxious about our inevitable separation. I began tugging at my cowlick bangs, sometimes hard enough to rip strands at the root.
But here we were, reunited. Watching the origin story of our nicknames, this time, while Devery folded Bruce’s laundry. Who was this version of my sister?
“Were the opening credits always so corny?” she wondered, retrieving a white T-shirt from the heaping laundry basket.
“Devery, remember when you said some group homes were more fun than others?”
“Yes. All true.”
“I think this place is more weird than fun. Did you ever read the book Watership Down?”
“Is Gerard Butler in the movie version?”
I laughed. “No. It’s a book about rabbits. They’re roaming around and they find this perfect field with plenty of carrots and no enemies. One rabbit knows something’s off but can’t figure out what. It’s like it’s too easy. There’s no struggle like everywhere else they’ve been. Finally, the rabbit figures it out. A farmer is leaving all the food for the rabbits. He wants to fatten them up, so they’ll be easier to snare.”
“What are you getting at, Clancy? Out with it.”
Just then, the baby kicked my bladder, and I felt a dribble of pee.
“Hold up,” I said. “Pee emergency.”
I rose slowly but walked quickly to Bruce’s bathroom. It was extremely tidy. Devery hadn’t taken to Miss Lonnie’s cleaning tutorials the way I had. It was obvious that Bruce liked everything in its place.
I called out to Devery.
“Boyd called this place a baby farm. I know Mister and Missus foster a lot of pregnant teens. But I was thinking about the girls like me and Tonya.”
I saw a tube of Preparation H on top of the toilet tank. It was the only item that seemed out of place. Everything else was lined up with military precision.
“We have plenty of food,” I said, returning to the sofa. “We do enough physical labor to keep us strong and healthy. We get playtime. Nighttime bonfires. Wine and weed. No skeevy foster parents trying to mess with us. And just enough unsupervised time so that some of us can hook up.”
“But the rabbits were food,” Devery said, folding pristine white briefs.
“Babies are the product. For adoption.”
“So, what about it? You want to give your baby up. Missus is helping you. Nothing sinister about that.”
“Boyd said he got a bonus. Not for Tonya’s baby, because that one needed to be legal. But he got five thousand dollars for getting a girl named Christina pregnant.”
“That’s not a bad stud fee,” Devery said. “What do you think Bruce’s mom will give you for your bambino or bambina?”
“She hasn’t said anything about that,” I said. “But I looked up the adoption laws in Michigan. Birth moms can get all their medical expenses covered and living expenses before and after giving birth. That’s what Tonya got—living expenses when she aged out and left the farm. But she was also going to get a car. She didn’t work lots of hours like I do. She didn’t have that kind of money saved.”
“Sounds hella sketchy. But what are you getting at?” Devery asked.
“What sort of people pay illegal costs to adopt babies? What does it say about Mister and Missus that they’re involved in something like that?” It didn’t need to be said, but I said it anyway. “Don’t say anything to Bruce. I just wanted to tell you because I’m not sure about going through the Hoppys for the adoption. But I don’t know how to get around it. Missus is finally being nice to me again.”
“You could talk to your social worker, right?” Devery said.
“And say what?” I replied. “‘Help me because I don’t want Missus to sell my baby to the highest bidder’? Plus, I haven’t had a good experience with caseworkers taking my word when I tell them about illegal stuff. Mrs. Clark believed everything the Sterlings told her about me.”
“Maybe Missus will do everything all legal, like with baby Allen?”
“Yeah, but that was for their own grandson. I like Allen and Jennifer, but I wouldn’t want my baby raised here.”
As I talked with Devery, my thoughts went to Tonya. She got paid a brand-new car and ended up overdosing a week later. She wasn’t someone who used drugs. In fact, drugs were the reason why she was in foster care. It seemed out of character.
She didn’t even get the car in the end.
“Can’t you just pick some good parents, Clancy? Don’t you get a say in who you want your baby to go to? You can research them online to make sure they’re not on the sex-offender registry.”
Affecting my best British accent, I channeled the words of Mary Clancy.
“That was a scathingly brilliant idea.”
A few minutes later, Devery paused the movie to take the basket of folded laundry into Bruce’s bedroom. Drawers opened and shut. She even hummed while completing the task: Nelly Furtado’s “I’m Like a Bird.” When she returned, she halted at the look on my face.
“Are you in labor?” Devery looked panicked.
“No. I’m just stunned that you do Bruce’s laundry—folding and putting it away.”
She shrugged. “I’m just hanging out with you, farting around.” She rolled her eyes. “Did you know he has a system for folding his clothes? He had to demonstrate. Even his underwear.” She sighs. “But what the hell. He’s great in bed, so I’m demonstrating my appreciation by not only folding his laundry but doing it precisely the way he likes.”
“If Miss Lonnie could see you now.” I shook my head.
“Besides,” she added, “I only fold and put away. I refuse to touch his bloody underwear.”
“Ew.” A beat later, my voice came out as a whisper. “Wait … Bruce has blood in his undershorts?”
“Yeah…,” she said hesitantly. “I told him he had hemorrhoids.”
“How long?” I pressed.
“How long are the hemorrhoids?” She laughed.
“I’m serious, Devery. How long has he had blood in his undershorts and when was his last checkup?”
“I don’t know.” She stopped laughing and took in my expression.
“Please promise me that you will stand next to Bruce tomorrow while he calls his family doctor and asks for a checkup and possible referral for a colonoscopy.”
“Oh shit,” Devery said. “Is this about your dad?”
I nodded and took a moment before continuing.
“Blood in the stool, blood in the underwear, changes in bowel habits, cramps, bloating, fatigue, unexplained weight loss, vomiting … those are symptoms of colorectal cancer.”
“Well, he’s not vomiting,” she said. “Just bloody skid marks.”
“Promise?” I said, unblinking. “Early detection is everything.”
“Yes. I promise.”

At my next check-in with Miss Debbie Strong, she told me how sad she was to hear about Tonya’s death.
I nodded and took a moment for the prickling in my nose and eyes to pass.
“It was awful to read about,” I said, having decided to leave out the part about calling Tonya’s friend Maia.
“Read about?” Miss Strong questioned. “I expected your foster parents to relay the news before it hit the newspaper.” She paused. Her face did a funny thing just then. She smoothed her puzzled expression into one of professional detachment.
“Well, now, Lucy. Was there anything else you wanted to discuss during our check-in?”
Going over my adoption choices was pushed to the back of my mind. Instead I thought about the fact that Missus had known Tonya had passed away and had stayed silent for weeks. She said they hadn’t known how to bring it up, but she’d lied about having just heard the news.
The lying and the illegal payments made Mister and Missus hella sketchy, as Devery would’ve said.
“Miss Strong? Mrs. Hoppy did explain that she and Mr. Hoppy didn’t know how to tell us about Tonya. She apologized for it taking so long.”
The last thing I needed was to rouse any suspicions.

I decided to feign ignorance about Missus’s lie. It took effort because she was paying so much attention to me. When she gave me side hugs, I had to go along with it. She wanted me to sit next to her at the dinner table. And she unilaterally decided to reassign the chore of cleaning their private apartment from Lexi to me.
It was something she didn’t think would be too taxing. I could divide the tasks over three afternoons: one day for dusting and vacuuming, one for scrubbing the kitchenette, and one for the bathroom. Missus provided me with an entry code for the door lock. As a treat, I was welcomed to enjoy a luxurious bubble bath in the jacuzzi tub for as long as I wanted on cleaning days. No wonder Tonya had debated the merits of getting pregnant again for the perks.
It was after my first bubble bath that Missus mentioned the options I had for adoption. She spoke highly about the attorney they’d used with previous adoptions. His name was Mr. Scully, and she was happy to arrange a consultation session when I was ready.
“Thank you, Missus,” I replied. “I read about direct-placement adoptions, where I get to pick the couple who would adopt the baby. I think I’d like that. Um, you know, kind of interview a few couples and maybe see where they live. It’s such a huge decision.”
“That’s wonderful, Lucy. Mr. Scully is very experienced with direct placements. I’m sure he’d be happy to screen applicants for you to meet.”
I’d been hoping he didn’t have that particular experience, so my eventual suggestion to use a different attorney wouldn’t be suspicious.
“That sounds good,” I told Missus. “I have more than five months to go, so it … uh … doesn’t have to happen tomorrow.”
“You just let me know when you’re ready,” she said.
As I prepared to leave the apartment, one of the framed art prints on the living room accent wall was crooked. I adjusted the frame. Stepping back to check for levelness, I realized it was a reproduction of a Monet oil painting of irises. The print next to it was a watercolor of vibrant blue irises. In fact, all the artwork on the accent wall had irises.
Irises.
The stress that had melted away during my hour-long soak returned with a vengeance. My stomach reacted. It was too early to feel the baby, but my gut nausea was familiar.
There’d been an iris pendant in Boyd’s trinket box. Mementos of his sexual conquests.
She lets me do what I want, he had bragged.
Was it possible that he and Missus had had sex? I couldn’t wrap my mind around it.
I made my way to the door. It was all I could do to keep from running.
“Lucy,” Missus called out.
I halted, even though staying in the Hoppy private apartment was the last thing I wanted.
“You did a great job cleaning,” she told me. “No offense to Lexi—she does a good job. But you are extremely thorough. Well done, dear.”
“Thank you, Missus,” I said, hiding the twitch in my gut. “My first foster parent taught me how to clean things.”
“Wonderful. That was Miss Lawton, right?” She made a “tsk-tsk” sound before adding, “What a shame, losing her home to a fire. No wonder Boyd’s death affected you so much.”
“You read my file?” It was all I could think to say.
I had been foolish enough to engage in a chess match with Missus.
“Yes, Lucy. Foster parents must be informed if a potential placement has a history of, say, physical violence, drug use, or fire-starting behavior.” She smiled. “Fortunately, Mister and I received additional training to be able to accept high-risk teens.”
Missus knew about the fire at Miss Lonnie’s. She knew about the incident with the fireworks that had first labeled me as a juvenile delinquent. She was escalating the stakes, making her chess moves, bringing up the fire that killed Boyd.
The fire that had been my fault.
“I’m reluctant to tell you,” she said, not sounding reluctant at all. “Before Tonya left, she wrote a letter claiming to have seen you leaving the outbuilding the night of the fire.”
My body responded with every fight-or-flight physiological indicator: porcupine quills on my neck, clammy gooseflesh, and rabbit-quick heartbeats.
“Don’t worry, Lucy. You have the most important work to do. Growing a human being. A baby who will be the answer to the most heartfelt prayers of a loving family. Please get a good night’s sleep. I am here for you. Always.”
I was playing chess with a world-class champion.
There was nothing else for me to do except turn, take the last two steps to the door, and grasp the door handle. As I crossed the threshold, she delivered her checkmate with the warmth of an icicle.
“Tonya wasn’t the only witness, Lucy. I saw you.”



  


INVESTIGATION
JUNE 2009
Jamie prepares to add an attorney who specializes in arson defenses. I can’t imagine the cost, but Daunis takes it in stride. She focuses on tracking down character witnesses.
And she still tries to lift my spirits.
“You have a lot of regulars who believe you’re innocent,” she says.
“The elderly ones with memory issues?”
She smiles. “Younger customers too. College students, high schoolers, casino workers.”
“So we might not need the arson-defense attorney?”
“You let Jamie and me handle that.”
“He has to let me know if the prosecutor offers a plea deal, right?”
Her ivory skin flushes, like Jennifer’s perfect rosy cheeks.
“Lucy Dolce Smith. Do not go there. You did not bomb the diner. We will find out who did. Do not give up. You will put this behind you. You will live a life that you choose.”
Choose? What have I ever chosen?
“I choose pizza for dinner tonight,” I tell her.



  


WHEN I WAS SEVENTEEN
2007
Missus had proof placing me at Boyd’s loft the night of the fire. That proof, along with my documented history of—and proximity to—arson crimes would probably get me a murder conviction.
Meanwhile, I had to grow a healthy human baby and figure out a way to keep said baby safe after it was born. The stakes were so high.
I followed all the recommendations on the handouts my medical provider gave me at the end of each prenatal appointment. A daily vitamin. A diet rich in vitamin D, calcium, iron, and protein. Prenatal yoga and low-impact aerobics classes for me and Paige—led by Jennifer. The younger Mrs. Hoppy also took us on daily walks up and down the driveway. The more pregnant we got, the more Paige and I resembled a pair of waddling ducks.
I hoped Jennifer wasn’t part of the baby-farm scheme. She was as kind and helpful as ever. But every day, Missus’s words echoed.
Tonya wasn’t the only witness.

In November, Bruce’s colonoscopy showed several noncancerous polyps, which were removed. But there was one small tumor that was also removed. His surgeon diagnosed stage 0 colon cancer; it was the earliest stage and had the best survival rates. He didn’t need surgery or chemotherapy but would need regular follow-ups.
Another development that month was Mister and Missus deciding they would prioritize placements for pregnant teens instead of coed placements. They announced it over dinner one Sunday.
Mister said the non-pregnant teens could sign up for a paid gig renovating the first-floor annex to become a space for pregnant girls. The rooms formerly used by the boys were to be reconfigured into two bedrooms and a bathroom that included a large, jetted tub with nonslip steps and grab bars.
“We offer something special at Hoppy Farm for young women in crisis. We help pregnant teens—and through them can help couples who want to provide loving homes for the sweet babies,” Missus proclaimed.
I dipped my head, tugged on my piercings, and served a major eye roll to no one but my eyelids. Hoppy Farm, my ass! More like Hoppy’s Baby Farm: where poor girls grow happy babies for rich people.

One Sunday in December, Bruce and Devery returned from the movies. He went inside while she wandered over to where I was at the hammock grove. The hammocks had been put away for the winter. By the time we set them up again, I would have given birth. The fetus that fluttered inside me would be in their adoptive parent’s arms.
“Hey, whatcha doing, Clancy?”
“Checking on Tonya’s tree,” I said. “Hey, do you still keep a cigarette or two on hand?”
She laughed and pulled a pack from her winter coat.
“You smoke now? And who’s Tonya?”
“She left right after Boyd died.”
I took the cigarette, broke it open, and crumbled the tobacco.
“My friend Misho Abe showed me how to give thanks. He said it was to keep things in balance. Give and take.” I paused. “Didn’t I tell you all this before?”
“I don’t know…”
I grabbed her arm. Underneath her coat and shirt, there was a homemade tattoo.
“I did! You gave yourself a tattoo. Remember? Happy. Sad. Happy. Sad.”
I mimicked the faces she made years ago.
Devery stared as if I was batshit crazy. Then she blinked, and her face changed.
“I did!” she said.
Nobody laughed like Devery.
She took a cigarette and crumbled it in her hand.
“So, what are we doing?” She squatted beside the little tree.
With some difficulty, I squatted next to her and nudged her left arm.
“Left hand. Hold it in your left hand. Closer to your heart,” I said. “Then you say thank you for the tree, and you leave with happy memories of Tonya.”
“But I didn’t know her,” Devery pointed out.
“She was a good person. We shared a room until she got pregnant. She wanted her baby to be adopted by Allen and Jennifer. She died a week after she left the farm.”
“How?”
“Overdose,” I said, “but I don’t believe it.”
Devery scratched the tree trunk like it was a lonesome kitten.
“Poor Tonya. Be at peace.” She stood and looked around. “Does everyone get a tree when they leave?”
“I don’t think so. We didn’t plant anything after Emily left. Or Paige. These two crabapple trees are for Tonya and Otto. They left around the same time.”
“Maybe trees get planted when people die,” she said. “Is Otto dead?”
“No.” I glanced from the Tonya tree to its companion. “He calls Lexi all the time.”
Tonya left about two weeks after Boyd died. I’d never said anything about that night to Devery. I trusted my foster sister, but given her deepening relationship with Bruce, I didn’t want to put her in an awkward position of clamming up when bluntness was how they communicated, where she needed to watch her words. Besides, it was just a coincidence that two people died so close together.
“Who’s that little tree for?” She pointed to the sugar maple.
I thought back to when it was planted: the day after my seventeenth birthday. Diego was gone. Boyd had said he’d left to get closure or rekindle things with Emily. But he was already dead, killed by Boyd with the same rusty shovel that Missus used to plant a tree the next day.
A chill ran down my spine. Three trees planted in one year. Three teens died in that year.
I spun around, taking in the trees. There were two or three dozen, at least. All different sizes. Planted over multiple years.
How long had the family been accepting foster kids? It was a centennial farm, operated by the Hoppys for at least one hundred years. How many teens like Diego had been reported as runaways in that amount of time?
What if the hammock grove, my favorite place at Hoppy Farm, was actually a cemetery?

By the time 2007 became 2008, the nursery—as the renovated space was called—was filled with three pregnant newcomers. Jennifer’s prenatal yoga and low-impact aerobics classes used the entire living room. The daily walks were noisy, not only from the chatter but from the sound of our deeply treaded winter boots crunching on snow. As long as there was no ice, it was safe to walk—or waddle.
In February, I didn’t understand how the pregnancy could continue well into March. My belly was hard and sometimes molded into a lopsided bump. Jennifer sat next to me on a living-room sofa one night as I awkwardly reclined. I was as warm as a potbellied woodstove and removed my flannel shirt. My T-shirt rose above my belly, exposing a tan beach ball that suddenly moved as if experiencing a rolling earthquake beneath the surface.
Jennifer cried out in wonder. “That’s a baby butt tossing and turning.”
“Really?” I knew the baby was moving around, but I hadn’t pictured specific parts like its butt or foot.
I avoided thinking about the baby as an actual human person with a brain capable of thinking and dreaming. A child who would reach for a parent who wasn’t me.
My due date was March 24. Mr. Scully screened applicants for me to interview. Missus went through the motions as if I actually had a choice in the matter.
I met three couples and two individuals. One married couple seemed sketchy. Another reminded me of the Sterlings with the way the woman acted subservient to the man. One of the single women, who was a bit on the older side, ruined her chances with repeated comments about “the urbans.” I liked the other single woman, who worked for the county health department in Marquette and was an avid hiker and skier. But up close she smelled like cigarettes, which seemed odd given her active lifestyle. I also liked the two guys from Royal Oak. I didn’t have any issue with a same-sex marriage.
After the interviews, I did online searches on each person. The man who gave Mr. Sterling vibes was a cop suspended without pay for assaulting another officer who responded when the wife called 911 to report domestic violence. One of the men in the same-sex relationship had no online presence at all, not even voter-registration data—which made me uneasy.
Mr. Scully said he would screen another group of potential adoptive parents.
Meanwhile, I tried to find a way out of my blackmail situation. It all came down to proof of a crime, something that would give me leverage over Missus. I was surprised she hadn’t reassigned the apartment cleaning to one of the other four pregnant teens. But since they now had their own jetted bathtub, the allure of cleaning the Hoppys’ apartment wasn’t what it had been.
Plus, Missus greatly appreciated and could not dispute the excellence of my cleaning skills.
I spent enough time in the apartment to know where they kept their routine paperwork. Farm and household papers were kept in an unlocked file cabinet. There was a locked drawer labeled: FOSTER FILES. It didn’t take much time for me to find the spare key. I started with my own file. Missus had included documentation about my pregnancy. I went through the other files for girls who had been pregnant. Nothing was out of the ordinary that I could tell.
Each cleaning day, I took ten minutes to check other locations where they might hide secret documents. Over the course of a month, I was positive I had explored every inch of the apartment. Every drawer, cupboard, and closet shelf. The underside of drawers, tables, seating, and mattresses. The tops of tall furniture. I checked for false bottoms and hollow floorboards.
As my due date approached and my blood pressure started to increase, I worried about not collecting any proof about the illegal transactions at the baby farm. Time was running out. Without leverage, Missus could force me into an illegal adoption agreement. Not for a monetary bonus, but to keep me from a murder charge.
One Friday, I took my usual bath after my cleaning chores were completed. A long soak in medium-temperature water with the massage jets on—it did wonders for my blood pressure. The baby liked it as well. I hadn’t wanted to know the sex, so I thought of the baby as a “they.” They tucked and rolled like a breakdancer or a mermaid. The thought made me giggle and then get sad. I didn’t know Diego’s background.
The lack of information about a biological parent was a mystery I knew all about. My dad had chosen to keep secret any health issues, even serious genetic conditions. Would I make that same indefensible choice for my baby? Diego’s child deserved to know any pertinent information. I thanked God that the baby’s father was Diego, a good person, instead of Boyd. The only good thing he’d ever done was his freebie contribution that resulted in Baby Allen.
Christina.
Boyd had gotten a bonus for Christina. It was possible she received another bonus, as well. If I contacted her and explained the situation, maybe she would share the evidence with me. If her evidence uncovered an illegal baby-selling operation, a decent attorney could negotiate immunity.
I ended my bath and dressed quickly. When I put my watch on, it was my usual quitting time. I used the hidden key to unlock the individual files. There was a Chris Lancer, who was male; a Kristi Malcolm, whose file didn’t mention any pregnancy; a Christine Richards, who was pregnant in 1998; and Christina Turner, who was pregnant in 2005. Bingo!
There wasn’t time to thoroughly examine her file.
I was officially outside my normal window of time. The Hoppys knew I took a bath on Friday afternoons but finished by three p.m. I had broken a pattern. Mister or Missus could return anytime. All I could do was snap pictures on my cell phone of the pages in the folder. I would review everything later. Any information might be helpful to track her down.
The baby kicked as if not approving of my actions.
Frantically, I took more photos until I thought I heard a noise outside the door. Again, I held my breath. The baby moved, shifting my belly and taking my breath from me.
Having not heard another noise, I finished snapping the last page.
There it was, another noise. Definitely footsteps coming upstairs. Heavy footsteps. Mister? I scrambled to return the file and lock the cabinet.
Another kick felt like it got a nerve in my leg, which seemed odd.
I put the key back in its hiding spot just as the door opened.
“Oh,” we said in unison. Mister was startled to see me. I hunched over.
“Are you okay, Lucy? Is it time?” He sounded genuinely concerned. Afraid, even.
“I don’t know,” I said. “The baby kicked hard enough to make me see stars.”
“We should get Missus,” he said, reaching for my arm.
“Whoa,” I said. This time I faked a kick to avoid his steadying hand. “I can walk, but maybe you should go ahead of me?”
“Good idea,” he said. “Do you think this is it? Is the baby coming?”
“I don’t know,” I repeated. “I never did this before.”
“Good point. Let’s get Missus.”
By the time we reached the kitchen, I felt queasy.
“We might have a situation,” he called out to Missus.
“I’m not ready,” I said while wiping my suddenly sweaty forehead with my sleeve.
“You’re close enough, Lucy. Labor can begin anytime. We should go to the emergency room,” she said.
“Let me go to my room to get my things.” I wanted to lock my phone in my footlocker for safekeeping.
“Your coat and boots are right here,” she said, holding one of my elbows.
Missus called out for Lexi, instructing her to tell Jennifer she and Mister were taking me to Alpena. Missus’s voice shook, which made me nervous. She’d been through this situation many times. I expected her to be calmer.
I was a good actor, I told myself. Both Hoppys were worked up. My due date wasn’t for another two and a half weeks. By the time we would arrive at the hospital, the doctor could tell us it was a false alarm.
The only problem was that my stomach kept clenching every so often. It felt like my old stomach issues coming back. The drive to Alpena took almost thirty minutes. Mister pulled up to the ER entrance. Missus helped me out of the car.
With my first step from the car, I felt something shift in my lower belly before there was pressure heavy enough that I must have peed my pants.
“Oh,” I kept repeating. “Oh, I think something’s happening.”
Missus teared up and smiled.
“The baby’s coming, Lucy.”
“I thought it was fake—I mean false labor,” I said.
“Baby said otherwise,” she said.
Things progressed quicker than I’d expected. The contractions were real and coming so close together that I forgot about the breathing exercises. The pain was worse than anything ever.
“I want my dad,” I said.
When no one said anything, I repeated myself more loudly.
Missus stayed at my side, but I pushed her away.
“Not her. I want my dad.”
I asked for my dad until the pain made it impossible to say anything.
Tonya had said that pushing out a baby was like shitting a football. I remembered thinking, how could that be anatomically possible? Tonya had lied. It was more like pooping a gigantic watermelon.
One of the pushes went on for so long that I thought I passed out. Then something felt different. Like passing all my intestines in one huge gushing lump.
A baby cried. It was a high-pitched trill unlike anything I’d heard before. I felt it go right through me.
“He’s here, Lucy. A boy.”
The nurse asked if I wanted the baby on my chest. I was supposed to have time to make a birthing plan. Whether I’d give up the baby and not see him. Whether I’d want time with the baby before giving him up. I thought I’d walk around the hammock grove and make the decisions. But it didn’t happen the way I thought it would.
“I want him on my chest,” I said.
“Are you sure?” Missus asked.
I pushed her away and reached for the baby.
He had brown curly hair and huge dark eyes that might have been indigo or onyx. He looked at me. His eyes were definitely dark brown.
“Look at you,” I said. “In such a hurry.” He was on my chest for a short time before the nurse took him for measurements. She brought him back right away.
Before I knew it, the baby had snorfed his way to one of my breasts. It hurt more than I expected. My breasts were rock hard and there was a burning sensation in my nipples.
I fed him. Everything was a new experience. This was the baby who had kicked me and swum around. The baby I’d kept safe for over eight months. The baby I would do anything to keep safe now that he was part of this unsafe world.
He stayed with me until I couldn’t keep my eyes open any longer.
I named him Luke.



  


A ROCK AND A HARD PLACE
JUNE 2009
I make homemade pizza back at the hotel suite. Jamie, Daunis, and I sit on the extra comforter. We don’t turn the television on.
“I had a baby boy last year on March seventh.” I pause to let them absorb the shocking announcement. It also gives me a chance to steady my voice.
By the time I continue, Daunis has moved next to me. I reach for her hand and grip it like a lifeline.
“I gave him up for adoption. My last foster placement was at a group home on a family farm. I found out they took in many pregnant teens and encouraged adoption. An attorney handled the private adoptions. Most of the adoptions were legal, but maybe a bit sketchy on expenses to birth parents.”
Jamie moves to sit at my other side.
“Some of the girls were already pregnant when they were placed at the farm. Other girls, like me, got pregnant at the farm. We were taken care of very well there. One guy told me he got paid a bonus for fathering a baby. He also confessed to killing the boy I liked because he saw us having sex. He wasn’t jealous; he just didn’t want any competition.
“I didn’t want him to kill me, so I pretended that I wanted to get pregnant for the money we could make. I knew I was already pregnant, but I let him have sex with me as an insurance policy. When I left his place, I blew out all the candles except for one on his bedroom windowsill. Creamsicle. That’s how it smelled. It was a hot August night. His window was open, and the curtains were fluttering in the breeze.”
I’ve replayed that moment over and over. My conscious decision to not blow out that one candle. I didn’t push the candle closer to the curtain. But I also didn’t move it away.
I continue with my story. “Someone—multiple people—saw me leaving Boyd’s room above the big garage before the fire that killed him. Mrs. Hoppy, my foster mother, saw me. She threatened to go to the authorities. I was scared that the Hoppys would blackmail me into giving them the baby to sell to the highest bidder. The times that I tried telling people things, I wasn’t believed. Nobody looks too hard when a foster kid goes missing … I saw that over and over.”
Jamie reaches for my other hand. He holds it gently. His fingers are slender, almost delicate, but I know there is strength and determination within his grip.
“Before the baby was born, I needed to find evidence of the shady things going on at the farm. I figured I could leverage the evidence to keep the baby safe. I could choose the adoptive parents. I could leave the farm. And then I found evidence of something even worse than the bonuses and illegal adoptions. I thought I’d lined everything up to keep Luke safe. So, I ran. And everything was fine for six months.”
I raise the hand that Jamie’s holding.
“Then Jamie showed up. The diner was bombed. Nancy was injured; she could’ve died. I couldn’t leave until my leg healed. They kept coming for me. Anyone around me is a target.”
I look to Daunis.
“You want a future for me that includes Maggie and the whole family.”
I turn to Jamie.
“You want a future for me that Lily didn’t get, and maybe a sister protégé to help with the ICWA work because we know it changes lives.”
I squeeze their hands.
“I need your help. Not for the future you want, but for the future I need. I literally cannot run and hide unless I’m cleared in the bomb investigation.”



  


WHEN I WAS SEVENTEEN
2008
I had one mission: Protect Luke Diaz Smith.
In order to succeed, I had to do five things:
 
	Stay alive to do the other tasks.
	Give Luke the healthiest start in life.
	Find the best parent or parents to adopt Luke.
	Make a copy of Diego’s file in the hopes of finding family medical-history information.
	Find evidence of at least one crime committed by the Hoppys to secure a blackmail détente so Luke wouldn’t be used as a bargaining chip.

To stay alive, I needed to recuperate from childbirth. I didn’t know I’d still have contractions for days after delivering the baby. And I was in pain from things I hadn’t known would be sore, like my butt and every inch of both breasts. I didn’t know stuff would continue to come out of my body, like bloody mucus from my vagina. Or that pee and breast milk would leak at random times. I was in diapers for ten days.
I returned to Hoppy Farm with Luke so I could breastfeed him for at least a month or until I accomplished task 3. I had researched the benefits of breastfeeding. Breastfed babies—no matter the duration—had a lower risk of SIDS, type 1 diabetes, asthma, chronic ear infections, and digestive issues. The colostrum, which was the first type of milk that came out, was like a super smoothie of nutrients and antibodies for developing a good immune system.
I kept Luke with me every minute of every day for the next two months. I understood my dad in a way I never had before. As long as I could see Luke, hear him, smell him, feel him, then I knew he was safe. I inhaled his baby smell from the top of his head and his milky breath when I burped him. He had toes the size of those tiny white mints.
I refused to let anyone touch him, except for Devery. She could hold him as long as I was in the same room. If not for her, I probably wouldn’t have taken any showers that spring. Missus let me know she thought it wasn’t healthy to form such an intense bond with a baby who would be adopted. Only Jennifer spoke up on my behalf.
“You hold your baby for as long as you want,” she said with glistening eyes. Missus huffed and turned away.
After two more rounds of interviews, I selected a single woman named Isabella Rivera for the direct-placement adoption. She lived in St. Joseph, Michigan, and was a high school English teacher and track coach. She’d been raised Catholic but admitted that she went to church maybe six times a year. An online search revealed mentions of her as a teacher and coach in newspaper articles pertaining to the school. She also participated in Race for the Cure events for the Susan G. Komen Breast Cancer Foundation.
When I met her for the interview, I said I would not accept any payments for living expenses or any other costs. My medical expenses were already provided by the state. By telling her directly, I hoped to keep her from paying exorbitant attorney fees under the guise of it going toward my expenses.
I told her I did not want to receive updates, including photos, from her. My medical history was shared, including that the baby’s maternal grandfather died of colorectal cancer at age thirty-three. I told her I didn’t have any information about the baby’s biological father.
Luke was eight weeks old when I placed him in Isabella Rivera’s arms. I signed the adoption paperwork. It would be six months before the adoption was finalized officially. Luke would have a different legal name then. He might not even be named Luke anymore.
Isabella Rivera sobbed. Missus sobbed. I did not.
Tonya was dead by the time Baby Allen’s adoption was final.
Christina had gone missing by the time her baby’s adoption was final.
Clearly, I had a ticking time bomb over my head.

Like Tonya, I wasn’t expected to do any chores after I returned from the hospital. Missus had reassigned cleaning the apartment to Lexi, which meant I didn’t have access to Diego’s file. I decided to wait for Lexi’s birthday at the end of May. I’d gift her a week off from apartment cleaning.
In the meanwhile, I read Christina’s file one picture at a time. She was reported as a missing person/runaway two weeks after giving birth to a baby girl who was given up for adoption. Boyd said she was given a new car. Nothing else was entered into Christina’s file after the missing-person report.
Since I now had a phone with internet access, I was able to search for any update on Christina Turner. It didn’t take long.
She was still missing.

One Sunday afternoon in early May, Devery and I watched Where Angels Go, Trouble Follows, the sequel to my favorite movie. I folded my laundry while Devery trimmed her toenails with a nail clipper.
“You better make sure your hoof shavings don’t flick over here,” I said, only half joking.
“Bruce said my toenails were scratching him in bed.” She paused to look at the screen. “Sorry the movie sucks. I thought the sequel was gonna be Mary Clancy as a nun in training at the convent dealing with hellions worse than she’d been.”
“It was a nice gesture,” I said, folding a flannel shirt. “Buying the video for me out of the blue.”
“All right. I’m done with my hooves.” She sat up. “Toss me some panties and I’ll fold ’em like I do for Bruce’s tighty-whities.”
“Whoa. You’re being so nice. Come get ’em. They’re in a pile.”
She made a kangaroo-type pouch with the oversized sweatshirt of Bruce’s that she wore. After filling it with my underwear, she plopped herself on the rug in front of me.
“Hey. You age out in two months. But any idea where you’ll go after that? Back to Beaver Island? You liked it there.”
I shrugged. “No. It wouldn’t be the same without you.”
She beamed. “Home to Harbor Springs?”
Another shrug.
Devery stacked the folded underwear into short, color-coded piles. She wasn’t normally so … meticulous. It made me smile.
“What about Charlevoix? Where your grandpa friend lives?”
“I don’t know. Maybe I want something new. No history. A clean slate.”
“Still in Michigan, though.” She frowned. “You’re not going to ditch the mitten, right?”
“Weren’t you the one who always said to keep part of an escape plan a secret from yourself?”
She scoffed. “I never said that.”
“You absolutely did!” I threw a bra.
We giggled together as she lobbed it back at me.
“What about tracking down Bridget?”
“You always bring her up. I don’t care to see her ever again,” I said testily.
Devery flicked her fingers in the air as if releasing fairy dust.
“Poof. Done!” She laughed. “Did you find out any information about your birth mother? You said she was Native American.”
“No. My dad was at CMU when I was born, so he probably met her there.”
“How do you find out which tribe?”
I responded with another shrug.
“So basically you don’t know where you’re going or what you’ll be doing. Sounds like a solid plan, Clancy.”
Devery hoped to make room in one of Bruce’s closets for some of her belongings. As she emptied the contents, she boxed up what could be donated after Missus looked through the items. A heavy box took up space in another closet.
“Hey, you want any of these books?” she called out.
After she brought the box over to me, I went through each one. Sure enough, another note had been slid between the pages of a random book.
By the time this note is found, I will be dead. Not by my hand. Murdered somehow by Mr. and Mrs. Hoppy.
On June 7, I gave birth to a baby boy who is 19 inches long and weighs 9 pounds. I wanted to breastfeed him, but I came down with some sort of bug. Mrs. Hoppy said I was too sick, and the medicine
would taint the breast milk. I think she did something to make me sick and keep me away from the baby. By the time I felt better, my milk dried up.
I signed the adoption paperwork after what seemed like the millionth time they reminded me that I could change my mind anytime until it’s finalized. They still say it. The more they keep saying it, the less I think they’re saying it TO me but ABOUT me.
I’m supposed to leave as soon as I turn 18. Mr. Hoppy said he would drive me to Lansing. I’ll be getting living expenses for 6 months. He showed me pictures of the apartment and it looks nice. I’m not supposed to mention the car to anyone. He said the car needed separate paperwork and was taking a bit longer to get the title. He asked what color I liked best, but it was after he mentioned the title. I don’t believe there is a car. They make me feel like a cow kept around to provide a calf. Once I serve that purpose, I will be slaughtered.
I wrote these notes and hid them in books. Mr. and Mrs. Hoppy aren’t book people, and neither are young Mr. and Mrs. Hoppy. It’s my best chance to tell what happened to me and the baby boy I wanted to name Gordon after my Grandpa Gordy.
Mona Hix
July 13, 1982
The date shocked me. There had been a previous generation of Hoppys taking babies and discarding the birth mothers. There had been a girl named Mona Hix who had a baby boy in 1982. The baby was a grown man now. I did the math; he would be twenty-five years old. The same age as Allen Hoppy.
I gasped.
Mona Hix gave birth on June 7. Baby Allen had been brought home from the hospital on Allen Hoppy’s birthday. June 7.
Mister and Missus had adopted Mona’s baby.
I knew adoption was a loving choice. It wasn’t a crime. But coercing a young woman into giving away a baby was wrong. And if she had gone missing, murder was most definitely a crime.

The next weekend, I rode with Bruce to Alpena. He talked the entire time about a video game, Battle of Thermo-something. I struggled to pay attention, nodding every so often and saying “Really?” and “Wow” at various points. It sounded complicated—Persians versus Spartans, with a religious festival and political scheming. By the time we reached Devery’s apartment, I figured out that he was talking about the historical accuracy of the movie 300.
Devery and Bruce were going to see a movie called The Reaping.
“Sounds dark,” I said.
“Just your basic rom-com about a biblical plague,” she said.
“I don’t think it’s a romantic comedy,” Bruce said.
“You’re right, boo,” she said. “I was trying to trick Lucy into watching a horror flick.”
“I think I’ll see 300 instead. Bruce made it sound interesting,” I said.
I bought the movie ticket and went inside but left after the previews. The public library was right around the corner. I used one of the computers to search for information about Hoppy Farm. Adding keywords like “missing” and “runaway” yielded only a few hits—many fewer instances than I had anticipated. It seemed possible, especially for the older Mr. and Mrs. Hoppy’s generation, that the local authorities didn’t alert newspapers each time a foster teen “wandered off.”
I ended up returning to the theater and sitting through the last hour of the movie. When it was over, Bruce was in the aisle.
“Hi, Lucy,” he said. “I didn’t like the Satan movie, so I watched 300 again. I called out your name, but you didn’t answer.”
“I’m sorry. I, um, had to use the restroom and it turned into something kind of gross. I was gone for a bit.”
Devery-Beth had waited for us in the lobby since her movie had finished before ours.
“Hey, boo,” she said, hugging Bruce. “I don’t feel so good. Can you take me back to my place? I don’t wanna blow chunks at your dinner table.”
“Vomiting is a symptom of pregnancy. Is that why you don’t feel good?” he asked.
“God, no,” Devery said quickly. “I don’t think that’s it. Just ordinary puking from a bad burrito or something.” She laughed. “I am going to hug you now and I want you to hug me back, if you want to hug me back.”
Bruce stood still and accepted her hug. He smiled to himself before hugging her.
This was their communication style. It worked for them.
After we dropped her off, Bruce continued driving home.
“Have your parents been foster parents for a long time?” I asked him.
“Yes, but I don’t know the year they started. Do you want me to get the answer for you?”
“No, that’s okay, Bruce,” I said. “Hey, whenever there’s a new foster and we introduce ourselves, you always give the same answer for what you like best about the farm.”
“I like working on the trucks and the equipment.”
“What’s your second favorite thing about the farm?”
“I like the fruit trees. We have five varieties of apple trees,” he said. “I can tell you how many trees we have of each variety. I write down every time we plant a tree. I made a map of the orchard and named each tree with its own number.”
“That’s cool,” I said. “It seems like it would be helpful for knowing what type of soil works best or other factors that might help the trees survive. I wrote everything in a journal when my dad got cancer.”
Bruce asked what kind of cancer my dad had.
“Colorectal,” I said.
“Is that how Beth knew the symptoms I was having?”
I nodded. It was always strange to hear Devery’s real name. Beth. Short for Elizabeth.
“It’s the third most common type of cancer for both men and women,” he said. “My grandfather had lung cancer. That type has the most deaths per year. Breast cancer has the lowest number of deaths.”
“Really? That doesn’t sound right, Bruce. Lots of women die from breast cancer.”
“I meant for men. Five hundred men die from breast cancer every year.”
“I did not know that,” I told Bruce. “Do you write down when any tree is planted on the farm or just for the apple orchard?”
“Every tree gets a number,” he said.
“Every tree on the entire hundred-sixty-acre farm?”
“Every tree gets a number,” he repeated.
“Bruce, I’d really like to see your tree journal.”

I packed my backpack with my birthday books, cash, Diego’s crucifix, and the notes handwritten by Mona Hix. My toothbrush and toothpaste were in a ziplock bag along with a bar of soap and a generic antiperspirant. In my nervousness, I accidentally dropped my phone in the sink. It was in the water for only a second, but I put it in a second ziplock bag with a packet of rice to dry out and tucked the plastic bag inside the backpack.
It made me consider what I would do if the SIM card was damaged beyond repair. It had photos of Luke and Diego. I’d also taken photos of the pages in Bruce’s tree journal that identified every tree in the hammock grove, including when it had been planted. Somewhere, I hoped, there would be documents identifying every teen from the farm who’d gone missing. If there was a connection between the time frame of each missing kid and the planting of a new tree, then Missus was memorializing each person she made disappear.
I needed to take pictures of Diego’s file. It would help me provide family medical information about Luke to his adoptive mother.
Lexi’s birthday was coming. She would turn seventeen. I talked with the other girls and offered to do Lexi’s cleaning chore by myself for her birthday.
The Friday after her birthday I told Lexi it was chore time.
“Enjoy a siesta,” I said.
“Don’t you need the entry code?” she asked.
“Isn’t it the same from when I cleaned the apartment?” I mentioned the code and learned it had been changed since I’d used it.
Armed with the new code, I entered the apartment and quickly cleaned. In order to maintain a normal pattern, I needed to go through the motions of a bath in the Jacuzzi. I used lavender Epsom salt, which I had substituted for bubble bath plenty of times before. Instead of a leisurely soak, I exited the tub with the jets still going. Epsom salt wouldn’t foam like regular bubble bath. I needed the jets—minus the bubbles overflowing—to muffle the sound of my movements. The rest of my bath time was spent taking pictures of the contents of Diego’s file. My hands shook, and I needed to redo a few of the pages that turned out blurry the first time.
As I was about to leave, I noticed that one of the iris canvases was crooked. I straightened the canvas reproduction of an oil painting by Van Gogh. The canvas wasn’t on the picture holder properly. It came off the hook and I nearly dropped it.
A strange thing happened as I hurried to position the art. I felt something padded shift inside the canvas. Whereas the other pieces were flat and protected by glass, the Van Gogh was a reproduction canvas stretched over a wood frame and then surrounded by an ornate antique brass frame.
I realized that the item inside the wood frame could be accessed by removing the backing from the brass frame. The tiny screws at the back needed a Phillips screwdriver, which Mister kept on a tool belt that he stored in a closet. It was difficult to do the simple task with my hands shaking yet again. Once the backing was removed, I grasped a leather bundle. It felt like a book inside the smooth, tanned deer hide. Before I could unwrap it, a noise from downstairs sent my heart racing.
Last time I was snooping around their apartment, Mister had nearly caught me in the act.
Pausing to listen, I inhaled deeply through my nose and closed my eyes. The techniques I’d developed to evade Steven Sterling. Scent and sound amplified. Every minute was valuable, as I considered the risk and reward of detecting another person’s imminent arrival with searching for proof of illegal activities.
The canvas frame held one more item. Duct taped to the inside was a small squeeze-top coin purse. Pinching the top at both ends revealed an oddly shaped flat brass key. There was also an identification card showing a younger-looking Missus but with a different name.
The two treasures had to be proof of … something. Taking them meant escalating my departure. I needed to leave tonight. Today. Now.
What Would Devery Do? She would be clever and try to delay discovery of the items’ removal. Who knew how often Missus checked inside the canvas frame? Perhaps she routinely shook the frame, listening and feeling the bundle shifting inside.
I looked around for something that was the approximate size and weight of the bundle. A book, but not one regularly read like the Bible. As Mona Hix had written, the Hoppys were not book people. There was a small bookcase I had dusted regularly. Neither Mister nor Missus had commented when I had alphabetized the meager collection months ago. I grabbed a random book, which I wrapped inside one of a dozen or so kitchen towels. Close enough. The original bundle was tucked into the waistband of my jeans and hidden by the baggy sweatshirt I had worn as maternity wear.
I didn’t bother taping something in place of the coin purse. As soon as the backing was removed, the theft would be discovered. I did, however, wrap the duct tape around the coin purse before shoving it inside my bra. Bridget watched forensic crime shows that I must have absorbed even from my bedroom. The tape might have fingerprints or hair or other clues.
Completing one final glance around the apartment for anything amiss, I saw Mister and his sons walking from the new pole barn toward the farmhouse. It was too early for dinner. Bruce happened to look up at the window. I scurried away, praying he hadn’t seen me. He wouldn’t think anything of including it among the random observations and factoids he blurted daily.
Back in our bedroom Lexi napped, and I retreated to the bathroom. It wasn’t unusual for me to lock the door and take my time. Tonya had always laughed about my “dookie reads” and how I was just like her friend Maia. This time, I unwrapped and read the journal from the iris canvas frame.
Crime shows frequently mention a “smoking gun.” Actual, concrete evidence of a crime and its perpetrator. It proves a defendant’s guilt beyond a reasonable doubt.
Missus kept a record of adoptions beginning twenty years ago and ending with Paige’s. Baby Allen’s wasn’t included. Nor was Luke’s. This meant the journal was for the illegal adoptions only. Tucked between pages were folded documents. I didn’t want to take the time to inspect each one, but the few I randomly pulled out looked like copies of old checks made out to the fake name on the false identification card with the photo of Missus. There were also documents with the attorney’s name. I figured Missus kept the papers as proof of his involvement.
My eyes welled up with tears I’d suppressed over the past few months. I could hand the book to someone in authority. The Hoppys and their attorney could be prosecuted. Luke would be safe. The adoption hadn’t been finalized yet. I could …
The store security guard’s grip on my upper arm flashed through my memories vividly enough that I could feel it all over again.
Mrs. Clark’s voice echoed, relaying the lies told by the Sterlings.
I had proof this time.
I remembered the initial look Mrs. Sobecki had given when she first noticed—but hadn’t recognized—me at the gas station in Alpena. Disdain. Contempt for a wretched, no-good pregnant teen. Unfit and unworthy to be a mother to any child.
I had proof this time.
Would it matter to anyone? I didn’t matter, but would the evidence matter?
It only mattered to Mister and Missus. And the attorney. And probably the social worker or others who were in on the illegal actions.
My mission was to keep Luke safe. Just as Missus had kept documentation to take down anyone who might betray the adoption ring, I now had leverage to keep the Hoppys at bay. As long as I was gone before they discovered my theft, Luke would be safe. I would be safe. They wouldn’t kill me or threaten Luke’s life if they didn’t know what I had done with the evidence. Missus would wonder whether I had arranged somehow for the evidence to be delivered to someone, somewhere who would pay attention.
Lexi was up from her nap by the time I finished in the bathroom. She had opened our bedroom window and removed the screen to sit on the windowsill, straddling one leg on either side. With her right hand gripping the sill, Lexi stuck her head out the window for a pre-dinner smoke. After she finished brushing her teeth in the bathroom, I asked for a cigarette.
“It’s such a bad habit. Don’t start,” she said while still handing me one.
“I’ll be okay,” I promised.
After dinner, I did my cleanup as usual. Mister and Missus joined everyone in the living room. They had rented Cloverfield and Nacho Libre on DVD.
Jennifer planned to run an errand in Alpena. I asked to tag along. I took one last walk around the hammock grove before meeting up with her, backpack over my shoulder.
When Jennifer’s car pulled into the driveway to collect me, I thought: This is it. Time to leave.
As I walked away from the hammock grove, I heard a baby cry. I thought it was Baby Allen in the car. But … no. It came from behind. From the hammock grove.
Do not look back.
Ignore the crying.
Do. Not. Go. Back.
Just then, Devery drove up.
“Bruce didn’t want to see Kung Fu Panda,” Devery said. “You wanna go instead? C’mon, c’mon, c’mon. Please? Pretty please?”
I made a split-second decision to go with Devery instead of Jennifer. Devery always said to keep a part of your escape plan a secret, even from yourself.
Plus, I’d be able to hug her one last time.



  


TAKE TO THE BREEZE
JUNE 2009
I’m convinced Daunis can move mountains. She tracked down Abe Charlevoix. He’s in the hospital in Petoskey, recuperating from surgery. His colon cancer returned. She once again received court approval to take me out of the county for the day. I don’t know what kind of convincing that took, but I give special gratitude for her in my morning prayer. We arrive in the early afternoon.
Hospitals smell a certain way. It’s an instant scent memory of my dad’s first surgery, when Mrs. Sobecki brought me to see him. I feel eleven years old again. Daunis must know it’s difficult for me to be in a hospital. She reaches for my hand.
When we enter the room, I have a flashback of seeing my dad in the hospital bed. But it’s Abe Charlevoix. He looks smaller than I remembered. His skin is darker, and his hair is whiter. His smile is exactly the same.
“There she is,” he says. “Noozhishenh!”
I don’t know the word. He repeats it, sounding it out slowly for my benefit.
“NO-zheh-SHEN! Grandchild!”
No one has ever called me that before. Noozhishenh. I blink back tears as I lean in for a hug. I feel bone through soft, weathered skin when he grabs my hand tight in his.
“You’ve grown up. You’re strong. I can tell.”
“How are you, Misho Abe?”
“I’m good. Even better now.”
I pull up a chair next to his bed. I sit and he takes my hand again.
“I called. Tried to find you with my iPad. I put semaa out every morning. Praying for you.”
“It took me a long time to get back here,” I say. He doesn’t need the details. Maybe someday. Today is for happy tears.
“I have a present for you.” He reaches for a wrapped gift. The edges of the paper are worn, as if he’s held on to it many times.
“For me?” I practically levitate from my chair, in the excited way that Stacy Sterling would join me for reading time.
My fingers tremble as I unwrap the gift. It’s a book. Charlotte’s Web by E. B. White. A classic I’ve read many times. I open the front cover.
To my Dolce Lucy
On her 14th Birthday
With love from Dad
“Take to the breeze …
Go as [you] please.”
“He left gifts for you. I promised to give them to you. ‘Not all at once,’ he made me promise.” He motions to Daunis. “When she called and asked if I’d be ready for a visit, I had a friend go to my house and get this for you.”
“Miigwech,” I say.
“I’ll give you another one in a few weeks for your birthday,” he says.
I glance at his bedside table, where a shell of some kind serves as a bowl. Instead of matchboxes, like Tonya kept nearby, Misho Abe has what look like dried herbs and cedar sprigs in the shell bowl.
“What’s that?” I point to the bowl.
“It’s an abalone shell filled with my medicine.”
“Medicine?” I ask while Daunis motions that she’s going into the hallway to make calls.
“Yes, Noozhishenh, but I can’t light a fire in here. So I smell the medicine instead.”
I remember what Daunis said about firekeepers striking fires.
“Are you a firekeeper, Misho Abe?”
“Yes. I learned from my misho way back when I was a young man.”
“Were there lessons?” I ask, thinking about Miss Lonnie.
“Teachings,” he says. “We call them teachings.”
“Would you give me a teaching?” I don’t know any rules about teachings.
Misho motions toward his medicine shell and points with his chin.
“Put some semaa in your palm.”
I do as he says, pinching some dark brown flakes from the bottom of the shell.
“Okay, now gift it to me.” He reaches with his palm side up.
I place the few flakes of semaa in his hand, hoping it’s enough tobacco.
“Now you can ask me for a teaching,” he says.
“Oh, I get it,” I say. “May I get a teaching about fire from you, Misho?”
“Yes, Noozhishenh, I’ll give you a teaching.” He motions now for me to come closer.
When I lean in, he whispers, “Fires are hot,” before laughing loudly.
It’s so corny. My laugh includes an exaggerated eye roll.
“Okay, okay,” he starts, “here is a real teaching. All fires are sacred.”
“All fires are sacred?” I repeat.
“Yes. The smoke is a link to Gichimanidoo. In other religions, you have to confess to a priest or some kind of middleman. Fire lets us communicate directly. Our prayers and messages rise and rise…” He swirls a finger upward. Then he pretends his hand is an old phone receiver as he holds it to his ear. “Aaniin, Gichimanidoo, it’s your old friend Abe. My Spirit name is Aapiji-Ntam Ndemod. Miigwech for letting me talk with you.” After a beat, he adds, “Good teaching, eh?”
“Miigwech, Misho,” I say.
We stay until Misho Abe gets sleepy. I promise to return soon.

When we return to Mount Pleasant, Daunis continues her investigative work. More interviews with customers. More notes. More calls. More online searches. She is also a master at spreadsheets on the computer. She likes to lay out her files on the dining table in flat rows, like each label is a step in a staircase.
She finds Miss Lonnie, who will return from Costa Rica as soon as she can make arrangements.
“She said you were not responsible for the fire that burned her home on Beaver Island,” Daunis assures me. “She observed you closely during your time with her. You had a healthy respect for fire. Hauling firewood and relying upon a woodstove for survival, it didn’t trigger any concerning behaviors. She included her assessment in your file with social services and will testify in person.”
“Daunis, you’re amazing.”
“I am tenacious,” she admits. She still smiles.
Just as I leave her to the files on the table, a name on a label catches my eye: ROBERTS, HARLEY.
“Oh, you interviewed my friend Harley,” I comment.
“Yes. She was one of the customers on the day of the bombing.”
“Yeah, but she’s a friend.” I don’t want Daunis to get the wrong impression of Harley. She’s a good person. “I’ve been to her apartment. I was there on New Year’s Eve. Harley and Max threw a party. They’re ‘good peoples.’ That’s what Tim calls honest, hardworking, normal folks.”
Jamie calls out from his room. “New Year’s Eve is when you thought I started following you.”
“Yeah, but you said you hadn’t started yet,” I say back.
“Why’d you think you were being followed?” He stands in his doorway now.
“I don’t know. I just had a feeling I was being watched. Like the hair stood up on the back of my neck. That was the first time. Then, like, every other day or two, I’d get the same feeling.”
“Do you remember where you were the other times?” Jamie asks.
I shrug. “Just ordinary places I always went to—grocery store, Target, the library.”
“How many people were at the party?” Daunis chimes in while reaching for Harley’s file.
“It wasn’t a huge party. Just, like, thirty or so people coming and going. They live past West Campus Drive. Off Broomfield. Bunch of cheap rentals for students, mostly.”
“How many people did you know at the party?” She doesn’t look up from the file.
“Really just Harley and Max. They have lots of friends. It was just me from the diner; like, that’s the only place I interacted with them.” Then, because I don’t want to cause trouble for Harley and her husband, I add, “They really are good people. Normal people. Trying to buy a house. They work at the casino. They came in on their days off. They always left a tip.” I try to think of what else I can say to prove they aren’t suspicious. “Remember when you said you were tenacious?”
Daunis finally looks up from the file and gives me her full attention.
“The word you meant to use was ‘zealous,’” I say. “Extremely—and sometimes annoyingly—overly zealous.”
Jamie laughs until Daunis turns to look at him. I don’t need to see stink eye to know it’s been thrown. He mumbles something about needing to call Hazel and backs into his room.



  


WITHOUT A TRACE
2008
Devery and I laughed and sang along to the radio. The drive to Alpena seemed to take longer than usual. It wasn’t until I glanced around that I realized we were driving in circles.
“What’s going on, Devery?”
“I think I got turned around.”
“Definitely,” I said. “I’ll drive. It’ll be dark soon.”
“Let me pull over,” she said, glancing in her rearview mirror.
We got out to switch places. Devery dropped the keys. As she reached for them, her “balance” tattoo was visible. Happy. Sad. Happy. Sad.
“I’m such a klutz,” she commented.
Happy. Sad. Right. Wrong.
“Hurry up, someone’s coming,” I said.
A set of headlights was in the distance.
Happy. Sad. Right. Wrong. Good. Evil.
“Devery, why were you so determined that I go to town with you instead of Jennifer?”
“Clancy, you’re being loopy.”
As the headlights grew closer, I closed my eyes and recognized the sound of Mister’s truck.
“Devery.” It was a punch to my gut. “What did you do?”
“Just give them what they want,” she said. “They want the stuff you stole. Whatever it is, give it to me and I’ll stall them. You can run away.”
“Don’t you get it!” I shouted. “I told you they were a baby farm. They do illegal adoptions. Girls like me go missing. I needed proof so they will leave Luke alone. They can’t disappear me if they don’t know what I’m going to do with the evidence.”
I spin frantically, trying to decide my way out. Devery drove me to the middle of nowhere.
“Missus wants me to marry Bruce,” she explained. “She wants me for her daughter-in-law. She trusts me more than she trusts Jennifer. Someday it can be my house and my farm and my family. Please, Lucy, just give me the stuff. This is my one chance.”
“Do you hear yourself? Me. Me. Me. My. My. My. That’s the difference between us, Devery. I’m doing what I have to do to protect my son. You’re doing it for yourself.”
I grabbed my backpack and ran into the woods.
Devery shouted, “I’ve done things for you, you ungrateful bitch.”
Three months after having a baby, my body wasn’t back to full strength. Still, I could outrun Devery and Mister and Missus.
The sun was setting. I needed to get deep into the woods and find somewhere safe to hide until daylight. I ran a variety of trails, taking random turns whenever the path forked, until I reached a large marshy pond coming to life with night sounds. A frog croaked on a nearby rock, joining a chorus from the many rock clusters dotting the water.
One of the trails must’ve been wide enough for vehicles. I saw the headlight beams before hearing the engine. I scurried to hide before the truck reached the end of the byway.
First I added my watch to the plastic bag with my phone and the rice. Next, I slid a handful of bulrushes like a quiver of arrows on my back beneath my T-shirt. I tucked the shirt into my underpants before taking off my jeans. Zeroing in on a haphazard pile of rocks, I waded out to it. I wedged my backpack between the rocks; my books and clothes needed to stay dry. Then I swam toward the middle of the pond.
Alligator-like, I tracked the headlights and listened with the rest of my body underwater. Once they parked, I took one of the bulrush stems and submerged completely.
I’d read a story years before about a boy who evaded capture by using hollow-stem plants to breathe underwater. But he’d selected hemlock, which was poisonous. He accidentally chewed on the toxic stem and had an open sore in his mouth. He became confused, had a seizure, and drowned.
My breathing straw was bulrush, a water plant that also had a hollow stem but was edible. As long as you are mindful of the seed pods, which can explode.
I was just beneath the surface and could hear when the Hoppys called out for me.
“If you’re near the pond and can hear me,” Missus shouted, “please come back.”
Mister shouted too, explaining that they both cared for me and that we could work through any misunderstandings. If I hadn’t been so intent on staying alive, I’d have been tempted to emerge enough to shout back: Like you did with Tonya? And Christina? And Mona Hix?
I bided my time. It was mid-June. The water was cold but not frigid. I’d have dry clothing to change into once they left. In the morning, I could make my way to a house and pay for a ride into Lansing or Grand Rapids.
Missus always had a shorter fuse than Mister. I pictured her brushing stray blond hairs from her face with hands that now wanted to throttle me. Her façade of concern was like a fake accent that she couldn’t maintain.
When the fury she fought to suppress ignited and spread like wildfire, I sank farther until I couldn’t hear her yelling anymore. My bulrush stem filled with water.
I thanked my dad for teaching me to swim, dive, and hold my breath. And I thanked my birth mother for showing me how to disappear without a trace.



  


RETURN TO SENDER
JUNE 2009
Jamie arrives at the apartment, battered from too many punches. He’s had a rough day working on my case.
“Can I speak with you, Lucy?”
I straighten in my chair. Something’s wrong. I can tell by his stiff movements. Normally he glides along as if wearing a pair of invisible ice skates.
“Should we wait for Daunis?” I say. She had an interview scheduled with one of my regular customers. Harley. It was supposed to take an hour but that was two hours ago.
“We can. It’s up to you.”
The tension on his face says he doesn’t want to tell me something, but he must. As my attorney, he’s obligated to do so.
“Just say it.” It’s as if I’ve absorbed all the body blows that he tried to take for me.
“Michigan has different arson laws depending on the severity of the incident, either to people or to property.”
“Yeah, you went over the different degrees. First degree is the most serious felony for a fire or explosion that causes injury to a person or damages a large property. Second, third, and fourth degrees are for damages to property only, not people, but are still felonies. Fifth degree is a misdemeanor.”
“They’re offering a plea deal, Lucy. I’ll go over the specifics when Daunis arrives, but it’s basically for you to plead guilty to a lower-level felony, but accept the penalty amounts for the misdemeanor.”
“What are those?”
“Up to one year in prison and a fine. But being eighteen, you’d have a felony conviction that would follow you everywhere. I think it’s too early to be considering a plea deal. The prosecutor wants to avoid a trial. Sometimes that can mean it’s because the evidence wouldn’t hold up, but I’ve met him. He’s…”
Jamie rotates his shoulders as if to get rid of stiffness. He’s been cooped up all day, when we would have worked out twice today already.
“Okay,” I say. “Let’s wait until Daunis comes back. Then we can worry and strategize.”
He smiles before stretching an arm back to grasp his foot. A standing quad stretch.
“Do you want to work out before dinner?” I offer. “I could really hit the rowing machine.”
“Sounds good,” he says.
Heading to my room to change, I halt two steps from my door.
“Jamie.”
He turns, still rigid with tension. It’s not the best time to tell him, but if I wait for the perfect time … well, there are no perfect moments. Just as there are no perfect people.
“You need to tell Daunis about her dad’s death,” I say bluntly.
He pales. His Adam’s apple registers a gulp.
“Now.” I keep my voice steady with steely determination. “She needs to know what you suspect. If she learns about it in any way that isn’t directly from you, she won’t get over it.”
I let my voice soften.
“There are no perfect moments. Daunis can love imperfect people, but she can’t build a future with someone who hides things.”
My phone buzzes while I reach into the dresser drawer for my workout gear. It’s an unknown caller, possibly from a foreign country. Ordinarily, I wouldn’t answer, but Daunis might have given my number to Miss Lonnie.
“Hello,” I say, suddenly homesick for the cabin and her puzzles.
“Um, Lucy? This is Stacy.”
It’s been over three years since I left the Sterling house.
“Yes. I’m here.” I try to still my voice. Something’s happened.
“I’m supposed to tell you to come back to the library.” There’s a muffled sound before she continues. Her voice is still girlish, as she repeats what she’s been told to say. She speaks loudly: “Come back to your library.” Then I could swear she whispers, “Rachel,” before inhaling deeply and continuing to practically shout. “Don’t wear your ankle bracelet.” Again she whispers something that sounds like “shants” or “chance.” She finishes with, “It’s the key to seeing me again.”
The call ends abruptly.
My risk-and-reward analysis takes a nanosecond.



  
PART FIVE


“Zombie fires,” much like the persistent reanimated corpses for which they’re nicknamed, are known for coming back to haunt the same regions from year to year. These fires, also called holdover fires or overwintering fires, are essentially wildfires that never fully extinguish, and instead continue smoldering under the ground or snow for extended periods of time, emerging as full-on blazes when conditions allow.
—Michael Bartiromo, “What Are ‘Zombie’ Fires, and Why Are They Becoming More Common?” Nexstar Media Wire



  


ASHES DENOTE THAT FIRE WAS
I am responsible for Stacy being in danger.
I told Devery about Steven Sterling being a drug dealer who sexually assaulted his little sister, who tried to do it to me, and who was protected by his parents. And I’m the one who told Devery that I liked Stacy but hadn’t known how to help her in that family.
Devery believes that good acts can cancel out bad ones. Sin plus confession equals balance. Maybe she could reverse the order of events: Do a bad thing—then do a good thing.
By her reasoning, she could tell Missus about Stacy and try to make up for it later. And if she hurt Steven, would that balance the scales? Would Devery think she was avenging Stacy when in reality she’s traumatizing a girl whose only crime is loving her awful family?
In the end, it seems like everything comes down to Devery and me.
If my sister is the gas can … does that make me the spark?

“Ready?” Jamie calls from the connecting door.
“Hey, uh, I’ve got to take a pass on the workout. Sudden health thing,” I say, rubbing my lower abdomen.
“Oh right. Okay,” he says quickly, assuming I just got my period.
“You go ahead,” I say. “I’ll be fine here.”
As soon as Jamie leaves, I rush to the kitchen. I use a paring knife to slice a section of the black duct tape from my dad’s watch. It’s been wrapped around the watchband since the night I left Hoppy Farm. The small gold key sticks to the black tar-like tape. I tear the loose part of the tape from the watch and tuck the sticky tape and key into my pocket.
I enter Jamie’s room and take his car keys. In return, I place my dad’s watch on his desk. If things don’t work out, I want him to have it. He will find the SIM card hidden under the remaining tape. The card has all the photos of Luke and me. And the screenshots of Diego’s foster-care file from the Hoppys.
His office scissors don’t look hefty enough to cut through the tether wire. Besides, if I cut it, an alert will be sent to the monitoring company.
Thanks to Devery, I remembered to plan an escape route. Just in case. I researched how to get out of a tether.
If I can slip it off my foot, it might not send an alert right away. The trick is to grease my ankle but not get the strap wet. I slide a plastic trash bag over my foot but underneath the tether. The vegetable oil works with careful maneuvering. Once I’ve slipped it past my heel, it’s off.
I grab my backpack and the tether when I leave. Instead of taking the nearest elevator, I walk the long hallway to the other one. Along the way, I come upon the housekeeping cart in the hallway while the employee vacuums a room. I slow my stride enough to shove the tether between the caddy of trial-size toiletries.
Part of the monitoring is to track for movement. The housekeeper’s cart will move around the hotel, which is within my authorized zone.
By the time Jamie returns from his workout, I will be halfway to Hoppy Farm.
Each mile between Mount Pleasant and Hoppy Farm takes an eternity to complete. It’s not enough time, however, to figure out what Stacy meant by whispering “chance” and “Rachel.” The only Rachel I can think of is Rachel Devery from the movie. And my foster sister, Elizabeth Plouff, who I nicknamed Devery.
I arrive at the farm, pulling into the driveway as if no time has passed. How can one year, in which so much happened, feel like a blink? The tesseract from A Wrinkle in Time.
I force myself to remember. It feels important to do so now.
For the first six months, I lived on my own and worked at the diner. I had a small and quiet existence while trying to figure out how to create a life that felt more than happenstance. The last six months have felt like treading water, immobilized by my leg injury and court tether. But the time with Jamie and Daunis has also been a glimpse into a bigger life.
I’m too scared to look for any new trees in the hammock grove, focusing instead on the farmhouse ahead. As I step from Jamie’s car, the sounds of summer wash over me. Birds, frogs, the rustling of leaves. The air is full of nature but devoid of people.
My injured leg feels especially tight after the two-hour drive. I try shaking the cramp as if preparing for a track race. I mimic Jamie’s standing quad flexes from earlier. My jeans are uncomfortably damp from sweat and the sudden hit of humidity.
I walk to the main entrance at the space between the original farmhouse and the kitchen addition. The front door is open; only the screen door separates me from the inside.
Stacy told me where to come. Surely someone must be expecting me.
I barely glance at the kitchen with the long wooden table big enough for fourteen people. The noisy dinners are a distant memory from a tinny speaker. It fades as I walk through the living room. The furniture hasn’t changed. Diego and I slept on these sofas the night Emily had her baby. Other nights, we watched movies I hadn’t been allowed to see growing up.
Finally, I reach the door to the library. My library. I twist the brass knob and enter. It smells of old books still wanting to be read.
Stacy Sterling isn’t nine years old anymore. She’s twelve. Long, bare legs are tucked beneath her in a way that looks painful. Blond hair cascades over her shoulders. Her face has the beginnings of cheekbones. Her eyes are still big and bright blue.
She blinks as if not trusting the image before her.
“Hi, Stacy.” Calmly, I sit next to her on the floor. Her safety is my only charge.
Then she opens like a flower in the sun. I’m not an apparition. I’m really here.
Stacy slides an old paperback novel to me: Rachel Chance by Jean Thesman. Her cornflower-blue eyes plead for me to understand. She tried to send a coded message. If I knew the book, I’d know what she was warning me.
But I don’t know the book.
I keep failing you, sweet girl.
I’m so intent on Stacy and musty pages that I miss the other clue.
The scent that takes a beat too long to remember because it’s so unexpected.
I turn. It’s not Devery or Missus.
“Lucy,” Mrs. Sterling snips. Her sleepy lavender cologne burns in my nose.
Even worse is the patchouli and leather that choke any fresh air from the room as Mr. Sterling’s glare freezes my veins.
I don’t understand how the Sterlings and the Hoppys are connected, other than by me. Devery told Missus about Stacy. They used her as bait. I followed their instructions. I missed whatever clue Stacy tried to give me.
“Where are Mister and Missus?” I ask, looking around.
“They’re not ready for you just yet,” Mr. Sterling says.
It’s not his supercilious manner that frightens me, but the hint of a smirk. He’s a predator who enjoys torturing his prey. He wants me to beg him for the kind mercy of ending me.
The Hoppys want the key and the journal. I have no idea what the Sterlings want with me.
“I think it’s time we bring your brother down,” Mr. Sterling tells Stacy.
Steven. My heart jumps, filling my throat with a pulsating, choking terror.
She obeys her dad, taking the same delicate steps as her mother.
Steven has been upstairs this entire time.
What are they going to let him do? Why now? Have they been waiting until I aged out of the foster system? No more check-ins with my caseworker, no one to report me missing?
Before I can assess the risk and reward of diving through a window screen, a sound threatens to bring me to my knees.
Stacy walks into the room carrying a fifteen-month-old toddler with brown eyes and bouncy brown curls. He is chubby and beautiful and loves his big sister. He likes saying her name.
“Say-see. Say-see.”
The Sterlings have Luke.



  


RESPECT THE GRAYEST PILE
My arms tingle at my sides. My fingers alternate—paralyzed claws one second and wilted stems the next. I want to reach for my son. I want to rip apart the adults in my way.
I will do anything they want, for one minute of Luke in my arms.
Even as I think it, I know they will deny me.
“Stacy,” her father says imperturbably, “take Luke where I told you to play.”
They kept Luke’s name. I don’t understand why the Sterlings would keep this connection to me. It isn’t until I’ve watched Stacy carry Luke through the alcove and enter one of the first-floor bedrooms, and then turned my tear-filled eyes toward Mr. Sterling, that I get it.
It’s for this exact moment.
“Let’s talk,” he says benevolently before glancing at his watch.
Mrs. Sterling and I sit in the two chairs. Mr. Sterling stands at the threshold, blocking my exit in case I have any ideas of fleeing. Surrounded by tales of intrigue, revenge, love, and lust, we appear to be a small book club about to discuss a novel. In the background, a children’s show with silly songs plays loudly from the nursery wing. I’m grateful Luke and Stacy can’t hear what will be said in this room.
I begin with, “What happened to Isabella Rivera?”
“She was told you changed your mind about placing Luke with a single parent before the adoption was finalized,” Mrs. Sterling says. “The Hoppys’ adoption attorney worked with us on the necessary paperwork. We couldn’t keep her from getting a different baby, so she’s a single parent to a baby who should have two parents. Another fatherless child raised by a selfish woman who put her wants ahead of God’s needs.” She looks to her husband. “God the Almighty needs every child to be raised by a mother and a father who heed His word.”
“The Hoppys—”
Mrs. Sterling cuts me off.
“We,” she emphasizes, “do this glorious work for God. Those people do it for money.” She practically spits her disgust as she speaks about the Hoppys.
“But why Luke?” My voice quivers. “You hate me so much. Please don’t take it out on my son.”
I remember Daunis’s story about the wolf mother. How she would fight to the death with her cubs behind her. But once the enemy had gotten a cub and she knew the fight was over, she just wanted her babies to be well cared for.
“Please just love him and—”
“How dare you presume to tell me how to parent a child,” she seethes. “You rotten girl.”
I focus on Mr. Sterling, acknowledging he’s in charge.
“I’m here, Mr. Sterling. You’ve shown me Luke. Please tell me what you want from me.” A sickening thought comes to me. I swallow my disgust. “Is it Stev—”
“Don’t you dare speak his name!” Mrs. Sterling wails.
Something happened to Steven, but I have no idea what. Only that they must blame me enough to exact revenge, to make me suffer first.
“I don’t understand,” I say.
Mr. Sterling’s voice is ice. “You and your vile lies, telling everyone about Steven,” he says.
I’m about to reply how nobody believed me, but I only told Mrs. Clark. She didn’t believe me. If others made allegations …
I remember my note to Stacy: Keep telling until someone believes you.
Mrs. Sterling composes herself enough to interject, “People whispered vicious stories about him. He said no one would hire him. He was too upset to keep up with his coursework at community college. He moved in with a no-good bunch.” Her voice breaks. “Then you killed him.”
Steven died? All the nightmares I had about him finding me at Hoppy Farm, and he was dead. Stacy was safe.
“I’m not buying the surprised act,” Mr. Sterling says. “Steven dies in a fire, and you have a history of setting fires. I checked into your whereabouts on that night. Surprise, surprise. Your foster parents said you went ‘shopping’”—he makes air quotes—“and didn’t return until late that evening.”
My only shopping trip was the night of the tornado outbreak.
“Let’s go.” He motions toward the door. “The Hoppys are ready for you.”

We pass the hammock grove. I look from the house where Luke and Stacy are, to the silver maple. The tree that was nearly destroyed by forces beyond its control. The tree with the hollow that looked like damage on the surface. But inside, like the layers of an onion, was something worth protecting.
The evening of my escape from Hoppy Farm, I had walked to the hammock grove before Jennifer was due to pick me up. An evening walk wasn’t out of the ordinary for me. Everyone knew I enjoyed spending time there before going to my library. If anyone noticed, they saw me walk around a bit before sitting next to a random tree. It wasn’t unusual to have my backpack with me. After all, I would be going shopping in Alpena. I always brought my backpack when I left the farm.
What they would have missed was the careful rearranging of items in my backpack. I had placed the Hoppys’ journal and a birthday book, Owl Moon, with Mona’s handwritten notes tucked inside on the soft deer hide. I made an offering of semaa before asking my silver maple to protect the bundle I had wrapped like baby bunting and secured with Diego’s crucifix.
Walking away from the silver maple—then and now—I recite the ending to the book my dad had given me on my second birthday.
When you go owling
you don’t need words
or warm
or anything but hope.
That’s what Pa says.
The kind of hope
that flies
on silent wings
under a shining
Owl Moon.
I cling to the hope that flies on silent wings as I try bartering.
“The Hoppys want me to give them a key I stole.” I don’t mention the journal yet. “It’s to a safe-deposit box at a bank and all the money they made.” Realizing the Sterlings aren’t likely to care about the money, I improvise. “There’s also a journal in the box, with proof of every crime the Hoppys committed. Give me Luke and I’ll give you the key.”
I stop talking so the Sterlings can consider my offer. We approach the ancient oak tree halfway between the hammock grove and the new barn. There are other trees, as well, but none as massive. I imagine it’s a milepost. They’ll accept my deal by the time we reach the giant oak.
“The Hoppys will give you every baby you want. You can save so many babies,” I say.
“The Hoppys won’t be selling any more babies,” Mr. Sterling replies.
His wife adds, “They will meet their maker soon and fear his wrath.”
At the word soon, Mr. Sterling looks at his watch.
“What did you do to them?” I ask but get no response.
I am desperate now but trying to remain calm. An idea comes to me. A Hail Mary.
“I’ve set up an alert to someone, a fail-safe. If I don’t check in at certain intervals, they’ll give the key to the authorities. The journal includes proof that Luke’s adoption was illegal. Give me Luke and I’ll continue to check in and keep from triggering the fail-safe.”
“You stupid girl,” Mr. Sterling says with dismissive contempt. “If that were true, you would have led with it. I know liars.”
“Like Steven?”
Mr. Sterling turns around but before he reaches me, I’m shoved from behind. Mrs. Sterling takes me down with more ferocity than I thought possible. She stands over me, held back by her husband from attacking me further.
“He was a good boy!” she shrieks. “Kind to a fault. Those who do evil are drawn to those with an inner light. They seek what they know not.”
I rise while shouting back, “That’s why he went after Stacy and me, and God knows how many others.”
The person Mr. Sterling slaps isn’t me.
“Calm yourself,” he commands, simultaneously striking his wife with measured detachment.
Mrs. Sterling’s mouth forms a perfect O as she covers her cheek with her hand.
Again, he checks his watch. Although his expression remains impassive, he adjusts his tie as if it had tightened around his neck.
Something is about to happen, I realize. His agitation wasn’t with his wife. He grows more anxious as the minutes tick by on his watch.
The only nice thing Mr. Sterling ever did for me was to get my dad’s watch fixed.
He bends to tie his shoe. No. To retrieve a pistol from a holster tethered to his ankle.
“Lucy, you will walk into the barn and meet with Mr. and Mrs. Hoppy. After they finish with you, we will discuss Luke.”
Of course he’s lying. If discussing Luke was ever a remote possibility, he would have led with it. I learn quickly, but it’s true. I have been an incredibly stupid girl.
I did this all wrong. I should have told Jamie. He would’ve known what to do. He could have gotten help from his FBI contacts.
Instead, I came here alone. I don’t know what awaits me in the old barn, but I’m certain it’s not the Hoppys that I have to fear.
I close my eyes and pray.
Miigwech to the curly-haired boy inside the house for existing.
Miigwech to Stacy, who will read books to her little brother.
Miigwech to Diego and all his saints.
Miigwech to Misho Abe for teaching me to give thanks and calling me grandchild. It was nice to hear it at least once in my life.
Miigwech to Miss Lonnie for safety, strength, and warmth.
Miigwech to Gimiwan’s family for being like an onion. Maybe rough around the edges but everyone wrapped around that sweet Anishinaabe spirit at the core.
Miigwech to Jamie and Daunis for love and hope in a someday.
Miigwech to Dad and Lily-bah. I’ll see you both soon.
It feels incomplete, this little leaving prayer. I squeeze my eyes and try to remember who I—
Miigwech to Maggie. May you know grace, serenity, and joy in this lifetime.
When I open my eyes, the structure is about a hundred feet away. I look back, beyond the Sterlings, at the farmhouse and the hammock grove and …
Devery is there. Peeking around the oak tree. Our eyes meet. She mouths words, but her message is lost on me.

I follow Mr. Sterling’s command to walk to the old barn, but I do it stepping backward. If he is going to shoot, it will be as I face him. He thinks I’m looking from him to his wife following behind.
It’s Devery I track as she rushes from one tree to the next, hiding for brief pauses. She must have a plan to help me. I want to shout for her to call the police, but my distrust of authority figures is minuscule compared to hers.
When Mr. Sterling checks his watch, whatever the time, it compels him to raise the pistol toward me. His damn watch.
I know a little bit about watches.
His words echo, and I remember Jamie telling me about the bomb from the diner. A single pipe bomb with a simple timer.
“You keep on walking,” Mr. Sterling orders. “The Hoppys are waiting for you.”
The hell they are.
“They’re dead, aren’t they?” I pose a question with each step closer to the barn. “You were partners somehow. Did you keep tabs on me after I ran from your house?”
Devery darts behind another tree.
“Did you contact the Hoppys to warn them about me? Did you learn about their baby farm after Steven died?”
My voice rises in panic and excitement, as Devery gets closer. It’s like that silly game of Red Light, Green Light—creeping forward, poised to freeze, strategizing when to make a run for it before the caller turns around.
“You both viewed me as a threat. Did you volunteer to make the bomb that was supposed to scare me?”
“Get in the barn, Lucy. Now or I shoot.”
Another step. I’m doing what he wants and hoping that Devery stops with the sly sneak-up and rushes the rest of the way. She needs to tackle Mrs. Sterling so we can focus on him.
“The Hoppys thought they were using you, but it was the other way around. You used them to lure me here. Your revenge wasn’t just to kill me. It was to show me Luke before you did it.”
Mr. Sterling shoots at my feet, like in the movies when the bad guy tells the target to dance. It doesn’t sound like a gunshot the way I thought it would. Perhaps there is a silencer on the weapon. Devery begins to run.
Then, I hear a sound behind me that makes my heart stop.
Luke is giggling. I turn to see Stacy at the opening of one barn door. She looks at her dad with a quizzical expression. Was that a gun? Or something else? Looking for him to make it make sense.
Luke runs into her legs, bouncing backward on his bottom. He rises quickly, still laughing as he runs back into the barn for his sister to chase him. I could watch him run forever. But I turn back to check on Devery’s progress.
Instead, Mr. Sterling looks horrified. He begins to shout, but all he manages is a long “No!” as the building explodes behind me.



  


FOR THE DEPARTED CREATURE’S SAKE
I’ve done this before, pinwheel through the air. This time, a backdrop of fireworks zips and whizzes nearby. I land on my shoulder as if intending to tackle the grass. Nothing snaps or twists. I’m back up, rebounding as quickly as Luke falling on his bottom.
Luke.
I race to the barn, now in flames. My left leg crunches into an unseen gopher hole. The full body weight and the odd angle brings me down in a shriek of pain and terror. Scrambling to rise and continue, I scream for Luke as I fall when the leg I have worked so hard to rehabilitate fails me again and again.
Mr. Sterling rushes into the barn, followed by his wife. I resort to crawling now, like a three-legged dog. Devery is at my side.
“I told them to play in the barn. I didn’t know. I didn’t know,” she cries above the whoosh and crackle of the fire. “I wanted them away from the house. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”
I try clawing my way past her, but she pushes me down.
“I’ll get Luke,” Devery promises before running into the barn.
Just then, Mr. Sterling runs from the barn, carrying the limp body of his daughter. He continues as we pass in opposite directions.
I look for Mrs. Sterling to be right behind her husband, but she isn’t.
I’m nearly to the barn, when Devery bursts through the opening holding Luke before a wood beam collapses behind her.
“Get away.” Her hoarse voice is a whisper trying to be a roar. “It’s coming down.”
I boomerang toward them.
I reach Devery and Luke. His eyes are closed. His cheeks are flushed. He smells of smoke and rotten eggs. I remember the yucky smell of my birthday fireworks. Holding him in my arms, I wait for his breath against my cheek.
There. I feel it. Tiny breaths. Steady.
Devery shakes my shoulder. She’s been rasping on and on, but I wasn’t paying attention.
“Missus sent us away for the weekend.” She points at her chest. “Supposed to make sure we stayed away.” Her breaths are ragged. Sentences break in odd places. “Knew it was … showdown. Swear … didn’t know.”
The barn is an inferno.
“Don’t talk. Just catch your breath,” I tell her.
I keep Luke’s mouth close to my cheek.
Devery pushes my arm, determined to keep my attention.
“Recognized Luke … told Stacy … play in barn … So sorry…” Again she motions to her heart. “I killed Steven…” She points to her tattoo. The one about balance. “For Bruce.” She wheezes and points to me.
She tries coughing but gags instead.
“Bridget … for Luke.” Devery closes her eyes. Before I can lean down to feel for her breath, a vehicle horn blares a continuous rallying cry.
A large black vehicle races toward the oak tree.
Mr. Sterling screams, “God, punish me. Not her.”
Luke startles awake. After one huge inhale, he shrieks. It’s awful and wonderful at the same time. I cuddle and shush him. I hold him against my chest, trying to re-create our first moments together. Skin to skin. I hope I smell familiar. A scent memory of what normal first was.
Behind me, parts of the barn creak and moan like an entity protesting its demise.
A second later, Jamie and Daunis sprint toward us. Daunis’s eyes, already so huge and magnificent, are wild with terror. I can’t summon surprise as they reach me, already flying on adrenaline and the primal fear of losing Luke again.
“We’re okay. Help Stacy first,” I tell Daunis. Devery exerted herself and is resting. Just like her instant catnaps at Miss Lonnie’s.
She runs to where Stacy lies on her back. I watch Daunis tilt Stacy’s head, put an ear to the girl’s mouth, and begin CPR.
Sirens, faint in the distance, grow louder.
“Save her!” Mr. Sterling commands Daunis, before shouting to the sky. “Take me, God. I give my life for her.”
He looks at me, his eyes wild with fury. Luke is in my arms, wailing still.
“You—” He aims his gun at me. Maybe for spite. Maybe to ensure he ends up in his version of hell by committing one last sin.
I turn to shield Luke. The gunshot is loud, not like the one when he shot at my feet. But I also feel something whiz overhead.
Jamie stands behind me with his gun still raised. I smell it. The smoking gun.
When I dare to look, Mr. Sterling is dead. Eyes open and vacant.
Daunis pauses to shout for Jamie. She continues working on Stacy. Between chest compressions, she calls out to me.
“He’s down. Where’s he hit?”
I’m confused, thinking she means Mr. Sterling. But when I follow her eyes, Jamie isn’t standing. He is next to me, beside an angelic, sleeping Devery. Lying on his back, watching me soothe Luke.
I start my assessment, looking for any head injury. He’s calm. He blinks once, twice.
“I don’t think he’s hit,” I shout back.
“Check again.”
His shirt, a cream-colored button-down, looks pristine. It still has the crease down the arm where he ironed it.
He raises his left arm to brush the hair from my forehead.
“You’re safe,” he says. He even smiles.
He’s wearing jeans, but one pant leg is light blue while the other is dark. I’ve never seen jeans like …
His hand rests on his upper thigh where it meets his torso. It’s not resting. He’s trying to apply pressure to stop the bleeding. The blood is spreading into the grass.
How can one wound cause so much bleeding…?
It’s his femoral artery.
I hold a crying Luke in one arm while I press my palm atop his hand. I lean into it to create more pressure. It’s warm. There’s so much blood.
His face looks pale, but that could be the light, with the sun lowering to the horizon and the fire blazing.
I need to use both hands to slow the bleeding. If I can find the entrance hole and plug it, that can buy time. The EMT van is nearly here.
I set Luke down. His little body goes rigid with fear. His cries sound primal. My heart breaks as I turn to place both hands on Jamie’s thigh. I close my eyes and try to feel exactly where the blood spurt is originating. I think I have it. There’s a warm gush that pulsates.
When I open my eyes, Jamie’s face is ashen.
“Lucy,” he says. I can barely hear through Luke’s cries, the approaching medics, the police sirens, and Daunis. She pleads with me to say where he’s injured. And that she’ll be right there as soon as a medic can take over CPR on Stacy.
I lower my ear to his mouth. I close my eyes and focus on his voice.
“Pick Luke up. Then hold my hand, Lucy-in-the-Sky-with-Diamonds.”
I do as he says, eager to clutch Luke to my chest. His cries soften as soon as he feels human contact. Then I hold Jamie’s left hand with mine, soaked and sticky in red. The hands closest to our hearts.
“That’s not how nicknames work,” I say, smiling as I gaze down at him.
In my next breath, I call out.
“Daunis.”
Jamie still has that glimmer of heartbreaker.
“Okay, Sparky.” His voice is fainter now. “You know, because of the diamonds.”
My hair is in my face. I feel him try to lift his arm.
I don’t know what else to do, so I pray the simplest prayer I know.
“Miigwech.”
He smiles, but his eyes look through me. Beyond.
Jamie was right. It is a powerful moment when you witness someone cross from this world to the next. It’s an honor, really.



  


THAT HOVERED THERE AWHILE
He raises his left hand, expecting to brush the hair from Lucy’s forehead again. Instead, his fingers graze the front door of a familiar house. Daunis’s mother squeals as she opens the door before he can knock. Grace Fontaine excitedly reaches for his left hand and leads him through the entry. She chirps a question that flutters around him like confetti. The answer sticks in his throat at the sight of his prom date.
Daunis.
There is a world to explore within her dark brown eyes. His heart races at her familiar smile—full and bold, nothing held back. Her ball gown is unlike anything he’s ever seen. A strapless, shimmering silver bodice that looks painted onto her beautiful, strong body. The top gives way to a full skirt of wispy feathers, each a different shade of red—candy apple, brick, rose, currant, poppy, scarlet. Red is one of the traditional colors she incorporates into her regalia.
She’s in his arms on a crowded dance floor. They are a calm center surrounded by frenetic movements lacking rhythm or sense. He gazes into those warm, bright eyes. He wraps her even more tightly. Wishing to be absorbed into her body. They dance until the sky lightens from inky indigo to cobalt.
Now dressed in a T-shirt and leggings, she stands before her morning tree. Instead of placing the handful of semaa at its eastern base, she goes to the opposite side of the tree. He feels her prayer thanking Creator, and knows he is part of this beautiful creation.
The sky becomes cerulean as they pass the familiar landmarks along the river. There is a perfect unison of footsteps hitting pavement. Of stride matching stride. Of arms reaching and pulling. Town gives way to woods. The ground softens.
He glances over, catches her gazing at him with something both wistful and incandescent. She rubs her stomach, and her smile lifts the sun with her joy in that moment. She slows, but motions for him to keep going. The turn is just ahead.
Rounding the curve, he sees a fluttering black-and-silver butterfly, growing as it nears. The wingspan fills the path in front of him. It transforms from butterfly to twirling figure with arms outstretched to display a black shawl fringed with silver strands that swish and sway. He and this fancy dancer are the same size now. One final spin and she turns to face him.
Lily. But also something beyond who she was. Lily-bah.
There are so many things he wants to say. Again words fail him. He reaches tentatively toward her face. She closes her eyes but remains in place. He gently brushes the black hair from her forehead. At his feathery touch, she opens her eyes. Her obsidian lips break into a smile. Peace envelops him. He senses others beyond her.
They’re waiting for him to come home. Where he is loved.
He leaps into a sky of cornflower blue. His raven wings glide upon air currents. He feels such weightlessness and contentment, along with infinite energy. As if he could soar forever.
And so he does.



  





EPILOGUE
SEPTEMBER 2009
I shut the car off while we wait in line for the next ferry to Sugar Island. The last thing I want is to be late to my own party. I glance at the scratched Seiko watch out of habit. No longer reliable, it’s the equivalent of a security blanket for my wrist. A memento I cannot part with.
Luke fusses in his car seat. My son is a good traveler so long as the car is in motion. At eighteen months old, he’s figured out that silence and stillness mean we’ve arrived and it’s time to be freed from the car seat.
I was able to petition the court for my parental rights to be reinstated. Legal processes meant to safeguard my rights had not been followed by the private adoption agency. The paperwork I signed had been swapped with forged documents naming Mr. and Mrs. Sterling as the adoptive parents I chose for my child.
The reinstatement should be finalized by the end of the year. Then I will be the legal parent of Luke Jameson Diaz-Smith.
Mrs. Sterling, Mister, and Missus died in the barn fire. Mrs. Sterling was found beneath a collapsed wall. The Hoppys were in the loft. They died from smoke inhalation. From having been drugged, most likely. The Sterlings, or perhaps just Mr. Sterling, may have killed Mister and Missus, but there’s plenty to uncover, beyond the secret journal Mrs. Hoppy kept.
A federal investigation of the adoption ring is underway. They’re also looking into the number of teens in foster care who went missing after being placed at Hoppy Farm. Both of my social workers are being investigated for any involvement in the adoption schemes. Debbie Strong was a more recent hire, and there was no mention of her in the journal. Mrs. Clark was named. Supposedly she’s trying to strike a deal to cooperate in exchange for immunity.
Hoppy Farm is no longer a centennial farm. Operations ceased once it was named a crime scene as part of the ongoing investigation. Allen, Jennifer, and Bruce Hoppy are cooperating and are not considered suspects.
Jennifer, Allen, and Baby Allen moved to Alpena. They talk about buying a small farm, something manageable, with an apple orchard and a garden. For now, they’re working on a friend’s farm. Although not considered suspects, they’re in limbo waiting for developments in the investigation, which has only just begun. They can’t leave the state in the meantime.
Bruce is also in Alpena. He’s working a construction job and has Sunday dinners with his brother’s family. He doesn’t want to talk about the girl we both loved. I’ve offered—a standing offer if he ever changes his mind.
Emily called recently. She and Leaf ran into Lexi and Otto at a farmers’ market in Bay City. They talked about inviting Bruce for a Sunday matinee. I hope it happens.
Jasmine and Joy were placed into different group homes. Joy aged out of foster care and moved to Grand Rapids to be near her girlfriend.
Daunis’s tenacious investigation of the diner bombing continued after Jamie died. Her research led the state police to obtain a confession from Max Roberts. He had accepted a cash payment from Mr. Sterling to place a package near my locker. Max hadn’t known what was in the package. He accepted the money, intending for it to go toward a down payment on a house, but after the bombing, he’d been too scared to do anything with it. The cash was still in a shoebox in his closet. Harley hadn’t known anything about it.
Devery’s whereabouts on the night Steven Sterling died could not be corroborated. I wasn’t sure what Devery tried to tell me about Bridget. I learned my former stepmother had married an auto executive and lived in Grosse Point. Although she had inherited my dad’s life insurance and the cottage in Harbor Springs, she was unable to access my MET account.
Devery never regained consciousness when she collapsed outside the barn after saving Luke. I guess her lungs never recovered from the fire at Miss Lonnie’s. She indicated on her driver’s license that she wanted to be an organ donor. Whatever balance sheet she hoped to justify, I’m forever grateful for her final good deeds.
I’ll be interviewed by the investigators at some point. All the former foster kids will be. What I know for sure is that investigations take a long time. But I won’t put my life on hold.
I have a son to raise.
“Hold on, Luke,” I say, rolling down the windows for fresh air.
It’s a sunny September day. Warmer than usual in the Upper Peninsula. T-shirt weather. I take off the sweatshirt that was perfect this morning when we left Charlevoix.
Sitting beside him, Misho Abe holds out a toy. Luke continues to fuss until the old man takes out his dentures and gums a smile that my son and I find hilarious.
“He’s laughing ’cause he’s got more teeth than me,” Misho Abe says.
“He’s got more hair than you too,” Miss Lonnie chimes from the passenger seat.
Miss Lonnie never rebuilt her cabin after the fire on Beaver Island. She traveled all over, visiting family and friends. She had been making her way through Central America when Daunis called. She came to Charlevoix shortly after Luke and I moved in with Misho Abe. She rents an apartment nearby but comes over every day. She and Misho enjoy working on puzzles.
Luke startles when the ferry horn signals its departure from the island. He looks around, unsure about the sound.
“What was that?” I say, raising both palms.
He mimics my gesture.
Soon enough, it’s our turn to drive onto the ferry. This time the blast of the horn is directly overhead. It’s loud, and for a second I wonder if Luke will cry. His wide eyes look to me. I clap and cheer. Miss Lonnie and Misho Abe do the same.
“Yay,” Luke exclaims.
When we’re halfway to the island, I take a pinch of loose tobacco in my left hand. I release the semaa to the river breeze. I smile at my two newest tattoos—Daunis and Lily—both on my left forearm. Then, I touch below my collarbone where there are more names tattooed above my heart: Luke, Dad, Jamie, Diego.
“Miigwech,” I say. It’s a little prayer that says so much.
Once we’re on Sugar Island, I follow Daunis’s directions. Just as she’d said, there are stone pillars on either side of the driveway of her aunt’s house. There is also a sign with a message in Anishinaabemowin and the translation provided below:
FIREKEEPER-BIRCH
Bigiiwen Enji Zaagigooyin
(Come Home Where You Are Loved)
The same words Jamie wrote on his business card. My nose tickles. A lump fills my throat. He wanted today to happen. My homecoming.
The driveway leads to a clearing with a chalet-style cedar log home. Daunis greets me with a huge smile. We talk nearly every day on the phone but haven’t seen each other since Jamie’s memorial service and the meeting with Connor St. Jude, his friend and attorney. It’s only been three months but feels much longer. My left leg can give me trouble when I’ve been in the car a long time, but I’m positive with PT and daily swims at the local Y, I’ll be back to normal soon. Or, well, to my new normal.
Daunis and I hug while Miss Lonnie gets Luke from his car seat. I hold on to my sister’s best friend tightly. I’d forgotten her scent, but it’s instantly familiar and comforting. As she hugs me back, something is different. It takes the length of our hug for me to identify the cause.
Her stomach is swollen. Full but not squishy.
Daunis is well into a pregnancy she hasn’t told me about.
When I pull away, her broad smile is accompanied by damp eyes. Sweetness and sorrow. I know without calculating weeks that Jamie is the baby’s father.
“I wanted to tell you in person,” she begins. “But both times I was supposed to drive downstate … well, with my mom’s wedding and all…” She gives a one-shouldered shrug. “When you asked for your Spirit name, it made sense to wait until you were here. But now that you know, I have so many pregnancy questions.”
By now, Luke has escaped Miss Lonnie’s grasp and reaches my legs. Daunis squats in front of him.
“Aaniin, Luke. You’ve gotten so big.” She braces herself with a knee on the ground as he flings himself into her arms. He’s a friendly little boy who likes hugs, music, cookies, and dogs.
After a hug, Luke is eager to explore the enormous wooden jungle gym beyond the driveway. Two young girls ask Daunis if they can take him to play.
“That’s up to his mom.” To me she says, “These are my nieces, Perry and Pauline.”
Finally meeting them in person, I feel starstruck. I know so much about them. Although they’re dressed similarly, Pauline is clearly the one with the pink laces in her sneakers and the Hannah Montana T-shirt. Perry’s jeans have a hole in the knee and her cornrow braids are gathered in a wide barrette beaded with a fish design. My heart swells at the sight of them, the awe in their eyes over Luke, who is equally smitten.
“Nice to meet you,” I say. “Just the swings and slide for now.” There’s a scary-looking tree fort and monkey bars that are too high off the ground for my liking.
As we watch, each girl takes one of his hands. His attempt at running while they lift him off the ground makes him look like an astronaut walking on the moon. Giant leaps for mankind.
I reintroduce Daunis to Miss Lonnie and to Misho Abe. By now, Daunis’s aunt Teddie and uncle Art have joined us. More hugs. We all met briefly at the memorial service in Mount Pleasant, but it was such a chaotic time. Daunis and I were still in shock, unable to comprehend Jamie’s death.
We walk over to a picnic table and lawn chairs near the jungle gym. Art holds a tiny, weird-looking puppy named Elvis Junior, who’s eager for kisses but smells sort of bad. I bring Misho Abe’s walker, which converts into a chair. We sit and watch the twins playing with Luke. They take turns supporting him as he toddles up the few steps to the smaller slide. One helps him up while the other waits at the bottom of the slide, cheering for him.
My son is delighted by the attention.
Before too long, a minivan pulls into the driveway. I reach for Daunis’s hand. She gives a gentle squeeze to reassure me.
Two children dart from the van as soon as it stops. The boy is the same size as the twins. The girl is smaller and slower.
“Lucas, wait up,” she pleads.
Luke will meet Lucas and Lola before I do. Technically, they are my half siblings and therefore his uncle and aunt. But I hope they become familiar, like cousins. And that over the years, my son will have happy memories of regular visits with family in Sault Ste. Marie and on Sugar Island.
A petite woman with short dark brown hair comes around to help the even tinier elderly woman from the passenger side. My breathing hitches as I rise from the lawn chair.
I am about to meet my mother, Maggie, and my great-grandmother Granny June. They’ve been eager to meet me for a long time. Daunis encouraged me to talk with a therapist and to go at my own pace. Maggie and Granny June would wait until I was ready.
It was my idea to invite them to my naming ceremony. Daunis explained about its significance. How I would gift semaa to Seeney Nimkee, who would smoke her pipe and pray to Gichimanidoo. How I needed to select four sponsors to serve a role similar to godparents. How I would be introduced to everyone by my Spirit name and then each person would greet me by this name.
A naming ceremony, with introductions, with friends by my side, and a meal … well, it seemed like a good way to meet each other. Like, we could focus on the ceremony and the food. We could occupy ourselves with Luke, Granny June, Lucas, and Lola.
But I didn’t let myself think about this moment, when we are face-to-face before the ceremony. My legs feel shaky, as if both femurs are now broken and my first steps might be impossible. The closer I get to her, the faster my heart thumps in my chest.
She looks like me. Or, rather, I look like her. It’s not just my eyes. It’s the shape of my face, the pointed chin. Her dark hair looks softer than mine. She has a cowlick at her hairline.
Seeing myself in her reveals things about my dad.
I get my height from him. And my nose.
Maggie gave me up because she didn’t think she was worthy to be my mother.
My father believed he could raise me on his own. He saw the world in black-and-white, no shades of gray. Good or bad, not good and bad. He thought if he could control all the variables, I’d grow up safe and good. A perfect ship in harbor.
Maggie stands before me. Her arms tremble but remain at her side.
When I thought I was about to die, I prayed for Maggie to know grace, serenity, and joy in this world. I survived, thanks to Jamie. I received a second chance.
I wrap my arms around my birth mother. Her entire body shakes as she sobs.
“Shhh. Shhh.” I soothe her the way I do Luke when he cries. The way I comfort Stacy when her aunt brings her for a visit and she doesn’t want to leave us.
“Shhh. Shhh. It’s all right. We’re together now. We’ll be together again.”

The next morning, I ride with Daunis to the mainland. Luke is happily playing with the twins back at Teddie and Art’s home. When Daunis and I dropped him off, Perry asked if Luke could go on the bigger slide today.
“He’s bored with the baby slide,” she explained.
I consider risk and reward differently now. Boats need navigational tools when leaving safe harbors.
“If he wants to try, it’s okay.”
Misho Abe and Miss Lonnie are sightseeing. We have plans to meet up later for dinner at Granny June’s. But for now, it’s just Daunis and me.
She drives along the river. The houses are spaced farther apart, and the land is more heavily wooded as we travel south from town. She slows and turns on a blinker. A FOR SALE sign near the road has a SOLD sticker added diagonally. We follow a dirt driveway through the woods to a clearing.
The view of the river is breathtaking. Across the way, Sugar Island beckons with its panorama of autumn colors. We leave the SUV as an enormous freighter ship passes by with barely a sound. By the time we reach the breakwater, waves from the ship’s wake crash against it. After a few moments, the river resumes its calm rhythm.
“I bought this property.” Daunis spins with her arms outstretched like Maria in The Sound of Music. “I’m going to build a house. My baby will wake up every morning to the sun rising behind Sugar Island. Due east, where every day begins.” She pauses before adding, “Plenty of bedrooms. You’ll always have a place to stay.”
“Miigwech,” I say. “But I have Stacy most weekends. She and Luke need consistency.”
With both parents deceased, Stacy lives with a paternal aunt who’d been estranged for not sharing the same views as Mr. Sterling. She and Stacy’s therapist agreed that the sibling bond between Stacy and Luke should be continued. We started with supervised visits combined with play-therapy sessions. We’re now doing unsupervised visits every Saturday, with an eventual goal of full weekends and school vacations.
I look around the wooded property, imagining Daunis’s future home. It appears solid for a moment—a cedar-sided home like the Firekeeper-Birch chalet. A great room with floor-to-ceiling windows framing Sugar Island in all its splendor. And a wood-burning fireplace that I swear I can smell already. An impressive house that might, at first glance, seem fancy and imposing. But once you look beyond the style to its substance, it will be warm and inviting. A home filled with love.
“I let Maggie know it would be easier if she visits us in Charlevoix. You too.” I step toward Daunis. “My home is there. At least for now.”
She takes my hand. “I understand. I’m proud of you and the family you’ve created.”
A gust of wind rustles the trees. Maple and birch leaves flutter like confetti.
“I’m glad you showed me this spot. It’s incredible.”
“That’s not the only reason I brought you here.” She motions toward her SUV. “There’s a tin canister in the back. Can you get it?”
I do as she asks. Then she leads me toward the water.
“Jamie wanted his ashes in two places. After I have the baby, I’ll go to where his mom is buried. But I wanted you to honor his wishes here.” She looks to me and then to the water.
I remember the extra tobacco bundle in my pocket from yesterday. I make an offering of semaa before opening the canister and pouring Jamie’s ashes into the river. Some land on the concrete breakwater.
“Miigwech,” I say, trying not to cry. Then I hear Miss Lonnie’s voice echo. And I decide not to fight the sad. I cry for Jamie. If not for him, I wouldn’t be here. I wouldn’t have Luke with me. I might not have made my way back to Maggie. I might still be crawling through the ash, struggling to breathe fresh air.
Daunis sits with me on the breakwall. After I’ve dried my tears, she holds out her hand. I reach to grasp it until I realize she’s handing me something.
Jamie’s watch.
I stare at it in my palm. The white gold watch with the black leather band. The dual time zones are set to Eastern Standard Time. Daunis changed the bottom clock to match.
“Wherever you are in the world, Raven Air Woman, you’ll always know the time back home,” she says, using my Spirit name. Gaagaagi Noodin Kwe.
“Miigwech,” I reply, barely above a whisper. My wrist has felt naked without my dad’s watch. I gave it to Maggie yesterday at my naming ceremony after she recognized it as a gift she had given my dad.
Even though Jamie was only twenty-seven years old, he had a will. Maybe it was the experience of helping his mother prepare for her death that prompted Jamie to put things in writing. Or having worked in law enforcement, a dangerous job. His friend Connor specialized in elder law, which involved drawing up wills and trusts.
Daunis and I met Connor at the memorial service and, afterward, at the reading of Jamie’s will. Connor served as the executor of Jamie’s estate. Estate sounds grand. Really it just meant that Connor was responsible for carrying out his friend’s final wishes.
Jamie looked out for Hazel White Hawk and the two full-time project managers so that Raven Air Associates could continue. As for his personal belongings, it wasn’t at all surprising that he bequeathed nearly everything to Daunis. Maybe he wanted her to know as much about him as possible. To share all the details that he couldn’t reveal during his undercover assignment.
I didn’t think much about the request to attend the reading of Jamie’s will. I figured he would’ve wanted me to be there to provide emotional support for Daunis. As I sat with Daunis, holding her hand, I didn’t expect Connor to mention my name.
John Brian Jameson had amended his will to name me as the sole beneficiary of a life insurance policy. The amendment had been notarized, making it official, on January 8—the day he asked me to take my midmorning break at the diner. He hadn’t known me then, only that I was Lily’s sister. And he had a chance to help me in a way he couldn’t help her.
In addition to the life-changing money, Jamie left me another gift. It came in the form of a package from Hazel White Hawk. I recognized the files immediately. All the testimonies about why the Indian Child Welfare Act is so important. Why it matters for social services and court personnel to follow the law. So we can have fewer stories like mine and more like Gimiwan’s. Stories that need to be shared. A book to be published. Someday.
As Granny June would say:
AHO



AUTHOR’S NOTE
An Indian tribe cannot survive without future generations; therefore, Indian children are a tribe’s most precious resource. But there are other resources that some non-Natives deem even more valuable. I wrote Sisters in the Wind because the Indian Child Welfare Act, or ICWA, is under attack and—SPOILER ALERT—the battle has nothing to do with the best interests of Indian children.
Before ICWA, Indian children were taken from their homes and adopted or fostered out to non-Indian homes. Their parents and community had no ability to fight back when non-Native social workers and church representatives came for their kids. The goal of ICWA was to preserve Indian families. Who could oppose this worthy goal?
Here is the key: ICWA reaffirmed tribal sovereignty—the inherent right of a tribe to make decisions about its citizens and those eligible to become enrolled citizens. It recognized tribal authority in handling Indian child-custody cases and established federal requirements for states to follow regarding Indian child removal and placement. In effect, the federal law placed tribal sovereignty above state authority.
At the core, these legal challenges are about extinguishing tribal sovereignty under the pretense of asserting states’ rights and by using non-Native adoptive families as emotional pawns. Those against ICWA do not care about Indian children, because the law, when properly followed, has worked. So why seek to overturn a law that has been effective in keeping Indian children connected to their families and communities?
The end game has always been power. Those opposed to ICWA are not fighting for Indian children’s best interests but, rather, to extinguish tribal sovereignty. These individuals and their well-funded organizations desire valuable minerals and other natural resources on land owned by Native American tribes. Wars are fought for control over resources such as fossil fuels and, more recently, rare earth materials necessary for technology that will be used by people (commercial applications) and against people (defense applications). These resources are located across the earth, including beneath land owned by Indian tribes who have retained rights to minerals and other natural resources.
In 2023, the U.S. Supreme Court upheld the constitutionality of the Indian Child Welfare Act (Haaland v. Brackeen). While this decision keeps ICWA intact, the two dissenting justices (Clarence Thomas and Samuel Alito) provide breadcrumbs in their written opinions for opponents to strategize and ready for the next battle. There is a popular saying, “The race is not to the swift but to those who endure.” Those opposed to ICWA have deep pockets and a singular mission to control precious resources.
It was never about the children.
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