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			To Kagan, who has always encouraged me to fly and has never once clipped my wings.

			And to my sweet kids—may you chase every wild, ridiculous, impossible, and wonderful dream that you have. 
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			Brooklyn, New York

			July 1968

			I’m pretty sure I burned down an old lady’s apartment building tonight. It’s not like I was playing with matches or shoved a fork in an outlet—I’m not some bozo. In fact, I didn’t really do anything at all. But still, sitting here on this curb, I can’t shake the feeling that somehow the big pile of steaming rubble in front of me is all my fault.

			My head knows I didn’t do it, but there’s a prickly feeling in my heart that just won’t go away.

			The last eleven and a half years have been filled with plenty of crummy foster homes, but I didn’t mind Miss Rose’s place. She was a sweet old gal—eccentric, with way too many cats, but she was always kind and even gave me a room of my very own.

			Even though her cats stunk like tuna and made me sneeze, sometimes when I was really having trouble falling asleep, one or two of them would nudge my door open and hop up on my bed, and it was kind of nice to have some company. Their rumbly purrs and heavy bellies on my feet helped me turn off my dumb brain and get some rest.

			I hope the little monsters got out of the building all right.

			“You doing okay, kiddo?”

			I blink at the paramedic with ruddy cheeks and kind eyes kneeling in front of me.

			Am I doing all right? No, not really, lady. A question gnaws at me—how could I be? But I don’t ask it. I bury it with a shrug.

			

			Her lips purse and her brows knit together, a dance I’ve seen play out time and time again on the faces of adults who are stuck dealing with me. It’s the dance of pity. She sighs and wraps an itchy wool blanket around my shoulders.

			“Hang in there and try to get some fresh air. There’s still a lot of smoke hanging around. I’ll come check on you later.”

			I fiddle with the zipper of my backpack. Thick, smoky haze swirls around her as she walks away.

			You can tell a lot about a fire by how it smells. When I was seven, the Andersons took me camping out at Battle Row, and we sat there for hours, telling stories and roasting marshmallows. Hattie—Mrs. Anderson, I mean, taught me how to pull the burned layer off the marshmallows over and over until the gooey centers fell into the fire with a hiss. That smoke had a happy, friendly smell. It sat there with us, listening to the stories and laughing along.

			This smoke tonight claws at my throat, and it smells mean.

			Hot tears sneak out the corners of my eyes and run down my cheeks from the way it burns. I don’t want anyone to think I’m a big crybaby or anything, so I take the back of my hand and wipe them away. A girl’s got a reputation to uphold, after all.

			This curb is getting harder by the minute. I shift around, but it doesn’t help. There’s gotta be a permanent imprint of my backside on the sidewalk by now. The flashing police lights take turns changing my skin from red to blue and back again.

			They kind of remind me of the time the Andersons brought me to the carnival when I was six. If I focus hard enough, I swear I can still taste the candy apple and popcorn. We rode the Ferris wheel over and over until I couldn’t keep my eyes open any longer. Mrs. Anderson smelled like lemon and vanilla as I fell asleep on her lap during the drive home.

			They were the closest thing to a family I’ve ever had. But then Mr. Anderson got a job in California. They left me behind, and I never heard from them again. Sometimes I wonder how they’re doing, but I guess it doesn’t really matter now anyways.

			The pointer finger on my left hand starts to ache, and I realize I’ve wrapped a loose thread from the blanket around it so tight that it’s turned the color of a plum. As I unwind the string and watch the indentation slowly fade away like all the people I’ve ever cared for, a lump forms at the back of my throat. I crinkle my nose and swallow it down.

			“Duke Foster,” I mutter to myself. “You’re a big, giant baby sometimes.”

			Miss Rose’s wobbly cry carries through the air and lands on my shoulder, making me look up, just in time to see two white paws and a rust-colored tail disappear into an alley across the street.

			I’d recognize those paws anywhere. I’ve seen them many times, peeking out from underneath my bed. It’s Two Socks, Miss Rose’s favorite cat.

			I know I shouldn’t do it, but a tingle starts in the palms of my hands. It spreads up my arms, egging me on.

			There are tired-looking adults on either side of me. Some rolling up the fire hoses, some sweeping up debris, some talking seriously with each other, some just walking around all slow and hunched over, like they’re carrying the entire burned-out building on their shoulders.

			Not a single one paying a lick of attention to little old me.

			I dig my fingernails into the curb, grab my bag, and snap to my feet, sprinting across the street and around the corner where Two Socks disappeared. I ignore the shouts from a couple of policemen who see me go.

			A small smile spreads across my face as I breathe in the freedom like fresh air. 
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			As I enter the alleyway, I see Two Socks’ bushy tail slip through a half-open window three stories up.

			Shoot.

			Most things in this part of town haven’t seen a wrench or a repairman in years, and this fire escape is no exception. The railings lean away from the building, craning their necks to eavesdrop on the neighbors across the way, and rust covers the metal in large, blotchy spots.

			That’s it. The cat can fend for himself. There’s no way I’m climbing that death trap.

			But then Miss Rose’s pitiful baby lamb cry echoes down the alley, nudging me forward. I try to ignore it, but I can’t.

			Sometimes I wish I wasn’t such a softie. It’s real inconvenient.

			Grabbing the gritty, peeling rung of the ladder, I start climbing. Up, past the broken windows on the first floor, past the withered plants in faded flowerpots on the second, and up to the third floor with its open window that just swallowed Miss Rose’s pesky orange cat.

			The damp wood of the windowsill crumbles under my knees as I climb through, and as soon as I’m inside, the smell of decades of tobacco smoke and decay makes me wrinkle my nose.

			All I want to do is grab that blasted Two Socks as fast as I possibly can and skedaddle out of here, but he’s nowhere to be found.

			Dust puffs up from the splintered floorboards in tufts as I drop my backpack. The room is dim, and the entire stinking kitchen is empty, except for a few broken bottles and plenty of resident spiders that keep a close eye on me from their webs, like they’re worried I’ll pick their pockets or something. Cracks and graffiti splatter across the plaster walls, and the ceiling sags in the middle like it ate too much at Thanksgiving dinner.

			The whole place gives me a sad, sorry sort of feeling.

			Something moves in one of the back rooms, making short scraping sounds.

			Goosebumps prickle up my legs.

			Staring into the pitch black of the hall, I step my old high-tops carefully around green shards of glass, leaving a chorus of squeaky floorboards behind me. I squint my eyes and look deep into every inky shadow, but even though I swear I see something move, there’s no Two Socks.

			The air gets mustier and dustier the farther I go into the hallway, and the silence gets heavier, like someone covered it with an iron blanket. A cold prickle starts in my stomach. The whole place gives me the creeps.

			I hear that scraping sound again, closer this time.

			I round the corner into a bedroom and smell two things right away—mold and tuna.

			There, in the far corner of the empty room, is Two Socks. Next to him, I notice two strange things. First of all, he’s eating out of a freshly opened tuna can. This place looks like it hasn’t been lived in for decades, but there’s a brand-new can of tuna on the ground.

			Weird.

			Second, there’s a small red envelope propped up against the filthy baseboard, sitting there like it’s waiting for someone—waiting for me.

			An icy chill creeps up my spine as I reach for it.

			Something clatters in the kitchen behind me, making me just about jump out of my skin.

			Springing to my feet and shoving the envelope into my back pocket, I grab Two Socks. The old crank digs his claws into my arm and complains      bitterly about leaving his meal. The scratches sting like the dickens, but I take off down the hall.

			Whoever left the tuna and the envelope was still here, watching me.

			My shoes thunder across the moldy floors, and as I get closer, I can hear scuffling sounds, like someone’s trying to scrabble away as fast as they can. One or two more turns down this maze of a hallway and I’m there. I send an extra boost of energy down through my legs, begging them, pleading with them to go faster.

			I do go faster—a lot faster. So fast, in fact, that I slam my shoulder into the doorframe at full speed. A sharp, angry pain spreads through my arm as the impact sends me spiraling to the ground. A puff of dust spreads out underneath me and matches the whoosh of air that’s been knocked out of my lungs. The splintery wood prickles my back, but all I can do is lie there until the ceiling stops spinning furiously.

			Two Socks, that ungrateful jerk, sprints away, leaving me behind.

			I have to get up. I have to move. I have to catch whoever is here and ask them the million questions that are running through my head.

			I roll gingerly onto my side and pull myself up. It’s only been a few seconds, but as I step into the kitchen, I realize I’m too late.

			They’re gone, out the window with that darn cat.

			My shoulder screams with every movement down the fire escape. I’m angry and unsettled, and man, does my arm hurt. Down in the alley, sitting next to an old pickle barrel and licking his paw, is Two Socks—looking like he’s not even the littlest bit sorry.

			A puddle splashes over the tips of my shoes, soaking my socks as I hop to the ground. “Thanks a lot, ya mangy old thing,” I mutter as I reach to scoop him up with my good arm.

			As I bend down, moonlight shines on something small. It’s a button—brass and about the size of a penny, decorated with a swirly crest and the initials ‘DB’ in the center. I turn it over in my hand, and something in my heart tells me it belongs to my tuna can culprit.

			Two Socks meows and licks his lips, cleaning the last crumbs of tuna out of his whiskers.

			“We better get you back to Miss Rose, huh?” I sigh and slip the button into my pocket, making my way toward the still flashing red and blue lights.

			Somehow, in all the chaos of the last few minutes, I’ve almost forgotten about the fire, about Miss Rose’s apartment being nothing but a big pile of ash, blowing away in the breeze. A heavy weight settles on my chest.

			Miss Rose sits in the back of an ambulance, looking withered. I feel a zing go through my heart when I see her. She’s got soot smudges all over her nightgown and her crepe-paper cheeks are streaked with tears. Her normally perfectly rolled curlers dangle loosely on wispy white strands of hair. 

			I open my mouth to talk, but the words freeze in my throat. They gnaw at me, and I know I ought to say something, but instead, I just drop Two Socks on her lap and walk away. Hopefully, saying nothing is better than saying the wrong thing.

			

			I scuff my soggy shoes along the pavement and head back to my curb. When I sit down, it’s harder than ever.

			Finally, the tired-looking paramedic comes back.

			“What a night, huh? Let’s make sure you’re all right after all this excitement before we send you home for the night.”

			Send me home? Funny joke.

			She moves my arm this way and that, and catches the wince I try to hide as she does so.

			“Hmm,” she mumbles while she pokes and prods a little more. “Looks like you bruised your collarbone. You’re lucky. Nothing’s broken, and you should be back to your favorite things soon.”

			I try to be polite and thank her with a half-hearted smile, but I can’t think about playing hopscotch when my whole world’s been turned upside-down.
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			The smoke has started to release its chokehold on the night by the time a big white car sputters to a stop next to me, with the words “State Board of Child Welfare” printed neatly in green on the side.

			Deep down, I know they mean well, but I still pull my knees to my chest and wrap my arms around them, closing up like the clams on the Wild Kingdom nature specials I like to watch with Miss Rose.

			Clams shut up tight when they feel threatened or unsteady, and every time I see that car pull up, I can always feel my life shifting underneath me like a sandy seabed when the tide goes out. I never know where the current will pull me next.

			Sometimes I end up in warm, friendly waters like the Andersons’ happy home or Miss Rose’s flowery apartment. Other times, I end up somewhere rotten, and I wish I could tell which it will be as I climb into the backseat.

			A voice crackles through the radio as the engine rumbles to life.

			“Riots exploded today in the African-American and Puerto Rican sections of Coney Island, sparking tactical retaliation by local law enforcement. Witnesses state that the conflicts erupted as a result of civil unrest after the recent assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. . . .”

			The lady in the front seat turns off the radio with a click and clucks her tongue. “Children shouldn’t have to hear such ugliness.”

			I hate to tell her, but I used to listen to the news all the time with Miss Rose. I know all about how angry the world can be.

			She looks at me with sad eyes through the rear-view mirror and makes a sorry attempt at small talk. I don’t say a word and watch the dark city slowly pass by.

			A familiar ache creeps into my heart, and even though I try to block it out, it wiggles its way in through the cracks, curls around in a circle, and makes itself comfortable.

			I press my forehead against the cool window. It’s been a long time since I’ve let myself wonder what it would be like to be tucked in by a mom and dad.

			I learned a long time ago to push thoughts like this into the dusty closets of my mind, but every once in a while, usually late at night, they come back. Those are the nights I stay up until the sun peeks through the gaps in the big brick buildings. Those are the nights it’s nice to have a cat around to sit on your feet and distract you.

			The car rolls to a stop in front of a building I know all too well. There are huge columns on either side of the front steps, but instead of looking strong and sturdy, they squat and slouch and grumble. There’s not a single light on in any of the windows to welcome me.

			I follow the woman up the steps and through the front door. She’s short and wears clean but shabby clothing. She pauses for just a second at the entrance to pat the words carved into a plaque on the side of the yellow stone—Merciful Heart Children’s Home of Brooklyn.

			We climb up creaky stairs and enter a long white room with stark, sanitary-looking walls and two rows of metal bunk beds. I can see lumps in a lot of them—sleeping kids, lit by the orange glow of a streetlight coming through the window at the end of the room.

			This place reminds me more of a hospital than of a children’s home. I used to wish that there were books, colorful pictures, or maybe even one of those hanging solar systems I’d seen in a store window once, but then again, some kids aren’t even this lucky. They spend the night on the streets or in homes where they aren’t wanted, so I guess I oughta stop being so ungrateful. It could be worse. At least I’ll have a warm place to sleep and breakfast in the morning. Maybe that’s all I can ask for.

			Kids without parents don’t usually get first pick of cushy lifestyles.

			The round little lady follows me to the bed closest to the window, gives me a pair of scratchy pajamas and a toothbrush, and pats my arm gently before she leaves. I watch her walk down the long aisle of beds and feel bad that I didn’t talk to her earlier. It’s not her fault I’m in this mess, after all. I almost call her back and thank her, but she’s already gone.

			The mattress springs squeak as I haul my backpack up onto the bed. I only had time to grab a few things before the flames swallowed the building.

			Miss Rose held her family photo album close to her chest like it was a newborn baby as she teetered down the fire escape.

			I don’t have any family photos, but I do have my camera, a stack of photographs bundled together with a rubber band, and the tiny, knitted cap I was wearing when I was left on the steps of Merciful Heart. 

			The knitting is all knobbly now, and the soft pink embroidery is nearly worn away from me rubbing it on my cheek during the especially hard nights—the ones when I catch myself thinking about all the kids in the city being tucked into bed, except me. 

			I never let anyone see it, so they don’t think I’m a softie, but now, with everyone else in the room out cold, I gently tuck it under my pillow. 

			A clock ticks somewhere nearby, and I know I should go to sleep, but I feel like everything that’s happened tonight has chased the tired right outta me, like that matted white dog that always chases Miss Rose’s cats through the neighborhood.

			The slick Polaroid photos click softly together as I spread them out across the tan blanket. I started taking pictures right before I turned eight, right before the Andersons packed up and left me behind.

			I’d seen the camera at a yard sale, and I begged and begged to be able to use my pocket money on it. Mr. Anderson stopped the car and bought it for me as a gift instead.

			I wonder if he knew they were leaving me and got it out of guilt. It doesn’t really matter. The fact is that I have the camera now, and ever since then, I’ve been taking pictures of things I really want to remember.

			It’s kind of like magic—point, click, shake the film, and a moment is saved forever. I don’t get a whole lot of pocket money, but every once in a while, I talk Mrs. Bellamy into getting me a pack of film, so every single shot is special to me. I don’t just go taking them willy-nilly.

			There’s the carousel at the fair, and another of the Andersons sitting on their porch. Mr. Anderson has his arm around Hattie, and she’s got one of those honest smiles—the ones that crinkle all the way up to your eyes. Then there is Miss Rose holding Two Socks on her ruffly sofa with a pile of crocheted doilies on the back. And a few pictures of friends I’ve made during my nights here at Merciful Heart, before we all got blown in different directions.

			The picture of Two Socks reminds me of the debacle in the nasty tenement building. I dig around in the pocket of my jeans and pull out the crumpled envelope. Turning it over in my hands, I pull out what’s inside.

			First, a small charm bracelet. It’s silver and tarnished, but still the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. A tiny horse with a feathered headdress dangles from the chain, rearing up on its hind legs.

			A small notecard peeks at me from the corner of the red envelope. I pull it out and read the scrawly handwriting that dances across the page.

			“To our dearest Delilah.

			Love, Mom & Dad.”

			All the air rushes out of my lungs, and the room around me starts to spin.

			My name. My real name. Delilah.

			The one that was embroidered on my cap I wore as a baby.

			The one hardly anyone calls me, and the one almost no one knows.

			This note is for. . . me. A clue about a life I thought I’d never have.

			Somewhere, at some point, I had parents who loved me. The kind of parents who would have written me a note and given me a gift. Parents who would have made me a cake for my birthday, laughed when I beat them in Parcheesi, and who would have tucked me into bed every night with a kiss on my head. Parents who wouldn’t just leave their baby on a doorstep.

			Parents who have disappeared.

			Parents I’m gonna find.
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			Wanna know what I like as much as cough syrup? The waiting area of the Foster Department building. The couch I’m sitting on is more lumps than cushion, and the only things in here that are even a tiny bit interesting are the hand-me-down Nancy Drews on the bookshelf, which I’ve already read about four times each. Every time I have to come here, I scan the shelf and count the number of bright yellow spines, hoping there will be another one, but there never is. Just my luck.

			Today, there’s one other kid here—Jeremy Wannacott. Jeremy’s pretty much the human equivalent of cough syrup. I’ve gotta see him every once in a while, and every time he leaves a bad taste in my mouth. 

			He’s a real pill.

			I don’t even look at Jeremy today. I can tell that he’s making ugly faces at me with his thumb pushing his nose up and his tongue sticking out. Usually, that’d make me mad enough to call him something rude or chuck a pencil at him, but right now I’m too busy sorting out the whirlwind of thoughts and feelings swooshing around inside me to care.

			The red envelope is practically burning a hole in my back pocket. I want to trace my fingers along the curly handwriting and imagine the face of my mother, who I’m sure wrote it.

			I don’t know how, and I don’t know why, but I know it was her. She must have loved me if she was setting aside pretty things and writing me notes.

			But here I am. Sitting in this cruddy waiting room with this cruddy kid making cruddy faces at me, no mom or dad in sight.

			I haven’t told anyone about the envelope yet. I guess I’m a little scared that they might take it away and put it in my file as some sort of clue about where I came from. No one knows anything about me, other than I was found dumped on the steps of Merciful Heart as a tiny baby. They always tell me the same old thing on days like this—the days where they assign me to a new place.

			“Duke, you’re a mystery, my dear. Normally, we try to place children with members of their biological family, but we just don’t know enough about you to do that. For now, we’ll continue to place you in any care home with availability.”

			I hate it.

			I don’t mean to make it sound all bad. Being a foster kid, I mean. Sometimes I meet some neat people, and it’s also kind of like having a lot of brothers and sisters, except instead of them living in the same house they live all over the city. So that part’s all right. But I’d trade them all to have a mom and dad of my very own.

			THWACK. A big, disgusting, drippy spitball hits me right in the cheek. The chewed-up wad of tissue slides down my face and lands with a soggy plop in my lap.

			The eternally loathsome Jeremy Wannacott erupts into riotous laughter, slapping his knee and wiping tears from his eyes as he points at me and howls in delight.

			Anger starts to burn within my stomach. It gurgles and leaps within me like lava in a volcano. The red-hot anger keeps bubbling up my throat until I erupt.

			“Jeremy Wannacott, you absolute toad!” I chuck a pillow at his head.

			“Can’t you ever just leave me alone? What in the world is wrong with you, you nasty sewer rat!”

			I’m now standing on top of the coffee table in between my couch and the sofa that Jeremy is sitting on, and his eyes get real big—as big as a New York slice of pizza.

			The more I yell, the more fury I feel building, urging me forward so I can clobber him. I clench my fists, and my nails dig into my palms.

			“You disgust me, Jeremy! You disgust everyone! You’re a filthy, no-good, nose-picking creep! No wonder you don’t have a family. No wonder nobody wants you. You’re the worst, and I hate you!”

			Suddenly, I hear someone clear their throat.

			Sheepishly, I turn around, and there’s stick-in-the-mud Mr. Barnes, arms crossed, tapping his foot.

			Here’s the thing about Mr. Barnes, my social worker. He doesn’t really like kids. I’m not saying he hates them or anything, but he definitely doesn’t have any of his own, and he only sorta puts up with the ones he works with.

			Whenever we’re stuck together, he picks at lint on his cheap suit and adjusts the buttons on his cuffs over and over again until he finds a reason to leave, and then he steps around me, the way you would around a rat that might bite ya on your way past.

			Sometimes I’ve wondered what he would do if I snapped my teeth at him, but I’m running out of cheerleaders as is, so for now I don’t risk it.

			“Delilah Foster.”

			He never calls me Duke, no matter how many times I’ve asked him to. I hate being called Delilah, but he doesn’t seem to care.

			“You step down from that table this instant, young lady. Get off of there and apologize to Jeremy for your behavior.”

			“But Mr. Barn—”

			“But nothing, Delilah. Get your temper under control this instant. Goodness gracious, act like a lady. This isn’t a circus, for heaven’s sake!”

			My jaw drops open so wide I could catch a dang fly. I’m the one getting busted for stupid Jeremy’s mischief, once again.

			He sniffles and wipes his eyes.

			I guess I might have gone a little too far for him to be crying like that, and I start to feel pretty crummy. I drop my glare and step down off the table.

			“Sorry, Jeremy,” I mumble.

			“Sorry for what, Delilah?” Mr. Barnes chimes in behind me with his irritating nasally voice.

			I take a deep breath and blow out a big puff of air before I mutter, “Sorry for calling you a disgusting toady rat boy who nobody likes. . . even though it was all mostly true.” I say that last part under my breath and know I shouldn’t, but it feels good all the same.

			Miss Rose took me to church with her on Sundays, and they talked a lot about how we need to be sincere when we repent, but I feel like God would probably understand. Jeremy Wannacott’s the most rotten kid I’ve ever met in my life.

			Jeremy wipes his nose on his sleeve before he whimpers, “Thank you, Duke. That was really nice of you to apologize after being so absolutely terrible to me. I forgive you.”

			

			I wanna sock him straight in the nose.

			“There, doesn’t that feel better?”

			I give Mr. Barnes an unimpressed look—my eyebrows low over my eyes, my arms folded across my chest.

			He got assigned to me right after the Andersons left, so almost three years now, and still, whenever it’s only me and him, he stands kinda funny and shifts his shoulder blades together like someone stuck an ice cube down the back of his perfectly starched shirt.

			“Now, if you’ve gotten all your bad behavior out of your system, come along, Delilah. Mrs. Bellamy is ready for you now.”

			I slouch around the couch and shuffle behind Mr. Barnes through the door to Mrs. Bellamy’s office, taking one last peek at Jeremy over my shoulder as I go.

			He wiggles his fingers at me in a smug wave and sticks his tongue out, smirking.

			I’d bet a whole dollar bill that all those tears just a minute ago were fake.

			What a worm.

			I shoulda pounded him when I had the chance.
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			We step into the room, and Mr. Barnes shuts the door behind us. Instantly, my head starts to spin. A sickly-sweet butterscotch smell fills the air.

			Mrs. Bellamy sits in an overstuffed dusty rose chair at a large oak desk. She’s got about thirty framed photographs of her grandkids scattered throughout the room like her family photo album sneezed everywhere.

			Her hair is a large, fluffed-up puff of silvery cotton candy, piled so high on top of her head that it bounces precariously like it’s about to fall off every time she talks. She’s got smudges of light blue eyeshadow on both of her wrinkly eyelids.

			When Mrs. Bellamy is around, Mr. Barnes tries real hard to act like he likes us kids. Well, at least like he likes his job. I try to act like I don’t mind him either. We both put on our best faces since Mrs. Bellamy, the foster system regional director, is a sweet old gal who tries to do the best she can with what the system’s given her. Even though she doesn’t realize that some of what it’s given her is a stuffy little man who cares for kids as much as regular people care for a blister on their heel.

			She leans forward over the big desk and gives me an exasperated smile.

			“Sounds like you may have used up some energy out there.” She pushes a bowl of candies toward me. “Perhaps you would like something sweet to refresh yourself.”

			

			I take a hard caramel in a crinkly gold wrapper and pop it in my mouth to be polite, but it’s definitely gross old lady candy. I suck on it as hard as I can, hoping it’ll shrink quickly so I can swallow it down.

			“I knew you’d like that,” she says with a delighted smile. “Every child does.”

			I force a half-hearted grin onto my face and nod, feeling more sticky sweetness trickle down my throat.

			Mr. Barnes sits down uncomfortably in the chair next to me. I can’t be positive, but out of the corner of my eye, I swear I see him move his seat a little to the left, away from mine—afraid I’ve got lice or something, I’m sure.

			I scoot my chair closer to him and give him the absolute most sugary smile I can conjure up. I love seeing him sweat.

			Mrs. Bellamy hums as she riffles through my paperwork. We just sit there, the three of us, for several minutes while she thumbs through things, and then, finally, she gives Mr. Barnes a small nod.

			I get the feeling I’m not gonna like what she’s about to say.

			“Well,” she pauses to dab her upper lip with a lacy handkerchief, smearing her hot pink lipstick in the process. “Young lady, I want to be honest with you. We’re in a bit of a pickle.”

			I glance at Mr. Barnes. He’s looking down at his scuffed leather shoes, pushing at a snag in the carpet with his toe.

			“Dill or bread and butter?” I laugh at my own joke, but no one else joins in. Great, this must be bad. Worse than usual.

			I get a sort of sad, pitying smile from Mrs. Bellamy before she takes a rattly breath and continues.

			“In your eleven and a half years within the foster system, do you happen to know how many homes you’ve stayed in?”

			I try counting in my head, but I can’t possibly remember them all. A few stand out, like the Andersons, who were like parents out of a fairytale—wonderful and lovely and apparently totally fictional, since they could just up and ditch me like that. Or Miss Rose. . . poor Miss Rose. I swallow more of the sickly sweet syrup down my throat, trying to distract myself from the sick knot in my stomach when I think about her.

			I remember a few group homes, too. Some were all right, most were pretty terrible, mainly because jerkwad Jeremy was usually there. Those never lasted long because after a brawl or two, they’d have to split us up. I have no idea how many homes I’ve been in, but I know it’s a lot.

			I shake my head.

			She gives me that sad puppy smile again before she continues. “Thirty-two. You’ve been in the care of thirty-two separate homes since you’ve been with us. That’s quite a few—more, in fact, than any other child I’ve ever seen in the forty years I’ve been the director.”

			I’m not in the mood for jokes or candies anymore. I just feel real sad. Thirty-two. Thirty-two families that didn’t want me. Thirty-two reasons why I’m not good enough.

			I feel so heavy I might sink through the floor.

			“Now, Duke dear, I’m not trying to tell you this to make you feel bad. It’s not your fault. Most of those situations we knew would be short-term from the beginning, but you’ve also had an unusual history of bad luck. Most recently, the fire, as you well know, but looking back, I see so many other odd events that were entirely out of your control. Burst pipes, evictions, family emergencies—so many unfortunate events have contributed to that number being so high. I don’t want you to take it personally.”

			Yeah, right.

			“That being said, the unfortunate reality is this—we are in a crisis within the foster system. Not many families are applying to become new foster parents, and many are withdrawing from the program altogether. Times are tough for so many of us right now, what with the war in Vietnam and all the political hubbub here in the States.”

			Mr. Barnes coughs lightly.

			Mrs. Bellamy looks his way and then continues. “Duke, we’ve run out of options for you. There are simply no more private families available to take you in.”

			My head snaps up. No more families?

			What happens to a kid with nowhere to go?

			My heart starts racing in my chest, pounding against my ribs like there’s a little man in there with a baseball bat, swinging away at my insides. I feel hot tears pricking my eyes. I blink them back, not wanting Mr. Barnes to see me cry.

			“Don’t worry, Duke. We wouldn’t push you out onto the street! I’m only saying we can’t place you with a private family. You are, of course, welcome to stay at the Merciful Heart home until you are eighteen. Winifred Mudge, the director there—you met her last night, dear—said she would be more than happy to take you in. She’s been needing help with the babies anyway. That poor woman is up to her eyeballs in dirty diapers! Could use an extra set of hands.”

			She chuckles at this, but somehow, that doesn’t make me feel a whole lot better. I bury my face in my palms, hoping that this is all a terrible dream and that any moment now I’ll wake up in my frilly, flowery bedroom at Miss Rose’s place with a purring Two Socks curled up at my feet.

			

			“Please,” I say, so quietly it’s almost a whisper, “please. Is there anywhere else, anywhere at all that might take me? I’ll be real good, I promise. They’ll barely know I’m there. I’ll keep my head down and I won’t ask for a thing. I’ll even share a house with Jeremy. There’s gotta be somewhere I can go.”

			There’s no immediate response, and my heart sinks. I chew my lip and pull at the threads of a hole in my overalls. Tick, tick, tick lumbers the clock. Even it sounds sorry for me.

			Mrs. Bellamy pulls open the drawer of her desk and begins rummaging through the files inside, then pulls out a small slip of paper.

			“There might be one other possibility, now that I think about it,” she says with her face all bunched up. “But it is rather unorthodox.”

			I perk right up. Criminy, I don’t care if they are sending me to a family on the moon. Anything is better than the streets of Brooklyn or washing cloth diapers for the next seven years of my life.

			She slides the slip of paper toward me. On it is written some names and an address I’ve never seen before. It tastes funny on my tongue as I read it out loud.

			Leon & Adelaide Winchester 

			524 Peach Blossom Lane, 

			Roseboro, Georgia

			Mr. Barnes’s head snaps up from looking at the carpet. I look at Mrs. Bellamy, confused.

			“Leon and Adelaide adopted a baby girl from us about eleven years ago. She was a darling angel—with rosy cheeks and sharp little eyes that didn’t miss a thing.” She smiles to herself.

			

			“I believe she was dropped off at Merciful Heart the same night you were, poor dears. The wind was blowing absolutely terribly, and the rain was coming down in sheets. I was so relieved we had heard the knock at the door and opened it right away. I can’t imagine what would have happened had you two sweet babes been out there all night.”

			I sit up straight now, on the very tippy edge of my seat, enraptured. This is the most I’ve ever heard about where I came from.

			“Anyway, the Winchesters moved back to their hometown in Georgia. Been there for about ten years. Last month I received a letter from them, asking if there was any possibility of fostering a girl about their Daisy’s age. Now, I had told them that was out of the question, as normally I have a strict policy of keeping children close to the center, but with your specific situation. . . and no adoption prospects in sight. . . .”

			At this, Mr. Barnes coughs.

			In agreement, no doubt. I glare at him.

			“I wonder if I might see if they are still interested. That is, if you would prefer that?”

			I swallow the rest of that nasty caramel whole and nearly leap out of my chair. “Yes! That! That’s what I want—anything but the diapers, please!”

			Mr. Barnes breathes out a disapproving harrumph. I sidestep just a little and step on his toes.

			Georgia! All I know about Georgia is that they’re mad for peaches and it’s awful far away, but right now it sounds like a lifeline in the middle of the ocean, and I’d be around the bend crazy not to take it.

			“Well, that settles it then. Go back to the children’s home and get some rest. I suspect you’ll be taking a very long drive in the morning.” Mrs. Bellamy slides a couple of hard candies into my hand and pats it with a wink. “For the road.”
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			Packing my bags is easy. I guess having a house fire helps with that. Mrs. Bellamy and Mrs. Mudge stock me up with some of the basics, and then I’ve got my backpack, full of my most precious things in the world.

			I pull out my camera and snap a picture of Mrs. Butterscotch Bellamy when she brings me my clothes and a duffel bag with three new boxes of film tucked in the side pocket. She’s sitting on the edge of my bed in Merciful Heart, smiling with her pink lips stretched all the way across her wrinkly cheeks. A gold candy wrapper sticks out of her dress pocket, and I think it’s kinda perfect. She might have rotten taste in candy, but she’s a good old bird.

			She gives me a hug so tight she nearly smothers me against her pillowy chest.

			“Things are about to look up for you, Duke,” she practically sings. “Just you wait!”

			And you know what? Against my better judgment, I believe her.

			Well, for a few minutes at least, until I hear a honk out front. Guess who my ride is? The delightful Mr. Barnes. Things will have to start looking up after I get to Georgia, ‘cause I can already tell the drive there won’t be too much fun.

			Mr. Barnes gets out of his station wagon. It’s the same color as a dirty penny you might find on the sidewalk, stuck to a piece of gum—mostly brownish but copper in the sun. He’s wearing a burgundy knit cardigan with five big buttons down the front over his usual starched shirt and tie. I glance down and notice he’s still wearing the suit pants and loafers. No dressing down for a road trip, I guess.

			He checks his watch, looking like he’s already tired of being stuck with me, even though we haven’t hit the road yet.

			I’m not looking that forward to spending the whole day with his royal stuffiness, either.

			“Oh, Mr. Barnes, you’re not looking too well. Terribly pale today. You sure you’re up to such a loooong trip with yours truly? Wouldn’t you rather Mrs. Bellamy drive? Or Mrs. Mudge over there? She drove me to Merciful Heart the other night, so I know she’s an awful safe driver. I’d be completely fine if you needed to stay home and get some rest.”

			I hope I’m sounding sincere.

			Mr. Barnes just raises one eyebrow behind the thick rim of his glasses and looks right at me, clearly understanding my intentions.

			“Oh, don’t you worry about me, Delilah.”

			He says my name extra pointed and slow. I resist the urge to stick my tongue out at him.

			“Trust me, there’s nothing I’d rather do than take you all the way to Georgia. Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

			For a split second after he says that, I swear I see the corner of his mouth twitch into a smirk. Well played, Barnes. I give him a slight nod, letting him know I understand him, too.

			Always the gentleman, despite our mutual dislike, Mr. Barnes comes to the curb and takes my big blue duffel bag to the back of the car. I’m grateful he leaves my backpack with me.

			I kick a pebble on the sidewalk and clear my throat.

			

			“Well, I guess this is goodbye, Mrs. Bellamy. I wanted to thank ya. . . you’ve always been nice, even though I know I probably gave you a pretty good headache sometimes.”

			She doesn’t say anything, but reaches out and scoops me toward her for another rib-crushing squeeze. I stand there, letting her hug me and maybe giving her a hug back, too.

			When she finally pulls away, I see a glimmer of what might be tears in her eyes.

			I’ve only ever had two other adults cry before when I had to leave, and that was Mr. and Mrs. Anderson. My heart gives an achy little limp in my chest.

			I try to hop in the front seat, but she pulls me back for one more bear hug, smashing my face into her butterscotch-scented dress.

			“You’re more than your family life, dear. Don’t forget that.”

			I’m glad she can’t see how hard I roll my eyes.

			When I finally get in the big brown car, and we pull away from Merciful Heart, I feel a strange tug in my chest.

			I realize, for the first time in my life, I’m the one leaving someone behind.
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			Mr. Barnes and I drive for a good long while, weaving through the city streets. I pull out my camera and snap a photograph of the brown brick tenement buildings, just in case they don’t have those in Georgia. Pasted on the sides are advertisements and posters for all sorts of things—burger joints and gelatin, hand soap and hair curlers. Large white sheets proclaim in big black letters, ‘HONOR KING: END RACISM!’

			It looks like the circus musta been in town recently, too, because I see quite a few posters calling out at the people walking along the sidewalk to ‘COME SEE THE DARING DEEDS AND ASTOUNDING SENSATIONS, LIKE NOTHING YOU’VE EVER SEEN!’ There’s a picture of a ringmaster on one of the posters. He’s got a big mustache that curls up at the ends and bright white teeth.

			We’ve been driving for an hour or two in silence when Mr. Barnes asks if I’d mind too much if he turned on some music. I’m thrilled about the idea because I’ve been sitting here wondering what in the world to talk to him about. He clicks on the 8-track with a thunk, and the soulful voice of Otis Redding drifts through the speakers.

			“Sittin’ in the mornin’ sun

			I’ll be sittin’ when the evenin’ comes

			Watching the ships roll in

			Then I watch ‘em roll away again, yeah”

			

			Mr. Barnes hums along and taps his hand against the steering wheel. He’s almost. . . pleasant. I wouldn’t have pegged him as an Otis Redding kind of guy before. I’m a real big fan myself, so I look out the window and smile as I hum along, too.

			It feels like the trip is going fast. Once we got out of the city and into Philadelphia and Maryland, it’s been mostly emerald trees and fields, and I can’t tear my eyes away. I’ve never seen this much green in my whole life. It might be my new favorite color. It feels happy—fresh and new and growing right up to the sky.

			I don’t know much about God, but Miss Rose always told me He finds surprising ways to talk to us, and I hope this is a message from Him. Maybe this trip to Georgia is the start of something good. Something that’s going to grow big and beautiful.

			I planted a garden with Mrs. Anderson once. We made a small space behind their little white house, next to the tree where Roy—Mr. Anderson—hung a tire swing for me. We planted tomatoes and cucumbers, and she showed me how deep a hole to make for each seed. I was worried at first, it seemed like she was pushing those tiny things so far down into the soil that they would never grow, but she said, “Bitty things are stronger than you think, Duke. Seedlings have a way of finding the light, no matter what. It’s the pushing and the searching in the deep, dark soil that makes the plant stronger later on.”

			I liked that a lot. And you know what? She was right. A few weeks later, the whole garden was sprinkled with green sprouts, peeking out of the soil and stretching their two leaves like they’d been taking a long afternoon nap and just stepped out into the sunshine, yawning and rubbing their eyes a bit, trying to wake up.

			We cared for the garden that whole summer, and those plants grew and grew. Every time I popped a tomato into my mouth, the warm, tangy juice bursting on my tongue felt like a miracle. And in a way, I guess it was—how they grew from almost nothing like that.

			I sure hope I’m like those seeds.

			The station wagon starts to slow down, and I look over at Mr. Barnes, who is now humming along to Think by Aretha Franklin. I smile a little. I always thought he listened to stuffy old opera or something. He looks over at me and then taps the gas gauge.

			“Tank’s low,” and then he pats his stomach. “Mine is too. There’s a service station ahead. I figured we could stop there for a fill-up.”

			We roll around the bend in the road, and a white building with emerald green trim comes into view. There’s a big round sign up top that has a red star with the words ‘RAY & ELLA’S GAS & GRUB’ splashed across it in yellow.

			As we turn into the parking lot, I hear a quiet “ding, ding” of a bell somewhere inside. Mr. Barnes switches off Aretha as a gas jockey comes trotting out of the station, sharply dressed in an all-white uniform and a smile. He looks like the cops we had back in Brooklyn, but a lot cheerier, like he eats a bowl of sugar cubes for breakfast every morning.

			The attendant’s uniform has “Chip” embroidered on the front pocket, and he gets us gassed up, cleans the windshield, and checks our oil in a jiffy. Mr. Barnes tips him a dollar, and we pull into a parking space in front of the cafe as Chip nods his hat to us.

			The moment Mr. Barnes opens the door for me, my nose is overwhelmed with heavenly smells—pot roast, burgers, and apple pie.

			“Well, look at these two hungry travelers! Help yourself to a spot at the counter and I’ll be with you in a minute,” greets a jolly old lady—probably Ella—as she places a fresh cherry pie in a glass display case.

			My mouth starts to water just looking at it.

			We sit at the counter, and I kick my feet as they dangle over the mint and white checkered floor. The orange vinyl stool squeaks and sticks to the back of my legs. I instantly like the place.

			“Stop kicking your legs so incessantly, you’re not running a marathon, for goodness’ sake.”

			Ah. Cranky Mr. Barnes is back. I think maybe he ought to listen to the radio all the time. I like him a lot better with it on.

			Ella comes through the swinging chrome doors and takes our orders. I ask for a ham and cheese sandwich with a glass of Coke, pretty please, and Mr. Barnes orders split pea soup and milk.

			While we wait, I look around the diner. Silver jukeboxes gleam on the tables, and Coca-Cola advertisements plaster the walls. A grinning old man sits with his grandson in the booth at the end of the room, sharing some pancakes. I’m itching to take a picture of it all, so I dash out to the trusty old station wagon to grab my backpack.

			“Where do you think you are going, young lady?” Mr. Barnes squawks.

			I just roll my eyes and ignore him.

			When I come back inside, our lunches have been brought out, and there is a frosty glass overflowing with strawberry milkshake next to my plate. The whipped cream and maraschino cherry on top are starting to slide down the side, so I dash over and lick it off. The sweetness hits my tongue and my heart all at once, it’s so good.

			I lick my lips, step back, and click, snap a photo. Ella leans against the chrome edge of the countertop, looking picture perfect. Underneath her white curls that remind me of fluffy whipped cream clouds on a blue sky day, her eyes twinkle behind her cat-eye glasses. Mr. Barnes sits on his stool, blowing on a spoonful of soup. I shake the film to dry it and grin to myself.

			Another memory for the collection.

			After we eat, Mr. Barnes unclicks his briefcase and pulls out a white cotton dress with puff sleeves and buttons down the front.

			I hold my breath, not wanting it to blow away like a spiderweb in the wind.

			“Mrs. Bellamy sent it for you. She wanted you to have something nice to wear when you meet the Winchesters. Why don’t you go put it on and see if you can’t do something about your hair, too. You don’t want to meet them looking like a scarecrow.”

			I resist the urge to stick my tongue out at him as I walk away. I’m too over-the-moon happy about this dress.

			I go to the restroom and swap out of my jean shorts and striped t-shirt. The dress is so soft as it slides over my head, that it feels like a mama’s whisper at bedtime, or at least what I imagine that would be like—light and comfortable. I get my hands wet in the sink and wash my face and run my fingers through my hair, trying to untangle the ends. Miss Rose always chuckled and told me my hair reminded her of the yarn basket after the cats got into it—a knotted mess.

			I look in the mirror, and I’m pretty pleased with what I see. My cheeks are pink, and freckles dance across my nose. My blonde hair hangs nicely to my chin, instead of looking windswept and wild like it normally does. The dress fits me nice, and my teal eyes sparkle. I look like the kind of girl I’d want to have as a daughter, if I were a grown-up.

			The only part of my outfit I’m not thrilled about is my shoes. I wish I had a pair of shiny patent leather Mary Janes and socks with a ruffly trim, but I don’t have anything else besides my black high-top sneakers, so they’ll have to do.

			When I come back, Mr. Barnes is already outside. I nod to Ella, who is taking a rag to our spots. She smiles at me approvingly as she looks over the improvements I made.

			“Thank you for the milkshake. It was real neat of ya to do that.”

			“Oh, you’re welcome, sweetheart. But it wasn’t me. It was that nice man you were with—he ordered it for you. He said you deserved something sweet. He’s waiting outside. You skitter along out to him and come back soon, you hear?”

			Mr. Barnes ordered me a milkshake without me begging or pestering or nagging him or nothing? Holy smoke.

			I skip right out the door of the restaurant—and freeze.

			There, by his car, is Mr. Barnes. But he doesn’t even see me smiling at him because he’s staring at one of the windows, which is shattered into about a million pieces. He leans over and gingerly reaches through the opening, careful to avoid the glass shards poking out all around the edges like lion’s teeth. When he stands up straight, he’s picked up a large rock off the back seat, and it’s got a piece of paper stuck to it with a rubber band. The note only has two words, scribbled in thick black marker.

			GO HOME

			

			Glass clatters together in an unfriendly cacophony as Mr. Barnes uses rags from Ella’s diner to gather as much of it together and out of the backseat as possible.

			I blink back hot tears as I pick the last remaining bits out of the cracks of the seat.

			“So,” he clears his throat, “what do you think? Want to turn around?”

			“No.”

			“I’m sure it won’t be that bad, Delilah. Winifred is a good woman and—”

			Burning anger creeps into my cheeks.

			“I said NO, Mr. Barnes. Don’t you think it’s stupid for someone to tell a kid to go home when they don’t even have one, anyways? I’m not going back. I’m never going back.”

			Any argument I expected from him doesn’t appear. He simply pats me on the shoulder and nods without saying a word.

			We get back into the car, and this time Mr. Barnes doesn’t even reach for the radio dial. He just stares at the road ahead of us. I notice he’s gripping the steering wheel so tight that his knuckles have gone pale.

			I look out the window and watch the trees blur by as we drive for hours in silence. Every once in a while, I blow hot breath on the window and draw pictures to pass the time, but mostly I sit there and think.

			I’ve got that same twisty, sorry feeling in my gut that I got sitting on the curb outside Miss Rose’s place after the fire.

			The rock was somehow all my fault.

			Someone lured me into that old apartment that night. Someone wanted me to know I had a mom and a dad somewhere out there. And now someone definitely doesn’t want me to go to Georgia.

			

			Joke’s on them. I wouldn’t go back even if a Soviet Sputnik crashed right onto the long road in front of me.

			I’m gonna get away from Merciful Heart, and then I’m gonna find my parents, no matter what.
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			I know we must be in Roseboro when I see tangles of white rose bushes scattered along the side of the road and in front of nearly every house. There’s not a single apartment building or skyscraper as far as I can see, only a jungle of ferns, splashed with roses.

			Instead of asphalt, there are red dirt roads, rumbling under the tires of the station wagon. The lever creaks as I crank it to roll down the window, the noise joining a strange buzzing sound that rings through the air.

			“Do you hear that? Cicadas. Been a long time since I’ve heard those,” Mr. Barnes says.

			The air’s hot and humid—it feels thick. Sweat gathers in pools under my legs, and my new cotton dress sticks to my stomach, which is currently tying itself in knots.

			We pass the main drag of an old downtown and turn down a side road lined with trees that look like they’ve draped themselves in moss the way I’ve seen movie stars wear feather boas around their necks. Miss Rose always said they were a “riot,” whatever that means.

			“Live oaks,” Mr. Barnes says, pointing to the trees and glancing at me with a contented smile.

			Mr. Barnes rolls to a stop in front of a happy, light green cottage with mounds of white roses out front and a big front porch with swirly wooden trim that makes it look like a gingerbread house.

			There’s a girl lounging on the porch swing when we pull up. She’s got long red hair pulled into a thick braid on one side. It’s the same deep copper color as the caramel apples Hattie Anderson used to make in the fall.

			She’s petting a big, fluffy white cat with a grey face. The cat makes me smile when it looks up. It looks like it’s been reading the newspaper too closely and got the ink smudged onto its nose.

			The girl cocks her head as we approach the house. She must be Daisy, the way her quick eyes assess us in an instant, not missing a thing, just like Mrs. Bellamy said.

			The knot in my stomach pulls tighter. I usually try not to care two licks what people think, but I find myself hoping she’ll like me.

			A long, low creak breaks the silence, and a man and woman step out of the house and into the sunshine. They’re a funny match. He’s all brawn and brass, and she’s willowy with pale skin and raven black hair. But I can tell right away that they’re meant for each other. They hold hands and laugh as they hop down the steps and walk our way.

			“Stay here for a minute while I go talk to the Winchesters about our eventful journey here,” Mr. Barnes says, his eyes lingering on the girl on the porch. And then thinks for a minute and adds, “And behave.”

			Like I’d hotwire his car or something. My eyes just about roll out of my head.

			The excitement drains from Mr. and Mrs. Winchester’s faces as Mr. Barnes pulls them away from the car and begins to speak. I can’t hear what’s being said, but I see them exchange nervous glances, and my chest tightens.

			What if they send me back?

			I take deep breaths, hoping I don’t start to cry. That’d really be the icing on the cake—to be blubbering like a big baby on top of everything else.

			

			After a few minutes, Mr. Barnes turns back to the car and opens my door. I step out, even though I’d rather eat one of Jeremy Wannacott’s socks than look them in the eye as they tell me they didn’t bargain for all this.

			“Delilah, I’d like you to meet Leon and Adelaide Winchester.”

			My tongue refuses to cooperate, so I just nod and mumble “niceameetchoo” under my breath.

			Mr. Barnes’s eyes narrow. He isn’t pleased with my lack of impeccable manners.

			The Winchesters don’t grimace like he does. They’re friendly and welcoming as they introduce themselves, but I can still see the worry etched into their faces.

			Daisy crunches across the red dirt and scoots in between Leon and Adelaide, still eyeballing me and the banged-up car.

			I flinch and wonder what she’s thinking. Does she see my raggedy sneakers that don’t have any business being worn with a dress like this? Does she see the worry carved into Mr. Barnes’s eyebrows? Does she see the way I’m trying to figure her out, too?

			She’s got a mole near the corner of her right eye, and when we make eye contact, I hold my breath.

			Her eyes are teal, exactly like mine.

			I’ve never met another soul with teal eyes.

			Not until now.

			Please God, if you’re out there, let that be a sign that I’ll fit in here.

			“Daisy girl,” Mr. Winchester clears his throat, “this is Delilah. She’s come all the way from the foster system in New York, and she’s gonna be stayin’ with us for a while.”

			The way Daisy’s jaw drops when her daddy tells her who I am tells me she didn’t know I was coming.

			Great.

			About the last thing I need today is to drive 800 miles just to get rejected by family number thirty-three because it slipped their mind to mention to their daughter that I was coming.

			Daisy’s gaze snaps back to me, and although she seems surprised, her eyes are sharp, not startled. She sticks her hand into the space between us, and a smile broadens her pink cheeks. A real smile, not a mask.

			The tangle of nerves in my gut loosens a little. I shake her hand. It’s warm with blue nail polish.

			“Hey,” she says.

			“Hey, back,” I manage to stammer out.

			Daisy’s mama looks back and forth between us and the worry lines in her forehead soften.

			“Leon, why don’t we take Mr. Barnes inside to get a nice cool glass of sweet tea and leave the girls to acquaint themselves? Gals, there’s a big tire swing over there just callin’ your names.”

			There’s a large tree with long, waxy leaves in front of the house. Daisy pads over and slips off her sandals. I follow suit. The soft grass feels like heaven on my bare feet.

			We swing in silence for a while, both not quite sure of what to say.

			Daisy finds her words first. “It’s lovely to meet ya, Delilah. Was the—”

			“It’s Duke, actually. I go by Duke, not Delilah. Every other adult I know has called me that since I was tiny, since I’ve never been afraid to slug someone or duke it out if they get on my nerves. I hate being called Delilah, but Mr. Barnes never remembers that. Actually, I think he chooses not to.”

			

			Immediately, I wish I hadn’t opened my big mouth. I should have just let Daisy call me whatever she wanted. Cripes, she could call me Stinksack if she wanted, and I wouldn’t say a word. I just can’t go back to Merciful Heart. I can’t go back to a life that only holds dirty diaper duty. And now I’ve probably hurt her feelings.

			But Daisy doesn’t frown or call me rude. She just nods and goes on.

			“All right, Duke. Was the drive terribly long all the way from New York? I haven’t been back since I was a baby, but I’ve read Stuart Little and I imagine it’s awfully excitin’. I like Roseboro, but not much happens here—just crickets and cicadas. Have ya’ll heard the cicadas yet? Papaw says they’re extra loud this year on account of how blisterin’ hot it’s been lately. Is it this hot in New York? I reckon it probably isn’t, but it doesn’t hurt to ask. I’m sorry—am I ramblin’? Your eyes are gettin’ about as big as the Moon Pies Papaw buys me at Hess’s, so I can tell I am. Hess’s is the only grocery store we’ve got in Roseboro. I bet you can’t believe that, since you probably had one on every corner in the city! Anyways, Mama always says I can out-chatter a grackle bird, so feel free to stop me anytime.”

			My nose starts to crinkle up and before I can stop it a laugh bubbles out of me. And then it won’t stop coming. I just laugh and laugh and laugh. I laugh so hard and so long that Daisy joins in and we both sit there on that tire swing laughing until our sides ache.

			“I’m sorry,” I say. “It’s just that I wish I had a nickel for every time Mr. Barnes, he’s my case worker—you know, the guy who looks like he’s been sucking on a pickle—anyways, I wish I had a nickel for every time he’s told me how much I was bugging him when I run my mouth. I can’t imagine what he’d do surrounded by the two of us.”

			“Duke, I think we’re gonna get along fine. Us chatterboxes gotta stick together, anyhow. We’re the only ones that can keep up with each other! I’ll be honest with ya, I wasn’t sure what to make of you at first. That big brown wagon pulled up in the driveway lookin’ like a bad omen with its busted-up window. And then Mama and Papa seemed so grim as they were talkin’ to that Mr. Barnes of yours. I tried to hear what they were sayin’ from the porch, but they were whisperin’ like they were in a Sunday sermon. I’ve never seen them quite that nervous before.”

			Great. I’ve only been here ten minutes, and I’ve already ruined these nice people’s lives. Classic Duke.

			“What are your mom and dad like? You know, when they aren’t worrying about some kid from Brooklyn trailing bad luck behind her?”

			Daisy cocks her head again at that and eyes me closely. “You really think you’ve got bad luck?”

			“I know it.”

			Her eyes narrow, thick black lashes framing the teal in the middle. Then she flips her braid over her shoulder with a grin. “Well, we’re just gonna have to change that, then.”

			Clearly, she doesn’t know how stubborn my misfortune can be. Just ask the thirty-two people who sent me back to Merciful Heart.

			“Anyways, you asked about my parents. My pa’s a real proud man—been a fisherman his whole life, swears he’s caught just about everything there is to catch from Savannah to Charleston and beyond. His papa was a shrimper, and Daddy started helpin’ him when he was only seven. He must have saltwater in his veins, he’s spent so much time at sea and on the estuaries. I’ve never seen him bat so much as an eyelash when things go wrong, not even when the floodwaters got so high durin’ a hurricane that we had to bring the dogs and chickens inside with us. There were feathers everywhere! But I guess once you live through enough storms where the ocean seems so angry it’s determined to swallow you up, most things don’t bother ya much anymore. That’s why it scared me to see him a little ruffled talking to Mr. Barnes.”

			I can picture Mr. Winchester on the open ocean. It explains the broad shoulders, brown arms, and sun-bleached hair. Honestly, I’d have been shocked if Daisy had told me he was an accountant or something. A fisherman just makes sense.

			“And your mom?”

			“Mama’s a librarian. She’s run the Fanny Finch Memorial Library ever since I can remember—takin’ me with her during the days when I was too small to stay home by myself. She’d pull a stack of books as tall as I was, and I’d sit in the warm patch of sunshine near the window and read an’ read while she organized the shelves and stamped due dates on cards inside the books folks were checkin’ out. She’s quiet and kind, but she’s confident too. When she tells someone makin’ a ruckus in the library to hush up, they listen. She’s like one of the white roses Roseboro is named for—real pretty and dainty, but ya can’t go pickin’ ‘em willy-nilly unless you want a handful of thorns. I’ve never heard her yell, and I’ve certainly never heard her curse, even when I’ve done somethin’ extra naughty, like the time I got kicked out of Sunday school for pullin’ Opal Sherman’s braids. Mama’s unflappable. And she’s gentle. Papa always calls her his Southern Belle. You’ll like her.”

			I want to stop myself so it doesn’t hurt so much when I have to leave, but I think I already like Daisy and her family. Something about her echoes in my heart—kicking up dust and stirring up a memory of me and Hattie stretched out in the sunshine, reading Charlotte’s Web.

			“‘Why did you do all this for me?’ Wilbur asked. ‘I don’t deserve it. I’ve never done anything for you.’ Charlotte replied, ‘You have been my friend. That in itself is a tremendous thing.’”

			That must have been four years ago, and thinking about it now, I can still taste the hot tears that rolled down my cheeks when Charlotte died. I shake my head and shove the memory back into a shoebox, locking it away in my mind.

			“You wanna go inside? It’s real hot out here.” I ask, suddenly tired of chatting.

			Daisy’s eyes flick over my face for a moment before she slaps a smile on. “Sure! Mama’s got some fresh lemonade, or there’s a Coke in the cooler. We could get somethin’ cold to drink and then I could show ya to my room. Well, our room now, I guess!”

			I nod, and my once again tangly hair bounces in front of my eyes. I blow it back with a puff of breath. Daisy grabs my hand in hers and we head up the creaking front steps. Just before I close the screen door behind us, I look up at the sun winking at me through the leaves of the old tree and smile.

			“Duke?” Daisy says.

			“Yeah?”

			“I’m thinkin’ that busted-up car of yours was a good omen, after all.”
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			You know those moments that smack you upside the head like a baseball you weren’t expecting? Well, I just got a line drive, right to the forehead.

			There I was, minding my own business and unpacking my blue duffel bag, when who should walk into the room but Mr. Barnes. I made a point of pretending I hadn’t heard him come in and kept talking to Daisy, trying to see how long the guy would stand there awkwardly—like the scruffy dogs that eyeball you on the street, hoping you’ll toss a chunk of peanut butter sandwich their way.

			It took him about a minute and a half of standing in the doorway, looking every direction in the room except at me, before he made an odd squeaky sound, like he was trying to clear his throat with a hamster stuck in it.

			I looked up in feigned surprise that turned into real surprise super quick once I noticed he was carrying a small, neatly-wrapped gift in his hand.

			“I know I’ve always been a little. . . uneasy. . . around children, Delilah,” (he could say that again,) “but I did want to give you something before I left. I noticed during our visits that you seemed to enjoy these, and I thought perhaps you might want to have this. Maybe you won’t, I’m not sure. But, anyways, this is for you. Best of luck.”

			Mr. Barnes quickly and stiffly pushed the present into my hands and glanced at Daisy with misty eyes as he turned on his heels and nearly ran out of the room.

			I turned the gift over in my hands, trying to make heads or tails out of what just happened. What could prickly Mr. Barnes want to give me—the pain in his side, the royal ache in his tush, the proud cause of the travel-sized bottle of headache medicine he keeps in his old briefcase? I bet myself a quarter right then and there that it was a copy of some prim and proper etiquette book or something. To give me some lecture on manners as his final goodbye—that would be exactly like him, wouldn’t it?

			I pull on the grey ribbon. Crisp white wrapping paper falls open, and there, smiling at me, is a shiny, bright yellow copy of Nancy Drew and The Clue in the Diary.

			Wham. Crack. Grand Slam straight to the head.

			I stare at the book for a minute, shocked and amazed on two accounts. First, that Mr. Barnes even brought me a gift at all. I thought being rid of each other would be the best gift either of us could ever ask for. And second, that he somehow noticed, in between nagging me all the time, that I like Nancy Drew novels.

			I dash into the hall and out the screen door onto the porch, where I see him getting into the station wagon that’s now got cardboard taped up where the window should be.

			“Mr. Barnes!” My sneakers thunder down the steps. “Mr. Barnes! Wait!”

			He pauses and looks up at me through his glasses, half into the front seat.

			I dash across the dirt and crash into him, giving him a big hug. He tenses up, and then softens and pats me on the back.

			“Thank you, Mr. Barnes. Thank you.”

			“You’re very welcome, Delilah. You take care of yourself, and stay out of trouble, for Pete’s sake.”

			I pull back and roll my eyes at him.

			

			He smiles and winks, pats my head, and then gets into the car and drives away, leaving a red dust ghost of the station wagon behind him.

			As I watch him go, I feel a little twinge in my heart, like the zap of static from a balloon.

			I stand there for a minute until the dust all drifts away and sweat runs down the back of my neck. The heat means business here. I turn and climb the front porch steps again, memorizing the creaky song they sing.

			A song I think I’m gonna like.
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			W hen I get back to Daisy’s room, she’s sitting on the wooden Jenny Lind bed Mr. Winchester set up for me across from hers, looking at my new novel.

			“You like Nancy Drew?” I ask.

			“Do I? She’s my favorite! I even named my cat after her friend Bess. Take a gander at this,” she says, and opens her closet door to reveal a whole row of yellow books on a shelf.

			“Feel free to read ‘em anytime you want. I’ve got just about most of ‘em, I reckon.”

			Daisy Winchester might be my new favorite person in the whole world.

			I finish putting away my clothes, and we sit on the white chenille bedspread while I show her all the Polaroids I’ve taken.

			She inspects each one like a detective, peppering me with questions about every detail and person.

			She pauses on the photo of Roy and Hattie on their porch.

			“And who’s this? They look nice.”

			Their crinkly-smiling eyes bore holes into my chest. I resist the urge to snatch the picture out of her hands and shove it under my pillow.

			“Just some foster parents I had a few years ago.”

			The weight of what I don’t say hangs in the air between us.

			Bess comes into the room on silent feet and hops up onto the bed with a jingle of her collar. She snuggles up between us, purring like the motorcycles that used to rumble up and down the road beneath my window in Brooklyn.

			Daisy reaches absentmindedly to scratch behind Bess’s ears as she looks at the photo of the Andersons, and my breath catches. Her left hand is small and curled up, like nothing I’ve ever seen before. I can’t imagine it works much at all.

			Daisy catches me staring and waves her hand through the air, like she’s swatting away the awkward feeling like a fly at a picnic.

			“You can ask, you know. I ain’t gonna bite ya. I was born this way. They found me that night on the step of the orphanage with my hand like this. But I don’t want ya to feel sorry for me none. I don’t let it slow me down one bit. Just about anything I wanna do, I can. Ask my daddy. I caught the biggest fish of the season last year. A grouper the length of my arm! The normal one.”

			Daisy laughs, putting me at ease.

			Mrs. Winchester knocks on the door frame to our room, smiling when she sees us sitting together on the bed.

			“You gals hungry for supper?”

			I love the way she talks. Her voice is soft, and the words roll together like a song, not like the loud, harsh voices I’m used to hearing.

			All four of us—Daisy, Leon and Adelaide, and me—sit at the kitchen table and stuff ourselves silly with fried green tomatoes, okra, biscuits, and shrimp Leon caught himself. They tell me funny stories about the trouble Daisy would get into as a toddler and ask me all sorts of questions about myself, like what my favorite color is and what holidays I like best, and if I’ve ever had a dog.

			

			And as we all sit there, laughing and eating and listening to the cicadas buzz through the open window, for the first time in a long time, I feel like I’m home.
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			Everyone else in the county is probably sound asleep, except me. I’ve been lying here for hours, listening to the clock tick sleepily on the wall—its rhythm pouring out like maple syrup from a bottle, slow and steady. It keeps time for the crickets and tree frogs chirping in the rose bush outside Daisy’s window.

			Every now and then, Bess swishes her tail back and forth on Daisy’s bed, dreaming of chasing the mice under the henhouse.

			After we washed and dried the dinner plates, Daisy and I sat on the front porch, watching the fireflies. I loved watching their little glows blink on and off.

			That was hours ago, and even then, Rhett and Scarlett—the Winchesters’ two bloodhounds—snored under the porch swing, their long ears pooled around their paws like waterfalls.

			What I would give to be a sleepy old hound dog, right about now.

			I flop my face into the pillow, heave a big sigh, and give up.

			The mattress springs squeak underneath me as I roll over and slide my hand into the pillowcase until I feel a crinkle against my fingers.

			“Daisy.” My voice seeps into the space between our beds. “Daisy, are you awake?”

			She shifts groggily and lifts her head from the pillow, her hair a tangled mess. “I can be. What’s goin’ on?”

			

			I don’t know why I’m waking her up in the middle of the night. Or why I’m about to show her the red envelope. I don’t know why I trust her so much when I’ve only been here a handful of hours, but I do. Plus, if I don’t tell someone about everything that’s happened in the last couple of days, I might explode, and that would make a big mess. So instead of cramming everything back down like I normally do, I take a deep breath and begin to speak.

			“I wanna show you something, something no one else has ever seen. I think it might be the key to finding my mom and dad,” I whisper, hoping she doesn’t think I’m crazy.

			Quick as a flash, Daisy leaps across the divide between our beds and lands on top of mine, which groans under the impact. She shimmies closer until we sit knee to knee.

			“Duke Foster! You sure know how to wake a girl up! Let’s see it!”

			She switches on the small lamp on the nightstand, and a stream of soft, warm light pours into the room.

			It’s a happy, safe space.

			I take another deep breath to calm my nerves. The house smells like clean bedding, pine floors, and vanilla and cinnamon from the rice pudding Mrs. Winchester made after dinner. I’m grateful to be here, with Daisy’s beaming face sitting across from me. I’m relieved to have someone listen as I try to untangle my last few days.

			It’s nice not to be alone.

			“I’ll show you, but first I have to tell you about the fire.”

			Daisy’s eyes pop open wide, and any last traces of sleep jump right out the window and run down the dirt road. I’ve got her attention. That’s something I’ve already learned about Daisy—she’s an awful good listener.

			“It was a couple days ago,” I heave in a great breath, trying to still the jitters spreading across my palms, “Miss Rose and I watched a nature program about the secrets of the sea on the TV and had a couple oatmeal raisin cookies before bed. I was real tired when we said goodnight, but I hadn’t been asleep long before I was woken up by Miss Rose’s big grey parrot, Dustbunny, squawkin’ at the top of his lungs, ‘My, my, it’s hot! My, My, it’s hot!’”

			“I remember thinking he was the most annoying bird in the world, but then I smelled the smoke. It was thick and bit at the back of my throat.”

			Daisy’s eyes grow big and round, like teal saucers.

			“I sprang outta bed and ran into the living room and found Miss Rose in the kitchen, looking like a lost little girl. Smoke was pouring into the apartment from under the front door, and there she was, standing in her nightgown and curlers with smoke billowing all around. I grabbed her hand and shook it, and told her we had to go right then.

			“Miss Rose worked on unlatching the door to Dustbunny’s cage, and he kept on croaking, ‘My, my, it’s hot! My, my, it’s hot,’ except he started sounding more like a bullfrog than a parrot, the way the smoke coated all our throats and ate them raw. She threw open the window to the fire escape while I grabbed my backpack—stuffed full with the only things I care for in the whole world, and slipped on my sneakers.”

			The feelings of that moment flash through my mind, tinged a hot red and orange, and black with fear. I push them back.

			“We scrambled down the ladder as fast as we could, the cats streaking ahead and Dustbunny flapping his wings above us. When we got to the bottom, the fire department had pulled up and started blasting the place with water, but it was too late. The fire was gulping down the whole building. Soon, there was nothing left.”

			Daisy’s eyes glisten. My hands tremble. She grabs one and holds on like she’s trying to keep me together.

			“You musta been so scared.”

			“That was the weird thing—I wasn’t, at least not while the fire was burning and stuff. My heart was just beating like crazy. And then once I knew we were safe, something started to bug me—like somehow it was all my fault. I didn’t get truly scared until later, when I found what I’m about to show you.”

			A barred owl somewhere out in the magnolia trees hoots twice, like he’s encouraging me to continue, waiting to hear how the rest of the story unfolds.

			I tell Daisy about it all—about Two Socks, dashing down the alley. About climbing the fire escape and creeping through the stinky old apartment. About the tuna can, the red envelope waiting there for me, and about the mysterious stranger who watched me from the shadows and disappeared into the night.

			Daisy turns the delicate brass button over and over in her hand, inspecting every tiny detail.

			“DB,” she whispers. “What could that mean? Do you really think this belonged to whoever was watchin’ you?”

			I nod solemnly, biting my lip. “It has to. I would have seen it on my way through the alley if it had been there before. The whole place was so grimy it stuck out like a sore thumb.”

			“You’re probably right. How about that note? Let me see that, too.”

			A shiver runs through me like I’m cold, even though the Georgia breeze coming through the window blows hot and humid. I hand the notecard to Daisy, who reads it out loud.

			

			To our dearest Delilah. 

			Love, Mom & Dad.

			The words sound sweet and sad all at once, and they hang in the air longer than they should.

			She sucks in a breath with a low whoosh sound, and looks up at me, her face as pale as the moon hanging low outside the window.

			“Duke, was there. . . anything else. . . with the note? Anything at all?”

			My bedhead flops into my eyes as I nod. I place the bracelet on the white bedspread between our knees. A moonbeam shines directly on it, like even the moon is leaning closer to get a better look. The silver glitters in the milky light, and the little horse rears on its hind legs, tiny and brilliant. It’s so lifelike, I swear I can hear an itty-bitty whinny.

			I look up at Daisy, only to find that she’s slapped a hand over her mouth and looks like she’s seen a dang ghost. Before I can say a word, she slides off the bed and pads quietly toward her dresser, rummages through the top drawer, and returns.

			Her knuckles squeeze tightly as she carries whatever she’s got over to the bed, and then slowly, reverently, places an identical bracelet next to mine. The twin ponies shimmer and prance together.

			We lock eyes.

			“And the note?” I whisper.

			Daisy slides a notecard onto the bed, the same scrawly handwriting dancing across the page.

			

			To our darling Daisy.

			Love, Mom & Dad.

			“While you were talkin’ I kept thinkin’ the note sounded awfully familiar, and once I saw your bracelet, I knew why. I’ve got one just like it. Except they found mine tucked into my blanket the night I was left out there on that rainy step outside Merciful Heart. I’ve had it all my life.”

			An electric feeling begins to crawl up my legs, from my toes to my knees, up to my stomach, arms, and spine as I stare at the identical notes and bracelets.

			“Daisy,” I breathe, “I was left out on the doorstep at Merciful Heart, too.”

			I glance quickly up at the moon pouring out its silvery beams through the bedroom window, and then back to her.

			“Do you know what this means? I think it means we’re. . . sisters.”

			“We’re not just sisters, Duke. We’re twins.”

			Twins.

			The word hangs in the air like a firework on the Fourth of July—silent, pausing in the sky for a moment, before erupting into a kaleidoscope of color.

			I know there’s a whole world outside this little yellow bedroom, a world full of fear and confusion and uncertainty. A world where the current can sweep me away at any time. But for this one perfect moment, there’s nothing else. Right now, there’s just me and Daisy—sisters.

			So much of the pain and loneliness and shifting sands of the last eleven years blow out the window on the breeze, like ashes in the wind.

			A sister.

			I have a sister.

			

			Me, the girl with no mom and dad, the girl who’s been passed around thirty-two different homes, the girl with the worst luck in the universe, has a sister.

			Family.

			I hear myself whisper out loud. “We’re family.”
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			We’re family.

			We’re family.

			We’re family.

			The words echo through my pounding heart and taste sweet on my tongue. Daisy wraps me up in a big bear hug. The moon grins down on us as we laugh and cry tears of joy together.

			We sit this way for a long time, soaking it all in.

			Sisters.

			Family.

			Twins.

			I could have sat here forever, but all of a sudden, Daisy bolts upright like she sat on a bee.

			“Duke! What in the world are we doin’ sittin’ here blubberin’? We’ve gotta tell Mama and Daddy! We’ve got a mystery to solve. This is better than a Nancy Drew novel, for land’s sake!”

			A wave of nerves and nausea pour over me. I shake my head vehemently. “No, no, no. We can’t tell Leon and Adelaide, Daisy.”

			Her forehead tightens, stitching her brows close together in concern. “And why not?”

			I pick at the chenille threads of the bedspread, chewing my lip so hard the taste of blood spreads across my tongue.

			“My whole life’s been decided by adults. Every home I’ve ever gone to, every school, even my last name, for goodness sake—it’s all been chosen by someone else. I never get a say. And they do the best they can, I’m sure, but in the end, no matter if it was a good thing or not, I didn’t pick it. This is a chance for me to chase the life I want, without someone else telling me what to do or that I’m picking the wrong thing.”

			I hop off the bed and grab Daisy’s hands with my own. They feel cool to the touch and shake, just a little bit. “I can’t risk a grown-up keeping me from finding our mom and dad. Please, can’t we keep this between us? It will be our own little sister secret.”

			Love, loyalty, and pity war across her face, and for a minute, I worry she’ll disagree. I squeeze her hands tighter and hope.

			A long, slow breath rumbles out of her lips. “I don’t like it, but fine.”

			The vice grip releases from my chest. I beam at her, grateful.

			She snatches a black and white composition notebook off the nightstand and settles back onto the bed, opening to a fresh page and holding her pencil at the ready.

			“Now, I want ya to start at the beginnin’ and don’t you even think about leavin’ a thing out! Every tiny detail counts. I never thought too much about it seein’ as I’ve had mine since we were babies, and I figured our parents were long gone, but your bracelet showin’ up outta the blue like that? That’s a lead. That tells me that they must be out there somewhere. If we find ‘DB’ we might find our mom and dad.”

			I talk and she writes, and by the time we finish, the blushing sun peeks over the drooping moss of the live oak trees outside, turning everything pink and hazy. We’ve scribbled out everything I can remember from the night of the fire. We both flop back onto my pillows, exhausted, but happy.

			

			“Geez,” I laugh, “I think we’ve written down everything we possibly could. If you write one more thing, I think that poor pencil of yours is going to burst into tears.”

			Daisy giggles, her laughter bubbling out like a cool brook you’d wanna dip your toes in on a hot day—friendly and unrestrained.

			“Wouldn’t that be a sight! The question becomes,” she says as she massages her temples, “now we’ve done all this writin’, what next? How do we find the mysterious ‘DB?’”

			I screw my lips up as I think, turning the brass button over and over in my hands, rubbing the crest with my thumb.

			“The main problem is that ‘DB’ is somewhere in New York, and we’re all the way down here in Georgia. We don’t know their phone number or address, we don’t know their name, and we don’t even know what they look like! They ran away from me that night. How do you find someone who doesn’t wanna be found?”

			Daisy taps the pink eraser of her pencil against the notebook, pondering. Her face brightens.

			“I’ve got it! Mama keeps a phone book for every state in the library. How ‘bout this morning we go on down there with her and see if we can’t find someone with a ‘D’ first name and a ‘B’ last name? There’s gotta be at least a few, and that’ll give us a good start.”

			Just as I start to nod, Daisy’s mama calls us to breakfast, her voice ringing out like a song.

			We make our way down the hall and find a dainty crochet tablecloth covered with dishes full of steaming sliced ham, fried eggs, and bowls of something that looks a little like mashed potatoes.

			I’ve never had mashed potatoes for breakfast, and I’m not sure I want to start.

			

			A nudge to my arm tips me off balance, and Daisy laughs, pointing to the bowl. “Grits! They’re real good!” She sits down and shovels a spoonful into her mouth, dripping melted butter down her chin.

			I don’t want to hurt her feelings, so I lift a spoonful of the yellow and white speckled stuff up to my mouth, hesitating a moment before popping it in. A smile as wide as the Brooklyn Bridge spreads across my face. The grits are creamy and nutty and taste like home should feel. They warm every inch of me up from the inside out.

			Adelaide walks past and pats me on the shoulder with a grin.

			“Southerners love three things more than just about anything else, Duke darlin’. God, gossip, an’ grits. Welcome to Georgia.”

			“Amen,” Daisy chirps with a sly wink in my direction, “Mama, I was thinkin’ Duke and I could come with ya to the library this mornin’. I’d like to show her around and do some readin’. Would that be okay?”

			“Oh my, I’d love nothin’ more than to have you two ladies accompany me. Y’all go freshen up. I’m headin’ over soon.”

			It doesn’t take long for us to shovel the rest of breakfast into our mouths with the promise of a mystery waiting for us.

			Daisy and I splash cool water on our faces, brush our teeth, and wrangle our stubborn bedhead until we are satisfied with the results.

			We step out onto the porch side by side, breathing in the still-cool morning air. I bounce down the steps toward a cluster of bicycles with Daisy, my sister.

			My twin.

			“You can use Daddy’s,” she says. “It might swamp ya, but it sure beats walkin’.”

			I climb onto the enormous black bike and steady myself with just the tips of my toes skimming the ground and a smile on my face.

			In a few minutes, we will start looking for the elusive “DB,” the key to finding our parents.

			Today is peaches and cream.

		

	
		

		
			chapter 13

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			I love the Fanny Finch Memorial Library the moment I step up to the bright blue doors.

			“It’s probably a lot smaller than the libraries you’re used to in the city, isn’t it?” Daisy asks.

			“It’s perfect. It feels like home.”

			Daisy’s sparkling laugh twirls through the air. “That’s because it was one, silly. It started out as the first mayor of Roseboro’s house—Mr. Talmage Finch—back when the town was founded in 1852. He got run outta Roseboro once Yankee troops came through durin’ the Civil War. Then the soldiers moved in for a while.”

			“That’s right,” Adelaide’s smooth voice rolls over us, “legend has it that Mrs. Fanny Finch, Talmage’s wife, left baskets of biscuits and bottles of jam for the Union soldiers. I can’t imagine it made her wildly popular back then, but I’m glad it’s named after her now.”

			“Me too, Mama.” Daisy grins at Adelaide, her cheeks beaming pink with the exertion of the bike ride and happiness. “It sat sad and empty for a long time after that, until the town decided to make it a public library in 1912. Mama took over carin’ for it about nine years ago, and it’s been my happy place ever since.”

			I can see why. There are two big white columns out front, stretching from the front porch up to a balcony where Adelaide had put rocking chairs and pots of technicolor zinnias. Two enormous stone lions stand guard near the steps.

			

			Adelaide pats one gently on the paw, as if it were a living, breathing thing. “You know, Daisy named these fellas ‘Biscuits’ and ‘Jam’ when she was little.” She laughs.

			Somehow, that makes me like them even more. I’ll forever call them that, too, in honor of Fanny Finch.

			Daisy’s mama twists the key in the lock, and we step inside the grand foyer of the old house. Dust specks dance through the golden morning light that pours through the windows inside like orange juice. 

			Everywhere I look, on either side of us, there are books. Rows and rows of books, their spines the color of gems.

			Adelaide sits perched behind an enormous wooden desk nearly the size of a Buick, and looks like a library angel as she sits there with the sparkles of dust floating around her.

			I like Adelaide. She’s warm and kind and feels like sunshine. She’s pulled her long black hair into a loose bun and has a fresh white rose tucked in at the back. She’s wearing a white sleeveless sweater tucked into plaid trousers that nip in at her ankles and brown leather penny loafers, but not the old man kind like Mr. Barnes wears. The chic kind, like you might see on Audrey Hepburn or something.

			My camera bumped hard against my back as we rode our bikes into town, but now I’m glad I have it. Adelaide smiles softly as I take her photo and shake it to let the film dry, grinning to myself. It’s a good one.

			Mrs. Winchester seems effortless, which I really look up to since I’m usually a mess. The only thing that comes effortlessly to me is finding myself in some sort of trouble.

			But today, trouble seems to be givin’ me a break, and it feels pretty good.

			I hear a whistle, short and soft, and turn to see Daisy waving me over to a row at the back of the library, her copper hair flowing behind her as she disappears into the shadowy aisle.

			I follow her—my sister. Just yesterday, I had no one and nothing to call my own. Now I’ve got a whole twin.

			I can’t help but smile when I think about it.

			The aisle I follow Daisy into is a cavern of telephone directories, but instead of stone walls, I’m surrounded by mint and yellow paper spines. From the floor to way above my head, there are rows and rows of them, several years’ worth for each state.

			“We better get started. This’ll take us all day,” Daisy chirps, too happy for the enormous task at hand.

			She hefts the nearest New York phone book off the shelf, and I think we must be the only people in the state of Georgia to ever go looking for someone in Brooklyn, judging by the amount of dust that comes tumbling off. I cough.

			Daisy wrangles that big book despite her curled-up hand, and I think to myself that there couldn’t be a cooler sister in the whole world for a girl to have.

			I grab one down too and we sit on the ground, right there in the aisle, and start to thumb through the directories, looking anywhere for a ‘DB.’

			Hours pass, and the stacks of phone books around us grow and grow until they look like skyscrapers, and I feel a bit like I’m back in the city again. Even bigger than the pile of phone books is the list of possible ‘DBs,’ scribbled into Daisy’s notebook.

			There has to be at least a few hundred names there, sitting heavy on the page. The thought of calling every single one and asking if they’ve been running around Brooklyn, luring little girls into abandoned apartment buildings, and trying to give them clues about their long-lost parents gives me a stomachache.

			I take a sideways glance at Daisy and can see she’s about as deflated as I am. She pulls her mouth to the side like Popeye and blows a wild strand of hair out of her face.

			“I’m worn slap out,” she says. “What do you say we walk and get a Cheerwine at Walt’s drug store and think things over.” She stands up and reaches her hand out to me to pull me to my feet. “Nancy Drew gets stumped on cases all the time, and sometimes she’s just gotta take a step back and look at ‘em from a different angle. I think we do, too.”

			We line all the directories back on the shelf, say goodbye to Mrs. Winchester, and step out into the blazing Georgia summer, feeling like two cookies in an oven.

			The heat radiates off the pavement. I squint my eyes against the sun. The cicadas have moved from singing to screaming, and their buzzing voices fill the air until it overflows with sound.
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			Walt’s is on a corner and greets you with a thousand advertisements pasted to the windows for everything you could ever want—film developed, candy bars, some sort of pink syrup for an upset stomach, face creams, the works.

			We walk up the front steps, and a bell over the door rings as we step inside to the cool, fresh air. I’ve never loved air conditioning so much as I do now, experiencing my first southern summer.

			The air inside Walt’s is a funny smell—a combination of sweet chocolate and strawberry syrups mixed with pine-scented floor cleaner and the chalky smell of medications. Somehow, it reminds me of Miss Rose and Mrs. Bellamy and Mr. Barnes, all bundled into one.

			All throughout the drug store, there are rows and rows of interesting things—greeting cards, candy, medications, beauty products, but Daisy walks past all of that and goes straight to a counter in the back. She balances herself on a stool in front of it, patting the one next to her.

			Around the corner comes an old man with twinkling eyes and salt and pepper hair. He’s got a belly that looks like he’s trying to sneak a watermelon under his shirt without anyone noticing. The buttons on his white jacket hold on for dear life, trying not to pop right off.

			“Well, there’s my Daisy girl!” His voice booms. Glass pill bottles clink as the shelves shake. He leans across the counter and ruffles Daisy’s hair, then looks to me.

			

			I really hope he doesn’t do the same to my hair, which is already always a mess. He doesn’t, but he grabs my hand in both of his and pats it. His hands are warm and enormous—they make mine look like a baby’s.

			“You must be the famous Duke. I’ve heard so much about you already! Wonderful things, don’t ya worry. My Adelaide is real glad you’re here. We all are.” He gives me a wink.

			My cheeks burn with embarrassment, but maybe a little happiness, too.

			Daisy beams at the old man, asks him for two Cheerwines, and leans my way as he walks toward the cooler. “Walt’s my Papaw—my mama’s daddy. He’s about the nicest person in the whole wide world, and he loves ya already, I can tell.”

			Walt comes back a second later and slides a frosty glass bottle toward me with a red liquid bubbling away inside. “On the house,” he says with a smile.

			“Thanks, Papaw.”

			“Thanks, Mr. Walt.”

			Daisy leans her bottle toward mine, and we clink them together.

			“To bein’ detectives! Even if we haven’t found ‘DB’ yet.”

			I take a sip, and goosebumps spread up my arms as the sweet cherry soda pop glides over my tongue and trickles down my throat. We sit there for a few minutes, drinking our pop and looking over our enormous list of suspects, when I hear the bell above the door chime again.

			Grandpa Walt walks toward the pharmacy counter to help a woman with blonde hair teased up so high and hair-sprayed so hard, I think she might bust a hole right through the doorframe if she doesn’t duck.

			

			A nasty snicker ripples behind us, and a high-pitched voice like a horse whinny smacks me in the back of the head.

			“Oh look, if it isn’t the One-Armed Wonder.”

			I whip around and glare right into the face of a girl with a Jeremy Wannacott smile—the kind that doesn’t actually mean anything nice at all. I know right away me and this pig-tailed pest are gonna have some problems.

			Daisy turns coolly, sipping her Cheerwine, seemingly unfazed.

			I don’t know how she can act so normal when I feel like opening up a bottle of cough syrup and dumping it right on the girl’s perfectly shined patent-leather shoes.

			“Dixie Dunlap, bless your heart, I’d like to introduce ya to Duke Foster. She’s visitin’ all the way from New York.”

			Dixie’s sneer grows across her face in a way that makes me want to yank every cocoa-colored curl off her head.

			“Couldn’t find a single person who’d be your friend here, so they had to import one, I see. That’s sweet.”

			A hot anger bubbles in my chest. In a flash, I jump off my stool and grit my teeth so hard I think they might crack. Who died and made this Dixie Dunlap queen of Roseboro?

			Daisy pats my arm and smiles, totally unruffled.

			“Actually, Dixie, Duke an’ I have a detective agency, and we’ve got about a million things we need to do on a very important case, so if you’ll excuse us, I think we’ll be on our way.” She takes a sip of her soda and slips daintily off the stool. “Oh, and in case ya didn’t know, you’ve got a little somethin’, right there.” She points a finger between her two front teeth.

			I don’t see anything there, but I smirk when I notice Dixie flush as red as our Cheerwine and check her teeth in the shiny chrome counter of the soda fountain as we walk away.

			Daisy loops her arm through mine and half-skips her way through the aisles of shoeshine and baby powder, pulling me along behind her. I’m still seething.

			Dapples of sunlight make the linoleum glow as we round the endcap advertising “Runolfsson’s Miracle Cream—for Anything from Ruddy Cheeks to Sore Feet” and head for the front door.

			“You girls be good now, ya hear?”

			“Wouldn’t dream of anything else. See ya, Papaw.” Daisy chirps.

			“Bye, Papaw,” I say, and a grin spreads across his wide face.

			He waves goodbye as the bell rings above us.

			As I go to step outside, I pause for a moment and smile to myself, despite the Dixie irritation still crackling under my skin.

			I’d called him Papaw, too.
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			The still, hot air slaps me right across the face as we step back onto the sidewalk, but somehow it’s cooler than being inside with that disgusting Dixie Dunlap. I look at Daisy, gobsmacked by how calm she stayed.

			“I’m sorry, but I would’ve slapped the eyelashes right off that girl by now! What in the world is wrong with her?” I’m calmer, but still fuming.

			Daisy takes a side glance at me and shakes her head, then looks up at the sky, the hot sun turning her cheeks pink.

			“For a long time, I did let Dixie get under my skin. At first, every time she’d get ugly with me, I’d get madder than a wet hen and be ugly right back. We’d get in these awful fights, like two angry cats, hissin’ and scratchin’. Then, after a while, I started to believe the horrible things she’d say, and I began to hate myself. Truly. She’d tell me I was lower than dirt and I’d believe it, plain and simple.”

			Her words pour a bucket of water over my burning anger, extinguishing it all with a hiss. I can’t stand to think of Daisy feeling like that—like she was nobody. I know that feeling, and I wouldn’t wish it on anyone, not even Jeremy the Jerk or Dreadful Dixie.

			“Dixie and her friends made my life downright horrible. School was terrible. Church was plumb misery. I didn’t even go to Sainted South Baptist’s bible camp last summer because of them.” She shrugs. “So, Mama and Daddy pulled me outta school and started teachin’ me at home. It’s been good for me. I’ve had time to think things over and figure out what’s true and what’s just Dixie blowin’ smoke. Meemaw said somethin’ once that stuck with me—‘Small people talk about other people.’ Dixie Dunlap’s a small person with nothin’ better to do than try and make me feel like I’m not worth a hill of beans. The best way for me to fight back against someone like that is to not really fight back at all. ‘Water off a duck,’ as Daddy would say. I try to let whatever nasty hate Dixie’s gonna spit out roll right off my back, cuz I know it’s not true.”

			She flips her auburn hair over her shoulder.

			“Never once have I let my hand determine what I can do. Not when I was learnin’ to ride a bike, not when I started doin’ chores and helpin’ Mama in the library or Daddy on his boat. I’ve always done what I wanted and been who I wanted to be. Maybe sometimes I do things differently than most folks, but Mama says bein’ born a little peculiar has never defined me, it’s refined me. So why am I gonna let some small-minded girl with a mean spirit tell me there’s somethin’ wrong with me?”

			Daisy turns and grabs my hand and beams at me, her teal eyes sparkling like stars.

			“Plus, I oughta thank Dixie Dunlap. As good as bein’ home’s been for me, it also gets terribly lonesome. I’d bet a dollar that’s why Mama and Daddy wrote to Merciful Heart and asked if there was anyone my age they could foster. So really, it’s because of Dixie that I’ve got you.”

			My throat feels tight, and I’ve got a lump about the size of a gumball sitting in it, threatening to make me cry. I turn my head and look down, smashing a lone white rose petal on the pavement with the toe of my sneaker.

			I’m happy Daisy’s happy I’m here, and I’m happy to be here too, but I feel bad, thinking that Daisy doesn’t even know me all that well yet. What happens when she finds out I’m not all she’s cracked me up to be? Will she be disappointed? Will they send me away?

			I’m nobody special. I’m just Duke Foster from Brooklyn. I’ve had thirty-two families get tired of me. What’s to stop Daisy and the Winchesters from being number thirty-three? The blood we share? Not even that was strong enough to make our parents keep me, so why would that make anything different?

			No matter how hard I fight them, tears start dripping out of my eyes and rolling down my cheeks, like there’s a crack in the dam I’ve built up over all these years.

			“Why’d they leave us, Dais? What about us made them take one look and leave us out in the pouring rain? I don’t understand how they could leave us notes and bracelets, but not want to keep us. It just doesn’t make sense. It doesn’t add up.”

			I pace back and forth, my fists balled up so tight my fingernails pinch my palms with a biting pain.

			“My whole life, I’ve been angry with them, sad about missing them, but I always told myself it didn’t make any difference because they must not have cared. But now, seeing that note, seeing that charm bracelet, it makes me wonder what happened. Because I can’t figure out why they would have given us gifts and then dumped us on the step at Merciful Heart, like two old newspapers.”

			The dam breaks now, and I bawl. For the first time in as long as I can remember, tears gush from my eyes and pour down my cheeks, like twin waterfalls. I gulp for air, but the sobs keep coming, pouring out of me uncontrollably.

			Daisy pulls me over to a shady gap between two shops, and we slump to the ground against the bricks.

			She loops her arm through mine, rests her head on my shoulder, and lets me cry. She doesn’t try to tell me it’s all okay, and she doesn’t tell me I’m being a baby. She sits with me and holds me together while I’m falling apart.

			Sitting here with her now, it’s crazy to me that I’ve worried so much about needing parents my whole life, but I never realized how much I needed a sister.

			Eventually, I cry out about every tear I had in me because they stop coming. And even though it sounds crazy, I feel better. It’s like I was Miss Rose’s pink teapot. I was boiling, and letting all that steam inside me whistle out relieved some of the pressure. It helped me feel good again.

			I wipe the last bit of tears and dry salt off my cheeks with the heel of my hand and stand up.

			“Well,” I say, dusting off the back of my jean shorts. “Do you wanna go back to the library and start calling everyone on our list?”

			“I don’t think we’re gonna need to do that, Duke.”

			I don’t understand. That list is the only lead we’ve got, and Daisy won’t even look at me. Her eyes are locked across the street.

			Great, I’ve bawled so much she probably thinks I’m a weirdo. “I’m fine now! Why not?”

			“Because,” she points to a poster plastered on the brick wall of Hess’s Grocery, “I’m pretty sure that’s our ‘DB’ right there.”

			I look closer at the poster, and a firework goes off inside me. Right there, emblazoned in the middle, is a giant version of the brass button I’ve got hidden in my pillowcase. I mean, identical.

			It’s a gold crest with ‘DB’ right in the middle, surrounded by rays of red and blue spiraling outward. And underneath, in big bold letters, it screams:

			FOR ONE WEEK ONLY, 

			COME SEE THE INCREDIBLE, 

			UNBELIEVABLE,

			 LIFE-CHANGING

			 DEVERAUX BROTHERS CIRCUS!

			“Dais,” I whisper. “We’ve gotta get to that circus.”

			I can only hope it will be as life-changing as the poster promises.
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			Tickets to the circus cost $2.00 each. I don’t have the money, and neither does Daisy, but she knows just who to ask.

			“C’mon! We’ve gotta hustle if we’re gonna catch him!” Daisy grabs my hand, and we run up the sidewalk, all the way to the library. We pass Walt’s, where Papaw waves at us out the window, our twin reflections streaking across the glass.

			I try to keep track of what else the town holds as we speed along the storefronts. There’s a florist, a dentist, and a post office with a mechanical horse out front. Across the small main street is an antique store with two pink poodles sleeping on an old sofa in the front display, and ‘Dunlap’s Do’s,’ which, by my best guess, is probably a salon run by Dixie’s mama with the blonde beehive hair.

			Daisy’s auburn braid bounces behind her as we reach the steps of the library and jump onto our bikes. We pedal out onto the dirt road, kicking up an impressive cloud of dust behind us.

			Living in Roseboro is like opening a whole crayon box of color. Brooklyn was mostly greys and browns, but it’s different here, more vibrant. The dirt beneath our tires is a deep red, the same color as the rust eating the edges of Daisy’s daddy’s old truck. All alongside the road, there is green of every shade—in the thick trees, the lush ferns, and the rose bushes the town is named after. The sky above us is clear blue, and here and there, speckled across it, are little black grackle birds, looking at us as they fly with their yellow-gold eyes.

			This place is a southern work of art. One I wish I could frame and keep forever, but no Polaroid or painting could ever do it justice. Being here in person, the colors seep into the deep corners of my soul, making it feel like magic.

			“All right, Dais,” I shout over the rumble of the tires and whir of the chains on our bikes. “Where are we going?”

			She slows down and rides along next to me. “To the marina.” She grins. “Daddy’s a real softie. He always comes back to the dock for a midday snack. I bet if we meet him there, he’ll give us a couple dollars for the circus!”

			I chew my lip. The thought of asking any adult for anything makes my heart race. It’s better not to have to depend on anyone else for what I want. Then they can’t let me down.

			“Don’t worry, Duke. Daddy’s a sweetheart. He’s all big boomin’ laughs an’ sunshine. Mama always says he’s got a heart as big as the ocean he sails on—it stretches as far as the eye can see. And right smack dab in the center of that ocean of a heart is an island for me and Mama, his ‘ladies.’ Knowin’ Daddy and the way that he can’t help but to love folks, you’re right there on that island now, too.”

			Daisy means well, but the thought of Mr. Winchester caring for me makes me squirm and want to turn my bike around and head for Brooklyn as fast as I can go. No one can love a kid they just barely met.

			It’s easy to think someone will love you when you’ve always been lovable like Daisy. I can’t imagine her ever being passed around to thirty-two different homes. Shoot, I can’t imagine her being given up from even one home. I shake my head and take a deep breath, trying to press down the tidal wave of feelings jumbling around inside me. I keep my mouth shut and just focus on pedaling.

			The docks aren’t far from town, and I know we’re getting close when I hear gulls screeching and smell the air turn briny.

			Daisy takes a big inhale. “Even when I’m a hundred years old, the smell of salt and sweat and fish will always remind me of Daddy. Mama always says it doesn’t matter how many times she washes his shirts, the ocean is woven into the fabric now. He loves it—calls it his home away from home.”

			I’ve seen enough Wild Kingdom with Miss Rose to know the water isn’t all sunshine and splashing.

			“But, doesn’t he ever get worried about hurricanes or sharks or anything?” 

			“Na, not really. My daddy loves everything about bein’ on the water. And for the most part I think it loves him, too. On bad days, when a storm brews up and the sky turns black with rain and the wind howls through our screen door, Mama stands and watches out the window, arms crossed so tight against her chest that her fingers turn white. But Daddy never minds. He’s been fishin’ so long the sea is practically a sister to him. He’ll come home at night and talk about her, just like you would a person.”

			Daisy furrows her brows and imitates the deep, slow drawl of her dad.

			“She was awful fickle today, changin’ her mind this way and that. Blew the Sweet Adelaide halfway across the bay before I could get docked. Don’t know what’s buggin’ her. Just yesterday, she about handed me armloads of fish herself.”

			Daisy’s a good mimic. I can’t help but laugh.

			Our bikes thunder faster as the road begins to slope down toward the marina, and we skid to a stop in a puff of dust, right in front of Stowaway’s—a small shack that’s red as an apple and perches above the water on thick posts. It leans a bit to the left, like a lopsided smile.

			We dump our bikes next to the sign, their bells tinkling, and walk up the steps toward the front of the shop. The old wood creaks under our feet. It’s lived through years and years of hurricanes and high tides, and it’s tired, but sturdy.

			A man with deep brown skin and a smile so big it crinkles up his eyes tips his paper hat to us as we walk in.

			“Good mornin’, Miss Daisy! I think I just saw your daddy dock the Sweet Adelaide at the end of the pier. You’ve got perfect timin’, as always. I see you brought a friend with ya,” he says, and turns to me and pauses. His kind eyes glisten with tears.

			I drop my eyes and make myself busy looking at the bins of colorful fishing lures on the counter.

			“Mornin’, Mr. Parker! I’m real pleased to introduce ya to Duke Foster. She’s from Brooklyn. She got to Roseboro yesterday and will be stayin’ quite a while, I think.”

			Mr. Parker flashes me a warm smile. He wipes his hands on a washcloth and reaches out, slipping a peppermint into my palm as he shakes it.

			“It’s. . . It’s a pleasure to meet ya, miss.”

			I bite my lip, but a grin spreads across my face.

			“It’s nice to meet you, too, Mr. Parker.”

			“Mr. Thaddeus Parker runs Stowaway’s, and he’s like family to us. Daddy’s been stoppin’ in for licorice ropes and sandwiches ever since I was a tiny baby. Mr. Parker sells two kinds of sandwiches, and two kinds only—pimento cheese or fried bologna, both served on soft white bread. Both so good they make you wanna slap your mama, isn’t that right, Thaddeus?”

			A rich, baritone laugh rumbles out of Mr. Parker like a drumroll. “You flatter me too much, Miss Daisy. I’m prone to get a big head with talk like that. Hustle up on out back, girls—see if you can’t talk your pa into buyin’ you some lunch while you’re here.”

			“If we’re really lucky, we’ll get somethin’ to eat and money for the circus!”

			Thaddeus purses his lips into a quick, tight line, then his face softens as he nods with a smile.  “Well, don’t push your luck too much now, girls. But go on.”

			He waves us out of the shop, and we dash out to the dock, which is long and stretches way out into the water.

			Dozens of grey-white gulls screech and swoop around us as we walk down the dock toward Leon’s fishing boat. It’s blue as a bluebird and butter yellow and has Sweet Adelaide painted across the side in big, swooping letters.

			“He named it after my mama, you know. And painted it her favorite colors. Isn’t that just the most romantic thing you’ve ever heard?”

			I’ve gotta admit, it’s a good move, like an enormous love note bobbing on the ocean.

			Daisy’s daddy sees us coming and waves a big hello.

			Leon’s a great big lion of a man, with a mane of golden yellow hair that he’s tied back in a ponytail so it fits under his baseball cap. I’ve decided that he has kind eyes. They are a stormy green with perpetual crinkles at the corners from laughing and sunshine.

			He ties up the Sweet Adelaide and hops onto the dock in one smooth, practiced motion.

			Daisy runs toward him, steady and confident despite the groaning wood swaying beneath us. He scoops her up with his big arms and nearly squeezes the air right out of her. Their laughs dance together on the salty breeze.

			

			“There’s my darlin’! This has to be the best catch I’ve had all day, and I’ve got a whole boat full of shad and redfish over there. It’s been a good mornin’ and it just got even better seein’ you two little chickadees come flittin’ toward me. What kind of trouble are y’all gettin’ into?”

			Daisy giggles again, light and free. “Nothin’, Daddy. No trouble at all. We wanted to stop by and see ya. The circus is in town, and I was wonderin’ if Duke an’ I might go later. Tickets are two dollars.”

			Leon gives us a serious look, puts Daisy down, and pulls out his wallet.

			“Well, girls, we’ve got a problem. You both need a two-dollar ticket, which means you need four whole dollars,” his heavy eyebrows pull down.

			I kick at a barnacle stuck to the dock, suddenly wishing we hadn’t asked.

			“You need four dollars,” Leon continues, “and I’ve only got a five-dollar bill. I’m plumb outta ones. So that means you’ve gotta take this extra dollar and buy y’all selves some popcorn or cotton candy, too. You reckon you’d be okay with that?” A sneaky smile creeps right up from his golden beard, all the way to his storm cloud eyes, making the corners crinkle up.

			All the breath I’ve been holding rushes out in one big gust of relief. Daisy hugs her daddy and beams up at him. “I think we can handle that. Thank you.”

			“Thank you, Leon.”

			He pats me on the shoulder. “Of course, girls. ‘Fore you two skedaddle outta here, come on inside and let’s see if Mr. Parker’ll make us some sandwiches. That fried bologna is smellin’ mighty good today.”

			We all walk together down the dock toward Stowaway’s, and as Daisy slips her hand into her daddy’s, I find myself almost wanting to do the same.

			The bologna sizzles on the flat top grill as we sit at the counter and chat. It sounds like a round of applause and smells so good I might give it one. There’s a briny breeze blowing through the open window that takes a bite out of the heat, and the only thing better is the way Leon and Daisy and Mr. Parker and I all joke back and forth, teasing each other about having mustard on our faces. My cheeks hurt from smiling.

			Leon wipes his beard and slaps the counter with one of his giant hands.

			“Delicious as always, Thaddeus. Thank ya kindly.” He pats his stomach and brushes a few stray crumbs off his white shirt. “You two girls run along now and have some fun. Make sure you save your mama ‘n me some cotton candy, if ya can.”

			He kisses Daisy on the cheek, his scruffy beard bristling against her nose and making her sneeze. Then he ruffles my hair, which is fine because it can’t get any messier anyway.

			“Duke girl,” he says, “I’m real glad you’re here. Y’all go enjoy yourselves tonight. I’ll see y’all later and wanna hear all about today’s adventures.” He turns and heads back to the Sweet Adelaide, his home away from home.

			We thank Mr. Parker and head back outside, the sun blinding us as we step through the doorway. Planks groan again beneath our feet as we cross the swaying porch.

			Our bikes are exactly where we left them, black and shiny and glistening in the sun, but something’s not right. All four tires between the two bikes have gaping slashes, slitting the rubber wide open like a fish being cleaned.

			A strange sort of knowing prickles at the back of my neck.

			

			This wasn’t an accident.

			“Do you think Dixie followed us here?”

			Daisy chews her lip. “Na, Dixie’s mean, but she’s not destructive. This is. . . this is somethin’ else.”

			Mr. Barnes’s shattered window and the words ‘GO HOME’ flash through my mind in black, angry letters.

			A sick knot settles in my stomach.

			The tires are slashed because of me.

			“Dais, I think this is my fault. Just like how the rock through the window of Mr. Barnes’s grumpmobile was for me, too. Someone didn’t want me to come to Roseboro. Now they want us as far as possible from the circus tonight.”

			Daisy looks at me, and I see a spark of something in her eyes. “You think we should tell Daddy?” she asks.

			I shake my head. “No way. If Leon knows, there’s not a chance he’ll let us go. We can’t risk missing it.”

			Daisy’s mouth sets into a grim line.

			I feel a little twinge of guilt that she’s lying to her parents for me. But even though we’re different in a lot of ways, we’re both as hard-headed as they come. And I don’t think either of us likes being told we can’t do something.

			I know one thing for sure—we’ll be at that circus, no matter what.
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			The gravel crunches under our feet as Daisy and I hold the handlebars of our bikes and walk up the road from the marina, heading back toward town. A golden wren flits from tree to tree beside us, singing “teakettle, teakettle, teakettle.”

			We don’t talk for a long while.

			I probably should feel more scared, but the hushed roar of the ocean down the road, the hum of the cicadas, and the song of our little bird friend make me feel brave. It’s like a lowcountry hymn. The rhythm of my sister’s footsteps beside me makes it even sweeter to my ears.

			“Ya know,” I say, “I like your dad. He’s big and bristly and stuff, and you’d think he’d be kind of a grouch, but he’s sweet. Like a big teddy bear.”

			Daisy grins at me, her cheeks flushed and glistening from the heat. “Yeah, Mama and him are about the nicest parents a girl could ask for. I think it’s on account of Daddy told me once they tried real hard for a long time to have a baby an’ never could. That’s how I came into the picture. Mama always says that even though I didn’t grow in her tummy, I grew in her heart, so the love’s the same.”

			A few good-sized pebbles scatter up the road as I send them flying with my sneaker. I know I’m about to regret picking at this scab, but there’s something about Daisy that makes it feel okay.

			“I like that. For a long time, I was so mad at my—I mean our—mom and dad, for dumping us off like that. Never thought about finding them. I just wanted to find someone who would be like Leon and Adelaide. I wanted parents to tuck me in, to sing me happy birthday, and even to talk some sense into me when I was being a pill. I almost had it once, too—the Andersons.

			“They held onto me the longest out of everyone who ever took me in. And I. . .” The words catch a little in my throat. “I really loved them. Mr. Anderson, Roy, was serious a lot of the time, but he was never cold or mean. I could tell he had a lot of sad things built up that he didn’t talk about much. He was the type of person who would do anything for anyone, and he’d do it quietly. It wasn’t like he wanted a lot of attention or anything, he just liked to help.”

			“He sounds lovely,” Daisy murmurs thoughtfully.

			“He was. And Mrs. Anderson was his complete opposite in a lot of ways. Being around her was like drinking a soda pop. She was bubbly and filled you up with happy. She told me to call her Hattie. Did you know she was the first adult to ever do that? Tell me to call her by her first name, I mean. She said ‘Mrs. Anderson’ seemed like she was my teacher or something, and that she wanted me to know she was my friend. I ignored her for a while, kept on calling her Mrs. Anderson, but eventually one day it slipped out when I was talking to her, and I never could go back.”

			My heart flutters around in my chest, all the old feelings of love and joy and belonging giving it wings.

			“You’re smilin’, did ya know that? As soon as you started talkin’ about Hattie, you started to smile,” Daisy says, with a grin of her own.

			I blush a little, but let the smile stay and continue on.

			“After that, we were Duke and Hattie, the devious duo, and man, did we have some good times. Once we slipped salt into Roy’s milk when he wasn’t looking, and we had to try awful hard to act like we were sorry when he spit it across the breakfast table.

			“We held it together okay for a few minutes until he left for work, and then she looked at me with big eyes, and we both laughed and laughed until tears rolled down from the sides of my eyes and into my hair. We stayed in that sunny patch of kitchen for a while, catching our breath after nearly laughing our guts out. Then she got quiet and wiped the happy tears off my cheeks.

			“‘You’re a good kid, Duke,’ she said. I didn’t know what to say to that so I just started laughing about Mr. Anderson’s horrified milk face again. It wasn’t until I was lying in my bedroom that night that I realized that no one had ever told me that before.”

			Teakettle, teakettle, sings the little wren from a nearby tree. I can’t see it, but I can tell it is nearby, listening intently, just like Daisy. For a moment, I want to stop—to swallow down all the soft and sensitive bits of my soul—but the words keep tumbling out.

			“Roy and Hattie were nearly perfect. I wanted them to adopt me, but one day, out of the blue, they sat me down and told me they had to leave right away. Something about a job. And. . . .” The warm sun glows through my lids as I squeeze my eyes shut and breathe for a moment.

			“And I couldn’t go.”

			“Oh, Duke. . . .”

			“That day, Hattie’s eyes were all puffy and red, and Roy’s voice kept catching in his throat like the words were fighting to stay in—like they were kicking and screaming and holding on for dear life to not be said, but he told me anyway, and that was that. In three days, my whole world toppled, and they were gone. And I was back sitting on a bed in crummy old Merciful Heart.”

			I blink hard once, twice, then kick a pebble as hard as I can with my toe, sending it bouncing down the road.

			“From there on out, I hopped around. I gave up on having parents of my own. Finding that red envelope was the first time in a long time that I felt there could be someone out there for me. It was the first time I ever thought that maybe our mom and dad didn’t want to leave us behind—they just had to, for some reason. I know it’s stupid to hope that they’re still out there somewhere, but I’ve just got this strange prickle that tells me they might be. And I can’t give up until I know I’m wrong.”

			I surprise myself a little bit, blabbing that much. My cheeks burn with embarrassment, like I’ve just walked down the street in my skivvies. I’ve never shared all of that with anyone before, and I sort of wish I still hadn’t.

			It’s easier to pretend I don’t care. It’s easier to pretend I’m just mad all the time instead of admitting to myself that I’m sad. And scared. And lonely.

			Hot, stupid tears burn at the back of my eyes again. I walk faster, hoping maybe Daisy didn’t hear me.

			Her soft hand grabs my arm, slowing me to a stop. I wipe my cheeks with the palm of my hand and raise my eyes to meet hers. Teal and full of tears, just like mine.

			“Duke, if I had a million wishes, I’d spend ‘em all to take all that off your shoulders. But since I don’t have a genie anywhere, I’ll just tell ya this—we’re goin’ to that circus. We’re gonna find whoever was checkin’ in on you in that raggedy ol’ apartment. And I’m gonna help you find our mom and dad, I promise.”

			She sticks her pinky toward me, and I wrap mine around hers.

			“It’s more than a promise, actually, it’s a sister swear. And I can’t think of anything stronger than that.”
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			The sun is golden and dripping heavily in the sky like honey by the time we finally get back to Daisy’s house, and my hair is plastered to the back of my neck from sweat. The air is hot and thick and still. There’s not a breeze anywhere to be found, and even the birds have stopped singing. It’s so hot their whistles must have melted and dripped right outta the sky.

			We slither down the hall and flop onto our beds, grateful for a cool place to rest for a minute. Daisy wipes the sweat off her forehead.

			“So, once we get there, how do we find your mysterious visitor?”

			Dang, I hadn’t really thought of that. I guess I had assumed that I’d show up and someone would magically waltz right up to me with my birth certificate on a silver platter and my mom and dad trailing close behind, like some sort of long-lost parent parade. I realize now how dumb that was.

			Daisy notices my blank look and laughs. “It’s all right, we can start with what we’ve got—the button. Let’s just see if we can find someone who has a button like that on their costume and see if we can pry a few answers outta them.”

			Her smile fades, and she chews her lip for a second. “What are we gonna do if they don’t wanna be found? Or if they don’t have the answers you want? Or. . . or if we have a run-in with whoever doesn’t want us to go?”

			She’s right to think about this, of course, but that doesn’t mean I want to. This is the closest I’ve ever been to figuring out where in the world I came from, and I’m not about to think it’s not going to work. I refuse to accept that.

			“We’re going to find them because I have to. I don’t know how to explain it, but it’s like there’s this invisible thread tugging me along toward them. Every bit of trouble I’ve ever stumbled through in my life has pushed me this direction, to this moment. They’re gonna be there, and they’re gonna have answers because I don’t have any other way to go. And if anyone gets in our way, we’re gonna have to find a way around them.”

			I hope I sound braver and more confident than I feel, because I can feel my hands shaking like Jell-O.

			Daisy breaks into a big sunny-side-up smile. “That’s what I like about you, Duke Foster. You don’t give up. You’re tough as all get out. I just know we’re gonna crack this case wide open tonight. Let’s get outta these sweaty clothes and get goin’. The circus isn’t too far. We should be able to walk there in time if we hustle.”

			Daisy changes into a linen dress with green checks and a white Peter Pan collar, and I slip into my same white cotton dress and sneakers. We stand together in the bathroom, brushing our hair side by side in the mirror, and I’m struck by how much we look alike.

			Sure, she’s got long red hair like silk, and I’ve got a wild blonde haystack falling about my ears, and I’ve got freckles, and she doesn’t, but other than that, when I look at us, I can see we’re sisters. I can see we’re twins. And I wonder about who gave us these teal eyes and our noses that turn up at the end. Who gave us both this streak of stubbornness that doesn’t know when to quit?

			I hope I’m about to find out.
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			The circus grounds are set up in a field a little ways out of town. I hear it before I see it—the hum of hundreds of people all chattering at once, an upbeat organ melody, and the booming voice of someone with a megaphone calling “Come one, come all!”

			An enormous red and white striped tent rises up in front of us, like a giant wearing a party hat, rearing its big head to get a closer look at the people scurrying this way and that, pushing and laughing together, spilling popcorn and peanuts all over the ground. They crunch under my sneakers. The sun has set, but the air still feels humid and jittery with excitement.

			Somewhere in that tent, someone knows who my parents are. They might even be there themselves. A buzz prickles inside my veins.

			The crowd engulfs us and pushes us forward. We pay our two dollars, Daisy grabs my hand, and we step through the canvas flaps and enter another world.

			Everywhere I look, strings of glowing bulbs illuminate the peppermint-striped top of the tent like a thousand stars someone caught and strung up like a popcorn garland.

			Daisy and I are immediately greeted by twin elephants wearing bright blue and gold headdresses, with more sequins and sparkles on them than Diana Ross & The Supremes. They each stand on a drum-shaped platform and hold a banner declaring “Welcome to the Deveraux Brothers Circus: The Greatest Show on Earth!” between them.

			From what I’ve seen so far, I believe it.

			All around us, performers dressed in colorful costumes twist and flip and cartwheel as we make our way to our seats. It’s maybe the most beautiful, most bizarre thing I’ve ever seen.

			I grab my camera hanging around my neck and click, take a picture. I shake the film until the image appears and smile. Sometimes I think pictures are magic, the way they freeze time.

			As we sit down, a parade begins. Performers stream through a flap at the back of the tent. Daisy nudges me.

			“Bad news. Look.”

			Every performer, and I mean every single one, from the ringmaster to the acrobats to the clowns and the lion tamer, has at least one button exactly like the one I’ve got in my pillowcase somewhere on their costume.

			Every. Single. One.

			Even the elephants have a few strapping their headdresses around their enormous cheeks. There must be a thousand brass buttons, shined and polished, glinting as the performers parade through the big top for their grand entrance.

			I groan. An icy hand squeezes my heart inside my chest.

			A drum begins to beat and cymbals crash together, starting the show, not caring at all that my entire life plan just went out the window.

			Somewhere in the distance, thunder claps.

			The performers exit through flaps on the back of the tent, leaving only the ringmaster standing regally in the middle, flanked by two enormous bears balancing on large black and white striped balls. The spotlights dance around the room and settle on him, landing on his face and shoulders.

			“LAAAAADIES AAAAAND GEEEEENTLEMENNN!” His eyes flick around the room, looking like he loves all the attention. “It is my distinct and honorable pleasure to welcome you to the most splendiferous, fantastical, mellifluous show on earth! Tonight, you will witness death-defying dares, beauty from exotic lands far beyond the sea, and moments so tender they might just make you cry. This is the wonder, the marvel, no, the majesty of the Deveraux Brothers Circus! I guarantee this will be a night like none you’ve ever seen!”

			Towers of sparks erupt along the edges of the ring around him, and the crowd bursts into a muddled mix of delighted surprise and a few startled shrieks, mostly from the old ladies.

			Everything about the ringmaster is sharp, from his thick brows that point at the top to the tips of his mustache and beard that he’s twisted at the end. He draws his pointer finger and thumb across the rim of his tall black hat, and continues on with his promises, the gold buttons on his blood-red jacket winking in agreement.

			He’s a showman, but I’ve got a pretty good sense of when people are full of it, and I get the feeling he’s telling the truth. Whatever this night has in store for all of us, it won’t be anything we’ve ever seen before.

			He tips forward at the waist and bows grandly. It probably makes people buy more popcorn if they feel like royalty. Smoke billows out around his feet, and he spins and dashes out the back of the stage as the lights in the tent go dim.

			My eyes strain to see in the dark, terrified I’m gonna miss my shot at figuring out who I really am.

			

			Somewhere, beautiful music begins to play. It’s something out of a dream, twirling through the air like a ballerina and tiptoeing around me. Spotlights flash to life and point toward the peak of the tent high above our heads. There, hanging in the air by only two long strands of silk, is a girl, not much older than me and Daisy. Fifteen or sixteen, at most. Her white outfit drips with feathers and rhinestones that sparkle under the shine of the spotlights.

			Slowly at first, then picking up speed, she begins to drop, rolling mid-air, hurtling toward the ground.

			Someone screams, and the icy hand around my chest clenches tighter, squeezing the air outta my lungs. A hand grips my leg—Daisy. Her small hand is brought up to her cheek, ready to cover her eyes.

			At the last second, the girl stops, suspended above the ground, one foot wrapped in each silk, frozen in the splits, her eyes and smile glittering like diamonds.

			The air is still and quiet for a moment, and then splits with an explosion of cheers and clapping.

			She’s captivated us all.

			She continues her act—climbing, falling, twisting, dancing in the air—a snowflake blown on the wind. The entire crowd has returned to a stunned silence, our eyes glued to the girl defying gravity. And then, as suddenly as she began, she drops lightly to the ground, bows, and skips out the back of the tent.

			Act after act appears in the center ring and exits through the same slit in the canvas—lion tamers, strong men, acrobats, all wearing brass buttons, all putting on a show.

			The ringmaster’s voice booms around us again, “And now, friends young and old, for your viewing delight, I present Hopscotch Jones, whose hilarious antics and horde of hairy hounds have won the hearts of audiences from Buckingham Palace to the Bronx!”

			He motions grandly to the back of the tent as a dozen dogs of all shapes and sizes pour through the flaps—riding tricycles, hopping on their hind legs, walking on their front paws, all dressed in ruffles and pointy caps with pom-poms.

			In the midst of them is a small clown, and even from far away, I can tell he’s real old. The skin on his cheeks hangs as loose as the enormous checked trousers he’s wearing, but his steps are light and spry. I can tell right away he’s somebody who has been kept young by laughter. He trots around the ring with his dogs, making the crowd roar with fumble after fumble.

			I’m completely sucked in—smiling wholeheartedly for the first time since we arrived at the circus grounds an hour ago. He’s someone you can’t help but be happy watching. A slap on the side of my thigh snaps me out of it.

			“Hey! What’s the matter with you?” I snap at Daisy.

			“We’ve been lookin’ for the wrong thing,” she says, pointing to the ring.

			“Whaddya mean? I’ve seen about every button possible in this place. They’re everywhere!”

			“No,” she says, looking me right in the eye, “I just realized we shouldn’t be lookin’ for a button. We should be lookin’ for where a button oughta be, but isn’t. Look.”

			A tingle runs from the palms of my hands up my arms and down my spine. She’s right! All this time I’ve been looking for a button—a button that I’ve already found. A button that I picked up in the grimy alleyway. A button that’s tucked into my pillowcase back in the butter yellow bedroom at the Winchester house. I don’t need to be looking for that button—I already know where it is.

			

			Now we need to see where it isn’t.

			Hopscotch Jones picks himself up to face the crowd after somersaulting across the ring with a few of his dogs trotting along on top of him like lumberjacks on logs.

			Daisy points. Right there, exactly where the button holding the right pocket closed on his enormous orange and green plaid jacket should be, is an empty slit, and a loose strand of thread.

			I jump off the splintery bleachers like someone stabbed me in the behind with a hot poker, yanking poor Daisy with me. We sprint down the row and hop off the edge, ducking into the space underneath the bleachers, leaving a row of grumbling spectators behind us. The lights from the show stream through the cracks between the boards.

			“What in the world has gotten into you? Are you off your rocker? What was that?” Daisy’s cheeks flush about the same color as her hair.

			“I’ve gotta. . . talk. . . to that clown,” I manage to pant out.

			“And ya couldn’t have waited until the show was over?”

			“Daisy.” My heart’s beating more normal now. “I’ve waited eleven and a half years to figure out who I am. I’m not about to sit through a single second more of trapeze artists and chimpanzees juggling balls, knowing there’s someone here who might be able to tell me even just a little about where I came from and if I’ve got parents out there looking for me—looking for us. I don’t have it in me to wait anymore.”

			Daisy looks at me, taking in every inch of my face, trying to unravel my knots and find the end of the string she can hold onto.

			“All right, Duke.” She nods. “Let’s go.”

			We creep side by side underneath the bleachers, dirt raining down on us every time the crowd above us stomps their feet and cheers. The air is thick with dust and bits of popcorn and peanut shells.

			I hold my breath to keep from coughing and letting someone know we’re down here. We’re real lucky because all the bleachers are lined up right alongside each other in a horseshoe shape around the edges of the tent, with the only breaks in it at the top where the crowd enters and at the bottom where the performers leave, so there aren’t any gaps we have to cross that would expose us.

			The peppy organ music starts to wind up, letting me know it’s almost time for Hopscotch and his hounds to end their act. I pull Daisy along faster, scared that if I don’t catch him coming outta the tent that he’ll blow away on a breeze and disappear forever, taking any chance of finding our parents with him.

			We slip through the back of the tent unseen.

			The air outside has woken up from its nap now and is beating against the tent with a temper. The canvas flaps whip wildly as the wind blows around us.

			Daisy looks up at the sky. It boils and churns, and she’s wearing a look on her face I didn’t expect. She’s nervous.

			“A storm’s comin’, Duke. A big one. Whatever you wanna say to this clown, you gotta get it outta your system fast. I haven’t seen the sky look like this in a long time, and we need to get home before it breaks. Mother Nature’s fixin’ to throw a hissy fit and I don’t wanna be caught in the middle when she starts throwin’ punches.”

			Thunder shakes the sky as the last strains of organ music float through the air and are ripped away by the wind. Twelve dogs bolt through the exit of the tent, howling and yapping—laughing at their own act.

			

			For a brief moment. . . nothing.

			I’m worried the clown left another way, but then, a white gloved hand parts the crooked teeth of the circus tent, and a raggedy bowler hat covered in patches pokes through, followed by the wrinkled face of Hopscotch Jones himself.

			I hold my breath.

			Daisy lets out a strange little squeak next to me and slaps her hand over her mouth.

			Hopscotch turns his head toward us, looks me dead in the eye, and takes off running as fast as he possibly can.
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			Who woulda thought a clown so old and in such enormous shoes could run so fast? But Hopscotch Jones has to set a land speed record with how quickly he bolts into the dark backlot of the circus grounds, trailing behind him the loose string from where his button should be.

			I grab Daisy’s hand and snap her forward, pulling her along with me as I run, our legs churning in unison.

			Hopscotch may be fast, but we’re young and determined. We gain on him, and quick.

			He winds through the maze of trailers and cages behind the red and white tent.

			The wind screams in my ears. It tears at my clothes and pulls my hair, but my heart won’t let me stop. I have to keep going. I have to catch him. I have to ask him why in the world he would track me down to give me a bracelet from parents who dumped me on a doorstep and then disappeared.

			We’re so close I can hear his ragged breath.

			“Stop! Please!” I holler, “I just wanna ask you about the bracelet! About the note! It was you, wasn’t it? It was you who brought it to me!”

			Hopscotch glances back over his shoulder, and I see a look in his eyes that I recognize. It stops me right in my tracks.

			It’s the look of loneliness. Sadness. Fear. It’s the look of missing someone but not being able to do a darn thing about it. It’s the look I’ve seen in the mirror a million times, reflected on my own freckled face.

			It sucks all the air right outta my lungs. I don’t have it in me to run anymore.

			I let go of Daisy’s hand and stand there and watch as my one lead hobbles lopsidedly into the inky black shadows of the labyrinth of crates and tents.

			Daisy’s red hair hangs in her face as she turns toward me. Her eyebrows knit together in concern when we make eye contact. She squeezes my hand.

			“We’re not leavin’ here without some answers. Sister swear, remember?”

			She raises two fingers to her mouth and whistles, clear and shrill. It slices through the stormy air like a knife.

			“Hopscotch Jones! If you can hear me, I want ya to know that we’re friends. We don’t want any trouble, we just wanna talk. We’re also real stubborn, and if we can’t chat tonight we’ll just keep comin’ back, night after night until you agree to give us some answers, ya hear?”

			Something rustles in the distance, and then an enormous creature barrels toward Daisy, hurtling into the air and knocking her to the ground.

			I scramble forward and pull on the wet, matted scruff of fur on its neck, trying desperately to free her. The massive animal turns toward me and knocks me to the ground, pinning me down with enormous paws. I struggle wildly but can’t free myself.

			Never in my life did I think I’d go out from a lion attack, but here I am.

			The creature’s hot breath snuffles close to my face, and I brace myself for the worst. It opens its mouth, drool dripping onto my cheek, and then. . . it licks me. A massive pink tongue slides all the way up my face from my jaw to my hairline, leaving a slimy trail behind.

			I blink a few times to clear my eyes and start to laugh uncontrollably. It isn’t a lion at all, but an enormous shaggy dog, who now curls up next to me and rests a sopping wet grey and white chin on my chest.

			Daisy helps me to my feet. Gravel crunches in the shadows, and then that pesky Hopscotch Jones steps into the light from a row of bare bulbs at the edge of a tent, smiling sheepishly and waving a withered brown hand.

			He’s smaller than he looked before. The enormous clown clothes pad his tiny frame, but I can see now he’s not much more than a skeleton with suspenders on. Eleven dogs of all shapes and sizes peek their heads around from behind him.

			I frown.

			His raspy voice carries across the wind. “Pickles, you rascal. You an’ I will be havin’ a talk later. I sho am sorry I gave ya such a fright back there, girls, with the runnin’ and all. It’s jist . . . this ain’t a place for you.”

			I’m in no mood to be friendly with Mr. Runaway Jones.

			“Not a place for us? It’s a circus, Mr. Jones. Exactly the place for kids to be.” I stick out my chin, arms crossed in front of my chest. “What’s the big idea, anyways? Why’d you take off like that? We only wanted to ask you a few questions. It’s not like we were chasing you with baseball bats or anything.”

			Daisy rests a hand on my arm. “I think what my sister is tryin’ to say is that we’re real sorry we gave you a fright. And we’d love if you’d give us a few minutes of your time. It’d be much appreciated.”

			Whoops. I’m glad Daisy’s here to soften my blows.

			

			Hopscotch chews his lip and pets a small brown and white terrier, his eyes flicking around nervously. Finally, he sighs and looks up at me and Daisy with watery eyes.

			Seeing him cry disarms me, and all of a sudden I don’t feel so mad anymore. I just feel real bad for him.

			“You girls sho do look like yo’ mama an’ daddy. In different ways, of course. But I knew who ya was right away, soon as I poked mah head outta that tent. I skedaddled outta there ‘cuz you weren’t never supposed to come here. I never meant for ya to come lookin’. It’s too dangerous. I jist wanted ya to have your note and bracelet. You shoulda had that the day you was left on those steps so you always knew yo’ mama and daddy loved you. But by the time I realized yours had fallen outta yo’ blanket it was too late, the circus had already hit the road an’ I couldn’t get back.”

			He beckons us forward with one knobbly finger, ushering us under the shelter of a nearby tent. Tears run down his cheeks, leaving brown trails in the white paint around his eyes, his clown mask washing away.

			Daisy and I hold our breaths, waiting, hoping, practically begging for him to share more.

			“There ain’t a single day goes by that I don’t think ‘bout yo’ mama and daddy and you girls, ya know. They was so happy when you was born.” Hopscotch gathers his enormous polka-dotted tie to his nose and blows, smearing what’s left of the red paint across his cheek.

			“Yo’ daddy was a magician. A good one, too. People came from miles ‘round to see his tricks. He could charm jist ‘bout anyone with his magic. People said he had a gift. He was a good man and a good magician, but awful shy. Took him years to get up the nerve to talk to your mama for the first time. But once he put on that top hat an’ suit, he transformed into someone else—Harry Houdini born again. He’d make even the toughest critic start believin’ in magic, right then an’ there.”

			I hardly dare to breathe or shift because I don’t want to bring Hopscotch back to reality, but slowly settle in on top of a wooden crate, tucking my feet up and resting my chin on my palm. Daisy slides cross-legged to the ground next to me, resting her auburn head against my leg.

			“Now yo’ mama was the sweetheart of the entire circus. She had a way of makin’ jist ‘bout everyone fall in love with her. But no one loved her more than yo’ daddy and her horses. Boy, did she love those horses, too. She had six of ‘em—sparklin’ white, prancin’ things. And she’d do ‘em up all pretty ‘fore each show with feather headdresses an’ satin saddles. They looked like a team of horses that would take ya to Heaven in a diamond carriage. And yo’ mama was the angel that flew with ‘em. They’d dance ‘round the ring and she’d float across their backs in perfect harmony. I think those horses woulda run to the moon for her if she’d asked ‘em. Yo’ daddy would’ve too. She had that effect on people an’ animals alike.”

			The horses on our bracelets make perfect sense now. My mom, an acrobat who danced with horses! My dad, a magician! Never in my wildest dreams could I have imagined this.

			Thunder cracks, shaking the tent posts. Hopscotch doesn’t even seem to notice. He’s a decade in the past.

			“The day they found out they was gonna have a baby, they were jist absolutely tickled pink. Then the big day came, and it turned out to be two beautiful baby girls! We was all cryin’ and huggin’ and jumpin’ around when they told all the rest of us performers. They even asked me to be the godfather. Imagine that! Little ol’ Hopscotch Jones, the clown, a godfather! I ‘member smilin’ so wide you coulda parked the whole circus train ‘cross my teeth. We was like a family back then—one big happy family. Not like now. Now this big top’s jist full of anger and sorrow. Everyone here’s walkin’ on a tightrope, even when we ain’t performin’.”

			“I don’t understand.” Daisy’s voice trembles. “If they were so happy, if everyone was so happy, what happened? Why didn’t we grow up here,” she gestures with both hands around her, “in the circus? With our parents? With you? Why didn’t they keep us?”

			Thunder booms above us again, and Hopscotch leaps sideways. The dogs that had gathered around him scatter grumpily.

			I can’t tell if it was the thunder or the question that startled him, but after Hopscotch peers deep into the increasing darkness of the circus grounds and shudders, I know. Hopscotch isn’t afraid of the storm. He’s afraid of who might be lurking out there in it, listening.

			He stares hard and long at Daisy and me, a strange look on his face that I can’t place. It’s somewhere between sad and angry and maybe even sorry. When he starts to speak, his voice is harder, but not mean. Just serious.

			“Now, Mizz Daisy, you can’t be askin’ questions like that an’ I can’t be answerin’ none like that. Y’all are in ‘nuff danger as is, jist bein’ here tonight. I love y’all and I love yo’ parents too much to be puttin’ ya in harm’s way. Best thing you can do now is go home, be happy, and forget you ever met me or came here tonight. Jist go live your lives an’ you jist. . . .” his gravelly voice starts to catch a little in his throat. “You jist forget about ol’ Hopscotch an’ you go on your merry way, okay?”

			

			I look at Daisy, and I can tell she’s thinking real hard because she’s twisting her hair around a couple of fingers, tighter and tighter until they start to turn purple, like a bruise.

			I try to think about leaving her and not looking back. I try to imagine moving forward and forgetting about Hopscotch and the circus, but that’s like trying to swallow a piece of glass. It hurts like crazy, and no matter how hard I try, I can’t do it. Instead, it makes me mad.

			I’m mad at Hopscotch for not telling me more. I’m mad at him for thinking I could walk away and forget everything he told us. I’m mad at Mrs. Bellamy for not searching harder to figure out who Daisy and I were all those years ago, and for letting us be split up. But mostly, I realize, I’m mad at myself. I’m mad that for some reason, I wasn’t good enough to keep. I’m mad that my parents looked at me as a baby, and all that happiness they had before I was born flew right out the window, and they dumped Daisy and me on some cold, hard steps outside a children’s home.

			Rage bubbles up inside me, threatening to pour out, but then I hear a sniffle next to me that makes me pause.

			Daisy, my sister who could outshine the sun and never lets a single thing get her flustered, is crying. I mean, just sobbing—absolutely falling apart.

			For a minute, I’m not sure what to do. Hopscotch and I make eye contact, both frozen and unsure. And then, one by one, the dogs show us. They gather around her—the big ones resting their heads on her lap, the small ones curling up next to her, creating a furry buffer from the world, from the storm, from the sadness.

			I squeeze my way closer to her and put my hand on her arm. I can’t find the words to say, but it doesn’t matter all that much because she starts talking for me.

			“I’m sorry, Duke. This is all my fault. I’m so sorry,” she wails. Pickles nuzzles his head in closer.

			“Daisy Winchester, what in the world are you talking about—‘it’s my fault?’ How can it possibly be your fault? Don’t be ridiculous.”

			She looks up at me, her teal eyes red and puffy from the tears. “It’s my stupid hand. I bet our mom and dad took one look at me and realized I wouldn’t be able to do a darn thing in the circus with ‘em and decided they’d be better off without us. If I had a normal hand, I bet none of this would have happened.”

			I nudge two poodles out of the way and wrap my arms around my sister, trying my best to hug out the sad. “You listen here, Dais. There’s absolutely nothing wrong with you. You know that. So what if your hand is different? You were a baby who didn’t do anything wrong. What happened to us wasn’t your fault.”

			The words echo throughout my chest like a yell in an alleyway.

			It wasn’t your fault.

			It wasn’t your fault.

			It wasn’t your fault.

			For the first time in my life, I feel lighter, like I was carrying a backpack full of rocks and finally set it down.

			Hopscotch slowly lowers himself to the dirt on his creaky old knees right in front of us, his warm crepe paper hands grasping onto one from each of us.

			“I want you two to listen here and listen close. Ain’t nothin’ bad that’s ever happened in this circus been cuz’ of you two girls. You didn’t do nothin’ but bring light and joy. There are things goin’ on here that you two don’t deserve to deal with and none of it has to do with you or yo’ sweet parents. They loved you to the moon and back and they had nothin’ to do with y’all endin’ up on that doorstep. That’s as much as I’ll say but I won’t have you thinkin’ it was your fault, or theirs.”

			He squeezes our hands tight and looks at us with all the love in the world, his old eyes watery again.

			“Tucked away safe in my trailer is the most lovely picture of yo’ mama and daddy the day you two was born. You could see the joy jumpin’ right outta their faces. I took it down and hid it away a long time ago but you two sneak back over here tomorrow sometime and I’ll find it and give it to ya.”

			My heart just about leaps out of my chest.

			“We’ll be here,” I say.

			“You can count on it,” adds Daisy with a grin.

			Hopscotch nods toward the wind shrieking outside, and wraps us up in a hug. His thin body trembles with emotion. “Now get yo’ selves on home. This weather’s somethin’ terrible an’ I don’t want my sweet girls gettin’ sick.”

			Thunder cracks and fat raindrops begin to pelt my face. To be honest, I couldn’t care less if I catch the plague walking home in this rain.

			Tomorrow, for the first time I can remember, I’ll get to see my parents’ faces.
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			The morning after our stormy run-in with Hopscotch, we wake up to birdsong ringing through the live oaks—the sound of gratitude and fresh beginnings.

			By the time we got back to Daisy’s house last night, we looked like two wet rats. Adelaide cooed over us and wrapped us in warm blankets while she brushed out our tangled hair next to the fireplace.

			“Well, was the show at least worth the downpour, girls?” she’d asked.

			I shot a look at Daisy, begging her to keep quiet. My gut twisted just a bit as I watched regret flicker across her face before she beamed up at Adelaide.

			“It was wonderful, Mama. We ‘specially loved the clown act.”

			I didn’t sleep well after that. A mixture of excitement over visiting Hopscotch again and that twisty feeling in my stomach as I replayed the look on Daisy’s face kept me up all night.

			But now it’s morning—a glorious morning after my first Southern storm, and I’m itching to get outside.

			I leap out of bed and dash down the hall without even pausing to put on slippers. I’m to the front door before Daisy even makes it out of our room.

			The screen door’s been blown off the bottom hinge, and I push it hard to get it to budge before I step outside, blinking in the sun. Already my nightgown clings to me from the thick humidity. I fill my lungs with the misty air and take in the damage around me.

			Most of the yard isn’t in too bad of shape. A few shingles and branches are strewn about in the mud like a giant toddler threw a tantrum, but nothing too terrible. I let my gaze drift about, and then my heart sinks.

			The ancient magnolia tree that carried the tire swing in its friendly branches is gone. A massive pit sits where the trunk was, and it lays on the ground, splintered and scattered like confetti.

			A lump forms in my throat as Daisy steps down off the porch and kneels next to it, rubbing its bark like you would a loyal old dog.

			“This tree’s been here longer than we have. I thought it’d never fall.”

			“I. . . .” I try to find the right words to say, but stop when I notice a small thing not far from the trunk—a tiny featherless baby bird. I hold my breath as I scoop it up. My hands tremble around its little body like leaves in the wind. “Please don’t be gone. Please,” I catch myself saying a sorry, inexperienced sort of prayer and hope God will make up the difference.

			The bird nestles against my thumb. He’s dazed, but alive. A soft puff of relief escapes my lips and ruffles the few tiny fuzzies on top of his itty-bitty head.

			The screen door groans behind us, and I hear the heavy foomf, foomf, foomf of Leon coming down the porch steps. He lays an enormous hand on each of our shoulders, and looks down at the hatchling with a soft, sad expression.

			“Will they come back for him?” My stupid voice wobbles like the pudding at one of Miss Rose’s knitting circle luncheons.

			“Will who come back?”

			

			Leon’s a bad liar. I can tell he knows who I mean but doesn’t want to give me the answer.

			“The bird’s parents. Will they come back for him?”

			He lowers his eyes from mine, and they drift across what’s left of the magnolia and the smashed nest underneath one of the branches. Then he looks up at the sky for a long while and blows out a deep breath.

			“Not likely, Duke. Sometimes nature runs its course, and little things get lost in the mix. Mama and Papa birds gotta keep movin’ forward. It’s an ugly truth, but I don’t expect we will see his mama again. I know that’s not the answer you wanted, but I don’t have it in me to lie.”

			All at once, the lump in my throat grows and pushes against everything inside me until there isn’t room to hold it in. I pull the baby bird close to my chest and cry great salty tears. 

			Tears for this helpless bird, tears for the big old magnolia tree, tears for Miss Rose, tears for the Andersons, wherever they are, but most of all, I think, tears for my parents, and for all the years I’ve spent mad at them and at myself. And now, tears for how they were somehow forced to leave their two chicks, dazed and alone, and fly off into the great wide Somewhere without us.

			Daisy kneels down next to me and doesn’t say a word. She just sits there quietly and lets me cry all these great big feelings out. I’m grateful.

			The broken screen door grumbles again, grinding on its last hinge, and the porch steps creak their friendly melody as Adelaide pads down them. Lavender and vanilla waft toward us on the breeze.

			I sniff and rub the tears from my eyes with the back of my hand. Daisy’s mama stands over me in a white nightgown, her black hair in a long braid, with Leon’s arm around her shoulder, watching me closely.

			“I guess you two probably think I’m a big crybaby, don’t ya?” I try to muster up a laugh, but Adelaide just shakes her head and kneels down close to Daisy and me, putting a soft hand on my arm. 

			“There’s no shame in cryin’. Sometimes it’s one of the bravest things you can do, lettin’ your heart open up like that. Don’t you ever worry ‘bout cryin’ in front of us, do you understand?” 

			The lump in my throat releases. I nod.

			“I’m sure I’ve got a box somewhere and a few rags so you can keep that little fella nice and warm. I’ll bet he’s glad you found him. Y’all come inside when you’re ready, and we’ll get him situated and have some breakfast.”

			We linger for a few moments, paying our last respects to the tree, then follow Leon and Adelaide up the steps.

			Right before we go inside, I can’t help but think the little bird would be gladder if the tree hadn’t blown over to begin with.

			I take a deep breath, hold the bird close, and promise I won’t let anything happen to him. Then I step into the cool shade of the house, leaving the building heat and toppled magnolia behind me.
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			It’s nearly noon by the time we walk across the open field in front of the enormous circus tent. Last night, the place had been crawling with people, eager to get inside. Now there’s just flattened grass, smashed down under a thousand impatient feet. Down the midway where men had hawked tickets to play rigged games, and women called out for admission to sideshow acts, there is now a silent alley of small tents.

			The storm’s handwriting is everywhere we look. Pennant flags dangle loosely from the banners, crates have tumbled across the field, and the ticket booth lies sideways on the ground. Any popcorn that had been left over last night has either been eaten by the birds or, more likely, blown halfway across the county.

			We make our way toward Hopscotch’s trailer—the second to the last in the long row of shabby old train cars. Hopscotch’s door is open—a cheery invitation to come inside.

			As we step up into the shade of the trailer, Daisy gasps.

			It looks like the storm invited itself in and demolished the entire place. Every photo has been torn down from the walls. The dresser and the couch have been overturned, and the mattress has long, ugly slashes across it, its stuffing spilling out in giant mounds.

			Goosebumps rise on my arms even though the air is hot and muggy against them.

			“Hopscotch? Pickles? Dogs?” Daisy calls, but no one answers.

			The skin down my spine turns cold when I realize something. Hopscotch had been right. Us coming to the circus had been dangerous after all, but not for the group he expected.

			Somehow, in some way, this mess has to do with me and Daisy.

			“Duke,” Daisy whispers, “I think we better treat this like a crime scene. Nancy Drew would look for evidence. C’mon, help me peek around.”

			We rifle through the debris left in Hopscotch’s trailer, and barely notice the shadow darkening the doorway until a deep voice splits the air with an assertive cough. Both of us shoot straight up, whipping around to face the intruder.

			Caught. And looking guilty as all get-out.

			I recognize him immediately—the ringmaster. His sharp brows furrow down low, and his steely eyes flick from me to Daisy, taking us in.

			“May I help you?” He doesn’t look too happy to see us, especially digging through the ramshackle trailer of one of his clowns.

			Words stick in my throat, but Daisy clears hers, summons up a smile, and sticks out her hand.

			“Hello, sir, we were lookin’ for our good friend Hopscotch Jones. He helped us last night durin’ the storm and we just wanted to stop by and say thank you, but we found his trailer in this terrible mess and we’re real worried. Please, do you know where he might have gone? Or what happened?”

			The ringmaster’s eyes soften as he shakes her hand. “Any friend of Hopscotch’s is a friend of mine. Alastair Deveraux, at your service. As you may have noted, I’m the ringmaster here.” He gestures down at his white tank top and suspenders clipped onto black trousers. “Even though I don’t much look the part at the moment.”

			It’s easier to get a better look at him up close, even in this dim trailer, than it was to see him from the bleachers. Alastair Deveraux is handsome and young, younger than you would think for a ringmaster, with thick, dark hair styled perfectly across his head. At the edges of his temples, there are a few silver hairs. His eyes are quick and sharp, constantly darting around the room, taking everything in.

			Daisy giggles lightly, but I just stand there, uncomfortable, wondering what he’s thinking. I can’t help but think that we probably look awful suspicious, snooping around in this ransacked shack.

			“Tough crowd, I see,” he chuckles to himself. “You want to get down to business. I respect that. I’ll give it to you girls straight.” He takes a deep breath and rolls his shoulders back with a sigh. “Your beloved Hopscotch Jones wasn’t exactly what he seemed. The circus life has a way of attracting unsavory characters, and it would appear that Mr. Jones had involved himself in something rather unpleasant, and the consequences came calling.”

			My eyes narrow, and for the first time since he entered the trailer, I find my tongue. “What do you mean, exactly?”

			“I mean,” he stares pointedly at me, “Hopscotch Jones is a criminal. A lowlife. I’m sorry to have to be the one to tell you. I came over earlier this morning to congratulate him on his good deed, after word passed around the camp that he had helped two girls wandering in the storm, and found his place like this.” A ring on his left hand glints in the sunlight streaming in from the doorway as he motions to the disaster around us. “He got in over his head with some nasty business, and it caught up with him.”

			I can’t imagine sugar-sweet, shy old Hopscotch hurting a flea on one of his dogs, let alone committing crimes. It seems so unlikely, but I find part of me wondering if it could be true. “How do you know all this?” My voice comes out hard.

			Deveraux gestures around the trailer and out to the lot filled with tents, cages, and train cars. “This entire circus, this whole portable city, is mine. I know everything that happens here.” His voice lowers a notch. “Everything. There are no surprises for me, ever. Let’s just be grateful you two dears weren’t in harm’s way last night, seeing as a conman like that could be capable of anything. What did you say your names were again?” 

			“Daisy Winchester and Duke Foster, sir,” Daisy chirps.

			Deveraux tips an invisible top hat on his head. “An absolute pleasure to meet you both. Now, why don’t you two come on out of here, and I’ll introduce you to our biggest stars, the elephants. Luna and Astrid are usually ready for a snack right about now, and I’m sure they’d love some peanuts from two fellow young ladies.”

			Something prickles in my chest as Alastair leads us through the alleyways of the trailers and cages. A strange, sickly sort of knowing.

			Something doesn’t seem right.

			“Not far now, girls,” he says merrily, with such a warm kindness in his voice that I wonder for a second if I could be wrong.

			We smell the elephant car before we see it—the smell of sweet hay and grassy manure. Luna and Astrid look up at us as we step up into the car. Their eyes are enormous pools of cocoa, crowned with a thick row of long, dark lashes. There’s an intelligence, a kindness, a sense of kindred spirits.

			

			Daisy clasps her hands in delight. “Oh, Mr. Deveraux, I just love ‘em!”

			“I’m sure the feeling is mutual,” Deveraux laughs as he hands us each a handful of peanuts.

			Twin trunks snuffle in our hands, grabbing the whole lot and shoving them into their enormous mouths. I can’t help but giggle.

			The elephant car is a pleasant place. Sunlight filters in through a crack in the top of the car and makes the dust particles in the air sparkle. I run my hand along the rough skin of Astrid’s trunk, feeling a low rumble through my arm.

			“They’re happy,” the ringmaster says, smiling. “That’s why they do that—purr like a cat, I mean. A lot of people don’t know that about elephants. But they purr when they’re content, when they feel safe.” His eyes narrow, and his smile gets a sharp edge to it. “Why don’t you stick around, and I’ll let you help me with the bears, too? They’re more exciting than the elephants. I’m much more of a carnivore person, myself. They play games with their food before devouring it. It’s thrilling.”

			A shiver trickles from the top of my scalp to my toes. The giddy delight in Deveraux’s eyes as he talks about it makes it worse. Suddenly, I remember an episode of Wild Kingdom about the anglerfish that live in the deep sea. They lure in their prey with a harmless-looking light on their heads and then swallow them whole.

			Daisy’s voice cuts the tension, and I’m enormously relieved. “It’s probably time for us to go. Thanks for the peanuts an’ everything.”

			I tug on her arm, urging her out of the trailer and back into the blazing sunlight.

			Alastair stands in the doorway of the elephant car and watches us go, all the way until we reach the road on the edge of the meadow.

			Long after the trees build a wall between us, I can feel his eyes boring a hole into my back.
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			We walk in silence, the red dirt soft under our sneakers from the rain. The air hums with the song of the cicadas as they harmonize with the hot breeze. Beads of sweat start to form on the edges of my temples, and I find myself glad it isn’t too long a walk.

			About halfway home, Daisy clears her throat. “Duke. . . where do you think Hopscotch got off to? Do you really think he’s a con man?”

			I chew my lip. “I don’t really know, honestly. I guess it’s possible, but he seemed so sweet. I can’t picture him hurting anyone. But maybe that’s just the mask he puts on. If bad guys walked around looking and acting like bad guys, they’d be easy to spot and lock up.”

			“But Mr. Deveraux seemed awfully convinced.”

			At the mention of the ringmaster, my fists clench. “That guy gives me the willies,” I say.

			“Mama always taught me to give people the benefit of the doubt. It’s the polite thing to do,” Daisy replies. Her eyebrows knit themselves together in the center.

			I can tell she’s trying to convince herself as much as she’s trying to convince me. And even though I try, I can’t get rid of the sorta sick feeling in my stomach when I think about him.

			“Look, Dais. I don’t know anything about what’s polite and what’s not. I just know something’s off about that guy. And even though I know you want to do everything your mama says, adults aren’t always right.”

			

			Daisy stops walking and gives me a hard stare. “Mama and Daddy are good people, Duke. They aren’t like some of the other people you’ve lived with. They really care an’ want to help.” She digs at the dirt with the toe of her shoe. “I know you’ve always done things on your own, and we’ve tried it your way, but I think it might be time we tell ‘em what’s goin’ on. Some things are just too big for two eleven-year-olds to handle. A sorta creepy circus and runaway parents are probably included on that list.”

			A twisty feeling settles in my bones. I hate feeling like I’m playing tug-of-war with Daisy. On one end, there’s her Mama and Daddy, and on the other end, there’s little old me. One team has raised her since she was a baby, and the other she just barely met. Who am I to hope that she might pick me over them? But grown-ups always either don’t believe you or get in the middle of things and mess them all up.

			That isn’t a risk I can take when I’m closer to finding my parents than I’ve ever been.

			Daisy speaks again, quieter this time, like she’s talking to a skittish animal. “I tell my Mama and Daddy everything. They listen real good.”

			I squeeze my fists, pressing my nails into my palms. “Please, let’s not tell them yet. Just keep quiet a little bit longer. If anything else bad happens, we can talk to them, I promise. But I think we can figure this out. Please, Dais.” A panicky feeling begins to claw its way up my throat. I swallow hard, hoping to hold it back.

			“All my life, I’ve been shuffled from one place to another. I don’t care how big and bad and scary this gets, I’ve finally got what feels like a chance to have a family, and I’m not about to lose that.” I lock eyes with her, our teal eyes reflecting one another.

			

			“Plus, we’ve gotta find Hopscotch. He might be the only person in the world that still has a photo of our parents, and I can’t let that slip away.”

			She inhales a big breath and holds it for a minute, puffing her chest out. Then she releases the air. “I never knew it would be this hard to figure out when to be a good daughter, and when to be a good sister, and how those two things go together.” A tight smile sneaks onto her face. “But all right. If it means this much to ya, I’ll keep quiet.”

			I’m so relieved I could hug her until her eyes bug out. “Thank you. Really.”

			“No problem,” she says, but doesn’t look like she means it.

			That crinkly feeling sneaks back into my gut.

			“Then we’ll need somewhere we can talk without Mama and Daddy hearin’ us. Our house is too small. Sound carries through the whole thing. I’d say we could go to the dock on the creek, but it’s hotter than blue blazes and I’m afraid we’ll melt right away like two popsicles in this heat.”

			We walk a few more steps, both chewing over where we can talk freely, when Daisy grabs my arm, her teal eyes sparkling with excitement.

			“I’ve got it! The Sticky Shoe. It’s the movie house. It’s technically called the Cinerama, but everyone in town calls it the Sticky Shoe on account of how there’s two decades worth of candy stuck to the ground. For $1.20, we could have both a quiet place to put on our detective caps and escape the heat at the same time.”

			She pulls the leftover circus money out of her pocket and does a quick count, pushing the coins around in her palm with one finger.

			“Between this an’ my pocket money, it might be enough for some M&M’s, too. I reckon we’ll think better with a treat.”

			

			A grin spreads across my face and a familiar tickle of excitement spreads across my palms.

			“I’ll race you there.”
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			The theater’s an ideal escape from the sweltering Georgia summer. It’s cool and dark and overflowing with the smell of buttery popcorn.

			Daisy and I pick a spot near the back of the theater so our whispering doesn’t bother anyone, but that doesn’t matter because we’re pretty much the only ones there. Only one other man walked in after we did, and he sat at the very front.

			The house lights get dim, and the show starts. I toss a red M&M up into the air, catch it in my mouth, and lean in.

			“All right, Hopscotch—our one lead—has been snatched up by a bunch of thugs. We’re starting at square one. And we’ve gotta find him. I don’t care if he got himself into trouble or not, I liked him, and I feel like we oughta try to help him out.”

			Daisy smiles, pours herself a handful of candies, and whispers. “It’s like you read my mind.”

			I reach out to give her a high-five—a quiet one so we don’t disturb the man in the front row—but when I flick my eyes in his direction, he’s gone.

			I’m about to bring up how strange that seems when someone clears their throat in the seat directly next to me.

			A large hand slides onto my shoulder, and I nearly jump outta my skin.

			So, this is how I go. They got Hopscotch, and now they’re coming for me.

			

			I turn as slow as possible, trying to prolong my end, when who should I see next to me but Mr. Thaddeus Parker.

			I’m so relieved it makes me a little dizzy.

			He starts to laugh—a deep, velvety, jolly sort of chuckle. “Did I scare ya, Miss Duke? I do apologize for that. Wasn’t my intention at all. But I do have to admit, ‘twas mighty funny for a second there.”

			I’m so embarrassed I could melt right into the red velvet chair, but also glad he isn’t some club-swinging, knuckle-dragging oaf here to kidnap us, so I swallow it down and start to laugh, too.

			“Mr. Parker! What in the world are you doin’ at a matinee movie, all by yourself? Didn’t Honey and the kids want to come?” Daisy says.

			That laugh drops right out of Mr. Parker’s throat, and he looks around like he’s worried someone might be listening.

			All of a sudden, I’m not sure I wanna hear what he’s got to say. And he doesn’t look like he wants to say it.

			He slaps both palms down on his plaid trousers and hangs his head, breathing deep. Then he looks up, and he’s a different version of himself. The Mr. Parker who winks and sneaks you peppermints is gone. This one looks scared—haunted by sad ghosts, calling to him from the past.

			“To be honest, I didn’t come here to watch this show. I came to have a hard talk with y’all. I was in town to grab supplies for Stowaways and saw y’all come in here, so I came, too.” His hands tighten into fists, bunching the knees of his trousers. “You’re in serious danger.”

			My heart begins to pound.

			He looks around again and then continues. “I know y’all been pokin’ around at that darn circus, stickin’ your noses in where you shouldn’t be. It’s too dangerous to go askin’ questions there. I tried to warn ya, tried to keep you from going, but you didn’t listen.” He takes off his fedora and drops his head into his hands.

			I’m trying to process what he’s saying, but it’s not adding up. When did he ever tell us not to go to that circus? And then I realize—the bike tires. That happened while we were at Stowaway’s. No one else was in sight.

			I thought it was weird that Mr. Parker hadn’t seen anyone or said anything since the bikes had been parked right outside the window, but now it all makes sense. Of course he didn’t say anything about seeing someone suspicious slash our tires, he had done it himself while we were out on the dock with Leon.

			“You did it. You’re the one who busted up our bikes.” I stand up, fists balled, spitting out the words like a mad cat. “You owe us new tires. And a real good explanation.”

			Mr. Parker raises his hands in the air like a white flag. He won’t look up from his shoes. “I’m sorry ‘bout that, girls. Truly, I am. But I didn’t know what else to do. I was hopin’ I could scare ya off. Convince ya to just enjoy the time you have with each other and stop this search. Stay away from that place. There’s so much you don’t know. So much you shouldn’t know, for your own good.”

			I’m tired of him speaking in riddles. That old fire starts to burn inside me. I take a few deep breaths, trying to keep cool.

			Daisy pats my knee. It helps.

			“Mr. Parker, if there’s somethin’ goin’ on that’s so big and bad and scary that you’d try to chase us away from it, you better tell us what’s goin’ on. I’d rather know what danger I’m walkin’ into than stumble into it without warning. I think Duke would say the same.”

			

			My blonde head bobs in agreement.

			He still looks down at his shoes, shaking his head, his hands bunched up on his thighs. He blows out a bunch of air and looks up at the spit-wad-covered ceiling of the theater, and then looks me dead in the eye.

			“I wish you two weren’t so darn smart. And about half as brave.” The side of his mouth twists up into a half-smile and that famous Thaddeus Parker twinkle starts to glimmer in his eye again. “But then you wouldn’t be the wonderful girls you are. And you sure as sugar wouldn’t be much like your mama and daddy—both Leon and Adelaide and your biological parents, too. Lord knows they were ‘bout as brave and sharp as they come. I miss ‘em every day. Not a day goes by that I don’t ask the good Lord to look out for them.”

			A tidal wave ripples from my head to my toes. Next to me, Daisy lets out a little squeak and squeezes my knee tightly.

			Mr. Parker knows our parents? How is that possible? We were abandoned, and Daisy was adopted in New York, and then Leon and Adelaide moved down to Roseboro when she was little, since that’s where they were raised. As far as I know, Daisy said Mr. Parker’s always lived here. He and that tackle shop are as much a part of this town as the roses.

			“That’s right,” he says, seemingly hearing my thoughts, “I know your mama and daddy. Your daddy was my best friend. Your mama was the light of his life. And Hopscotch Jones, your godfather? He’s my uncle. Raised me from when I was knee-high to a grasshopper. Brought me up right there in the circus when my parents died. It was my job to feed all those animals—the nice ones and the nasty ones. My favorites were the elephants. Luna and Astrid knew how to heal a hurtin’ heart, I tell you. They taught me how to be at peace with how my life looks, not wish it away, hopin’ for somethin’ I can’t change. Those two gals are like family to me. I’ve missed them all these years.”

			Mr. Parker fiddles with his hat thoughtfully, turning it over and over in his hands, bending the brim this way and that. He looks like he’s about to get up the courage to tell us something important.

			I notice I’m holding my breath, waiting patiently, the way you sit still and quiet when trying to feed a stray cat. I worry that if I move too much or make any noise it’ll scare him away from telling us anything more.

			Daisy cuts in, shattering the silence. “Luna and Astrid! We met them just a little while ago. Mr. Alastair let us feed them some peanuts. They were absolute dolls. We loved ‘em.”

			Instantly, Mr. Parker’s face changes. The dreamy smile melts away and is replaced with shock, fear, and anger.

			“You’ve met him? Deveraux, the ringmaster, you two have met him?” His brows pull down low over his eyes, and the brim of his hat crunches in his fist.

			“Well, yeah, I mean—”

			“Don’t EVER go near him again. Alastair Deveraux is. . . is. . . well, he’s the most low-down, vile, rotten snake in the grass I ever met in my life. That man is the entire reason y’all didn’t grow up with your mama and daddy. The entire reason you just now met, after eleven and a half years.” A tight breath escapes his lips in a low whoosh.

			“I made a pact to never tell y’all this, but I can see now there’s no way around it. I never told ya to keep ya safe, but now the only way I can do that is to let you know exactly what you’re dealin’ with.”

			I lock eyes with Daisy. Hers are wide, startled at seeing sweet Mr. Parker so fired up. Something strange coils inside my stomach—fear at the thought of finally learning how we ended up on that doorstep in Brooklyn. Something I’ve wrestled with for so long, untangling before me. When all you’ve grown up with are questions, I guess finally getting your answers can be scary.

			“About twenty-five years ago, when I was only seventeen, I discovered twin boys—probably about your age—stowed away in one ‘a the feed cars on the circus train as we unloaded at a new stop for a weekend performance. I was haulin’ out all the hay for the horses when I moved a bale and found ‘em crouched back there, holdin’ on to each other, dirty and skinny as all get-out, an’ scared, too.

			“Back then, it wasn’t the Deveraux Brothers circus, it was the Larcinelli Circus, run by Mr. Riccardo Larcinelli—a kind fella but a bad businessman. It wasn’t the sparkly, shiny place you see now. That circus was fallin’ apart at the seams. A real shoddy piece ‘a work.” He shakes his head.

			“I felt bad for the boys. They told me their daddy had gone missin’ over in Europe fightin’ in the war, and their mama had wasted away with grief ‘til she was admitted into an asylum, leavin’ them to fend for themselves. They’d seen the circus pull through their town and thought it was their best chance at stayin’ together and stayin’ fed. I took ‘em to see Mr. Larcinelli, and he agreed to let them stay on and work for him in exchange for meals and a warm place to sleep.

			“I ain’t never seen two kids work harder. They were thick as thieves, but they couldn’t have been more different. Leroy was real quiet, and Alastair was boisterous and big for his britches, but lovable. I ain’t never seen two brothers take better care of each other. They were always together. They worked their way up through the circus—Alastair, in particular. He endeared himself to ol’ Larcinelli and one day, when we found the old fella had passed away in his sleep, his will left the whole place to those two boys. His dyin’ wish was for Alastair to become the next ringmaster.”

			Daisy pours herself an entire handful of M&M’s and stares, unblinking, at Mr. Parker, popping the candies into her mouth one by one. I put my hand out and she pours me some, too. This story’s more interesting than any movie could ever be.

			“So those Deveraux brothers took over that ratty ol’ circus, changed the name, and turned it into a marvel. Between Alastair’s flashy showmanship and Leroy’s even-keel mind, those two boys made magic out of that moldering tent. And people came. Whoo-ee, did people come! They flocked to that circus by the thousands, and the money rolled in with ‘em. It was the 50’s. The war had ended. People were ready to feel joy again, and the Deveraux Brothers circus was sellin’ joy with every ticket. By the time they were twenty-two, those boys had created an honest-to-goodness empire. Times were good. We were livin’ in high cotton.”

			The slight, dreamy smile that had formed on Mr. Parker’s lips as he talked about the good old days faded into a stern grimace.

			“I’d seen changes in Alastair for a while—a darkness, a greed. But I didn’t think too much about it. I was caught up in the razzmatazz and dazzle. I’d met my sweetheart, Honey, and thanks to those two Deverauxs, I had enough money to marry her and settle down. I’m sure it wasn’t the most ordinary way to start a life—two newlyweds livin’ in the circus, but it worked for us. It seemed love was in the air. Everyone was happy. Leroy got married to the lovely Miss Hazel Perry, a girl from a wealthy family who’d run away to join the circus, seekin’ adventure. They got hitched when the circus was parked right here in Roseboro, as a matter a’ fact. She was pretty as a peach and twice as sweet. And then, one day, when we were parked in Brooklyn for a weekend of shows, they had two angel baby girls, and that ol’ circus became a Heaven on earth.” That old familiar twinkle sparks in his eyes again.

			“That’s right. Your daddy was Mr. Leroy Deveraux himself.”

			My mouth drops open like the Lincoln Tunnel. All of a sudden, I really let it sink in that Daisy and I are sisters. I mean, I’ve thought about it a million times, of course. But now we weren’t just Daisy Winchester and Duke Foster—sisters. We were Duke & Daisy Deveraux—sisters.

			I grab Daisy’s good hand and squeeze it so tight I think my heart might burst. She squeezes back.

			“And right then, when everything in the world seemed perfect, somethin’ in your uncle Alastair snapped. It was a horrible night. I still remember your mama’s screams comin’ from their trailer when she woke up and found an empty bassinet where her two beautiful baby girls, fresh from Heaven, shoulda been. She was frantic, tearing apart that trailer, flyin’ out the door and into the backlot, where she found Alastair. He was staggerin’ drunk with a nasty grin on his face, ravin’ on and on like a madman about how if he couldn’t have happiness, neither could they. He’d ripped you both away to Lord knows where and threatened to kill anyone who got in his way or helped to find you.”

			“Leroy and Hazel,” their names come out of his mouth sounding funny, like he’s holding back tears, “well, they packed up and left the circus right then and there, determined to find their precious babies. It wasn’t until after they’d left that my uncle Hopscotch came to me, desperate, askin’ where they’d gone. He’d seen Alastair stealin’ away with you girls and followed him, seen what he’d done, and come runnin’ back to try and tell them, but by then they were gone without a trace. There was nothin’ we could do.”

			His palms and eyes turn to the ceiling of the Sticky Shoe in unison, like he’s explaining himself to God.

			“Without Leroy and Hazel, the safest place for you girls was that home. Mosta’ the performers were terrified of Deveraux after that, and wouldn’t put a toe outta line to cross him. But a few of us, just a few, left the show too, determined to watch over you girls and protect y’all from Deveraux while we looked for your folks. We hoped one day we could bring y’all back together again, the way it should be.”

			His eyes are soft when he looks back at us. “It’s taken eleven years, but the other day Hopscotch told me he thought he might have found a lead on your mama and daddy. He called early this morning letting me know he’d met ya. He was floatin’ on air, he was so happy.”

			My mind is reeling, but all of a sudden, there’s a pit in my stomach the size of a Georgia peach as I realize something terrible—Mr. Parker has no idea his uncle Hopscotch is missing.

			And worse yet, he was the one person in the world who knew where our parents might have ended up, and he’s vanished.

			I’m about to tell him the sad, sad news, when all of a sudden, screams echo from the lobby, and in no time at all, the door a few feet away from us erupts into splinters.

			There, heaving big breaths and dripping ravenous drool onto their glinting claws, are two crazed circus bears, with Alastair Deveraux standing right behind them.
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			Everything moves so quickly. One minute, Daisy and I are sitting there listening to Mr. Parker tell us all about our dirty old creep of an uncle, and the next, that same uncle has bashed in the door and his two crazy bears start tearing the theater apart, their claws slashing through the padded seats like they’re made of nothing but cotton candy.

			I glance at Daisy, who sits frozen, watching as they rampage down the row of seats toward us.

			Mr. Parker grabs my shoulders and shakes me. He brings his face close to mine. His breath smells like peppermint, and I think for a split second how strange it is to smell something so sweet in the middle of all this panic.

			“Run. Both of y’all run. Get outta here right now!”

			The bears stalk forward. The enormous brown scruffs on their shoulders roll like the fields of sweetgrass that surround Roseboro when the breeze hits them just right.

			I manage to catch sight of one of their eyes before I turn and run, and my heart breaks for that bear. I don’t see meanness in those eyes. I see fear. Desperation. Hunger. I see a big, brawny puppet, forced into action by the man in the top hat standing behind it, with a horrible grin and a long whip in his hand.

			The ringmaster.

			My uncle.

			Mr. Parker turns away from me and toward the bears, blocking their way closer to us.

			

			Daisy and I take off like twin lightning bolts, blazing past the red velvet seats with generations of popcorn kernels lost underneath, toward a dead-end wall. There’s only one door into the theater, and that’s on the other side of Deveraux and the two bears.

			We start climbing over the seats of the rows in front of us, trying to gain some distance, when a flash of light from above catches my eye. There, a little up the wall at the back of the theater, is a small window where the projector peeks its nose out to play the films. I can hear the whir of the clicking film as it runs through the reels.

			If we can reach that window, we can get out.

			“Dais! The projector room! It’s our best shot!” I pull her behind me, down the row of seats, across the walkway to the other side, and scramble over the seats until we reach the back wall again.

			Deveraux’s bears are distracted by Mr. Parker, who is holding a tattered red seat cushion like a shield.

			I stop.

			He makes eye contact with me and mouths a single word. “Go.”

			The bear nearest to him raises a massive paw and slashes the seat cushion out of his hands. It flies about eight rows away.

			Hot panic burns in my chest as I see the bear’s paw rise again, its claws catching the flickering light of the projector. It comes crashing down, just missing Mr. Parker’s shoulder.

			He hops nimbly over the seats in front of him and dashes into the lobby, the bears clambering over each other to follow. Crashes echo into the theater behind them.

			I can’t see where Deveraux’s gone, but I’m sure he’s right there in the thick of it, gloating.

			

			There’s nothing I can do but try my best to save Daisy.

			“C’mon, get up on my shoulders! I’ll give you a boost!”

			She shakes her head no, and I can see she’s cupping her small hand against her chest, eyes wide and frantic.

			“It’ll be fine. I’ll help you! Please, we’ve gotta go now or we might not get another chance.”

			She bunches her other hand into a fist and nods, her brows furrowing down into a determined grimace.

			There’s the Daisy I know.

			She clambers up onto the closest seat, and I lean down so she can use me as a step stool. On her tiptoes, she’s able to grab the ledge of the window. She gets a good grip, and I try to maneuver myself up onto the seat cushion to give her more height. She hooks her elbows over the edge and starts to pull while I push. It feels like it takes an eternity, but I feel her weight lift off of me as she tips forward through the window and into the projection room.

			I scramble to stand on the back of the seat, reaching as high as I can, looking for her to return to help pull me up, but she doesn’t appear.

			“Hey! Come on!” I yell, but still nothing. Panic prickles in my stomach.

			I load my legs for a jump, the biggest one I can possibly muster. I leap, and my fingers snag the window ledge. I cling for all I’m worth, kicking my legs wildly until I gain traction against the wall and haul myself up and through the window, falling to the floor in a tangled-up mess, like an ungraceful pretzel.

			As I dust myself off, there’s nothing in the dark room to greet me other than the rhythmic clicking of the film reel in the two enormous projectors that cast dancing shadows on the wall.

			

			Everything inside me is screaming to get out, but something isn’t right. I won’t leave without my sister.

			“Dais?” I whisper.

			A small whimper answers from the far side of the projectors.

			I creep around the whirring machines and find Daisy standing in the shadows, but she isn’t alone.

			Alastair Deveraux is right there with her, one hand wrapped cruelly around her and clamped onto her mouth, keeping her from screaming, the other gripping her arm so tight his nails dig into her skin. He’s smiling.

			I hate him for smiling.

			I’m consumed by fire.

			Every ounce of flame Mr. Barnes and Mrs. Bellamy have ever told me to swallow down, every bit of rage I’ve ever tried to control so I could be the model foster kid, comes billowing out of me like a nuclear bomb.

			An eerie scream echoes through the theater, and I realize it’s coming from me.

			I lunge toward him, swinging my fists wildly and hoping to land one anywhere that I can, but he yanks Daisy aside and sidesteps me with one swift motion. I whirl around to go at him again, but he wraps his arm around my head and presses a cloth to my face.

			The last thing I see before I lose consciousness is Deveraux laughing as Daisy struggles hopelessly, his dark eyes the same inky black as the projection room.
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			I remember Alastair covering my mouth and nose with a sweet-smelling rag, and then things start to get real fuzzy—sounds and images fade in and out in a blur, but nothing makes sense altogether.

			Now I find myself here, waking up somewhere I’ve never been, with a headache and a scratchy, raw feeling in my throat. Isn’t that just great?

			Something wet and warm slides up my cheek. I flinch and blink my eyes several times, trying to see clearly. It’s dim, but there are cracks in the wood-plank walls that let streams of dusty sunlight trickle in, illuminating the small space around me.

			A little brown and white terrier with deep cocoa eyes pants hot breath right into my face. I sit up with a start.

			“Dais! Dais, where are you??”

			A blurry Daisy leans over me, rubbing my arm.

			“It’s all right, Duke. I’m here.”

			Relief floods every vein in my body like a rush of cool water. My eyes focus more now, and I prop myself up on an elbow and look around us.

			We’re surrounded by Hopscotch’s dogs, all twelve of them. The floor I’ve been lying on is covered in straw that smells a little like manure and a lot like dust. My best guess is we’re in some sort of animal crate or cattle car on the back lot of the circus grounds. Just one small part of the labyrinth.

			Good luck to anyone looking for us.

			I sit up, picking the spears of straw outta my hair that are pointing in all directions off my head.

			I hear something—a shuffling sound, and then a cough.

			That little man with a bat is back inside my ribcage, battering around in there and making my heart pound.

			Daisy whirls around in the direction of the sounds.

			“Who’s there?” I demand.

			I’m in no mood for any funny business after a run-in with crazy bears and an even crazier uncle, all before noon. I look around for a weapon and don’t find one, but I hold up my fists anyway, ready and willing to box like Sugar Ray Robinson if I have to.

			Two wrinkly brown hands raise up in submission from a gap between a large crate and the side of the trailer. And then there’s a wheezy chuckle that I’d recognize anywhere.

			“Hol’ up, there, Mizz Duke. I don’t want no trouble, now. You lookin’ mighty fierce, and I ain’t got it in me to fight today.”

			The small, bent-over old man puts his hands on his knees and pulls himself up to stand. I swear I can hear his old joints creak. He’s moving much slower than he was just two days ago, but his smile hasn’t changed.

			“Hopscotch!” I couldn’t be happier to see him, even if he was a certified angel.

			But as he steps closer and into a patch of light, I see this angel looks like he’s been drug behind some golden chariot for a while.

			He’s looking pretty rough. One eye is swollen shut, and his arms and face are a patchwork quilt of bruises and cuts.

			“Heavens to Betsy!” Daisy gasps. “What happened to you?”

			He rubs the bridge of his nose with a serious look. “That no-good, low-down Alastair Deveraux and his two poor bears happened to me, that’s what.”

			

			My fists clench.

			“He’d heard I’d met two little chickadees and musta put two and two together. The next mornin’ I got two rather large and unpleasant furry visitors stoppin’ by my place, and all the while they was shreddin’ everything and chasin’ my poor dogs, Deveraux was demandin’ to know where you two had gone. I jist told him the truth—I didn’t know. He didn’t like that much, as you can see. I been locked up in this blasted place ever since. I must admit, I’m mighty glad to have the company, though I do wish it was under better circumstances.”

			He gives us a shy shrug and a crinkled grin.

			Daisy and I bolt to him and give him the biggest hugs we can drum up. He’s so skinny I could probably wrap my arms around him twice, if I wanted to. He pats our heads and squeezes us back, and we stay there for a minute, comforted by being with someone familiar, despite the bleak surroundings.

			After a moment, I feel two drips land on the top of my head. They roll down my forehead and off the tip of my nose. I look up, and Hopscotch’s kind eyes are brimming with tears.

			“Hopscotch Jones! You aren’t crying, are ya?” I say, half a smile playing on my face.

			He lets us go and wipes the tears from his eyes with his thumb and blows his nose in a hankie.

			“My mama always said the good Lord gave me the gift of a sensitive heart. I reckon what she meant to say was that I’m jist a big bawl-baby,” and he chuckles again, soundin’ for all the world like an accordion with a hole in it.

			“Here,” he says, digging deep into the pockets of his baggy trousers, “I managed to find this for y’all before the ringmaster rounded me up. ‘Twas all the way at the bottom of my dressing trunk. It’s a miracle I was able to move that mountain of clothes anymore, with these ol’ bones.”

			He pulls out an old black and white photograph. My heart leaps up into my throat when Daisy takes it out of his shaking hands.

			“Oh,” she whispers, “it’s us. All four of us.”

			A shock of electric joy runs from the tip of my nose to my toes. The four of us—me, Daisy, and our mama and daddy. I bolt to her side, dying to soak in every detail of their faces for the first time in my life.

			But I don’t get the chance. All of a sudden, the dogs begin to growl, and I hear the grating of the lock, and the door on the side of the cattle car slides open. Sunshine streams in, blinding us both for a moment. I put a hand across my eyes and see a long, angular shadow, crowned with a top hat, blocking the doorway.

			The ringmaster.

			I’ve got half a mind to feed him a knuckle sandwich.

			“Well, well, well, I see you three are busy reacquainting yourselves. Isn’t that wonderful?”

			His sharp eyes flick to the picture in Daisy’s hand.

			I wish we’d had the good sense to shove it under the hay when we heard the lock, but it’s too late now. He’s seen it.

			“And sharing old family photos, too. How sweet.” His words seem kind, but his eyes are cold, hard stone.

			He steps up into the car, his gaze never disconnecting from the photograph in Daisy’s hand as he steps toward her.

			Hopscotch moves halfway in front of us.

			“Now listen here, Alastair—”

			Deveraux pushes him outta the way like he’s a rag doll. He lands with a wheeze on a pile of straw and shakes his head.

			

			Molten anger burns in my stomach.

			“You’ve gotta be pretty crummy to push around an old man, you dirty rotten pile of junk! You know what? Never in my life have I met someone as terrible as you! Your mother should have spanked you.”

			He looks at me coolly, unblinking, unflinching, and rips the photograph out of Daisy’s hand. “My mother lost her mind and was locked up in an institution. Shame, I’m sure I would have turned out to be a saint with just a few more spankings to set me straight.”

			We leap and claw for the photograph, but he holds it just out of reach. He clucks like Miss Rose always did when she was disappointed in someone.

			“Didn’t your mother ever teach you to share? Such manners aren’t befitting of proper young ladies. Now, unless you want to watch me rip this photograph into a thousand pieces and then burn each one individually, you’ll settle down and let me take a look.”

			I know when I’m beat. I bite my lip and step back, shooting daggers at him with my eyes. Daisy huffs and crosses her arms across her chest with a scowl.

			He stares at the photograph for a long time. Longer than I expected. And I swear I see his eyes soften for the smallest part of a second, which surprises me. But when he blinks, they’re back to snakelike steel.

			“Such a happy family,” he sneers. He takes off his hat, stashes the photograph in the lining, and places it back on his slicked hair. He grins at me, and for a second, I swear his teeth are pointed, like a wolf’s.

			“You won’t be needing this anymore. I came to let you know that someone’s tipped off our tussle in that decrepit theater to the authorities, so we’ll be moving on now—you two included. It only seems right for my dear nieces to be reunited with blood relations. Welcome to the Deveraux Brothers Circus, Delilah and Daisy Deveraux. It’ll be your home from now on.”

			Before we have even a second to object, he hops out of the car, slams the door shut, and relocks the entire thing.

			His words settle on me. Daisy’s mama and daddy. Mr. Parker. Mrs. Bellamy. Miss Bess. Roseboro. The library. Walt’s. Even stuffy old Mr. Barnes. I may very well never see any of it again. For all I know, this cattle car is my life now.

			The thought of it is so heavy I sink to my knees.

			The muffled voice of Alastair booms somewhere in the distance, shouting directions over a cacophony of noise, which I imagine is the circus being packed up to haul outta town before the cops come to check things out.

			The cattle car sways as something is attached to the front. A horrible realization dawns on me, spreading chills up my spine. The only person who knew we were at the theater was Mr. Parker, and he’d been run off before he could see us get snatched.

			“Dais’, who’s gonna look for us, if no one even knows we’re missing?”

			She tenses up next to me. 

			“That man’s so evil he could make a preacher kick in stained glass windows,” Daisy mutters.

			I feel powerless. So out of control. So angry. So scared. All those feelings are all mixed up inside me like a fruit cocktail, and I’m not sure which one I feel the most.

			Hopscotch shuffles across the straw and scoots close to us, grabbing our hands and cupping them in his. His hands are cool and dry, but they’re kind and comforting, too. His shaky thumbs rub the back of our hands.

			

			“Don’t you cry now, Mizz Daisy. Don’t you cry. And don’t you worry, Mizz Duke. You’ll get outta here, ya hear? It’ll be all right. We’ll get ya’ll back home lickety-split.”

			I look up at him. “How do you know? From where I’m sitting, that door’s locked tight and we’re in a world of trouble.”

			He taps the side of his head. “There’s somethin’ ol’ Hopscotch knows about that uppity Alastair Deveraux don’t. God’s the boss ‘a this world, not him.”

			“He’s right, Duke,” says Daisy, “I think we should pray.”

			I gulp. “I, I—you better do it, Dais,” I mutter. “God and I aren’t real close.”

			She shimmies beside me and wraps an arm through the crook of mine, then folds her arms and bows her head.

			And she prays.

			She prays for us, that we’ll be safe and protected. She prays for Mr. Parker, that he got away okay. She prays for all the people at the Sticky Shoe, that they might be able to set things right soon, so their work won’t be too disturbed. She prays for her mama and daddy, that they might be comforted once they realize we’re gone.

			And she prays for the most unexpected person of all—me.

			She thanks the Lord that we were reunited. She prays that I might be able to accept myself, that I can have peace. And that I can feel all the love that surrounds me.

			The craziest thing begins to happen. I start to feel warm, like I’ve slipped into a bubble bath on a cold night. Relief spreads over me, all the way from my toes to the tip of my freckled nose.

			For the first time in my life, I feel like I understand prayer, and even more, I feel like someone’s really listening. And so, I pray in my heart, too. A prayer for Daisy, a prayer for her mama and daddy, a prayer for Hopscotch and Mr. Parker, and a prayer for my parents, that wherever they are, they might find their way back to their two girls.

			We sit there in silence afterward, arm in arm, soaking in the good feelings and sunlight that trickles through the cracks in the boards. It doesn’t make any sense, but I have a feeling that everything will turn out all right.

			Close by, a motor fires up, the trailer groans, and then lurches forward out of the rut it’s created in the grass, causing me to flail forward and knock my knee on something hard under the hay.

			The circus is leaving.

			“Ouch,” I mumble, rubbing my knee. And then I pause. There shouldn’t be anything underneath this hay besides a splintery wooden floor.

			“There’s something under here. Help me!”

			Daisy and Hopscotch and I frantically sweep our arms across the floor, clearing away the musty, sweet-smelling hay.

			There, in the floor slats, underneath where my knee had been, is a hatch, about two feet wide. And on the edge of it is a hinge that perfectly matches the aching mark on my knee.

			I don’t know if I expected angels to unlock the door or something, but God sure works fast.

			I pop the door open and can see the smashed grass of the meadow slowly rolling underneath the trailer. I look up at the old clown in amazement.

			“This is a way out!”

			Hopscotch smiles and juts his chin out toward the hole. “Go on now, git outta here.” He grabs the hatch and holds it open for us. A breeze flutters his shirt as the boxcar moves forward.

			

			“You gotta come with us, Hopscotch. We can’t leave without you,” Daisy pleads.

			“You sho can an’ you sho will. I ain’t gon’ do nothin’ but slow you down. You hop down there real quick before this caravan picks up speed and you lose your chance. I’ll close the hatch and cover it back up and hopefully buy ya some time before Deveraux realizes you’ve split.”

			I know he’s right. It’s the only way.

			And that nearly kills me.

			“We’ll come back,” I manage to choke out. “We’ll find you and come get you. I promise.”

			“You betta,” Hopscotch smiles a wry, half smile, “I ain’t plannin’ to spend my retirement locked up in some smelly ol’ box.”

			Daisy and I run to him and squeeze him with all our might. “Go, go,” he says, pattin’ my head, “get on outta here.” He ushers the little brown and white terrier toward us.

			“Y’all take Scraps with ya, jist in case of any trouble. He’s small but mighty, just like you two.”

			I take one last look at him, the dust twinkling around him, the brown skin around his eyes crinkled up into a sad smile, one hand tucked into the pockets of his too-big pants. This is a moment I wish I had a Polaroid of.

			I take a deep breath, cradle Scraps to my chest, hop down through the hatch, and roll across the green sweetgrass. Daisy follows close after.

			We look behind us and see the caravan picking up speed, and haul as fast as we can over to the taller grass that hasn’t been flattened by the circus, hiding ourselves from view.

			I watch the cattle car with Hopscotch inside it pull away. The outside is painted in cheery reds and golds, with a roaring lion on the side and big, bold letters that proclaim: 

			

			DEVERAUX BROTHERS CIRCUS:

			GOOD OLD FASHIONED 

			FAMILY FUN

			I snort at the irony and say a silent prayer for Hopscotch.

			We watch the train of cars and trailers sidle away, holding our breath as they grow smaller and smaller, and don’t let it out until we’re sure they aren’t coming back.
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			We sit in the shelter of the golden grasses for a long time, waiting for the circus caravan to become a puff of dust in the distance.

			“I’m so sorry, Duke,” Daisy finally says, breaking the silence. “I know how badly you wanted to see that photo of our parents.”

			Daisy’s eyes glisten with tears.

			I can’t bear to make her cry, so I try to swallow my disappointment. It’s a prickly lump, but I manage. There’s an ache deep down in my heart that I know will bubble up later, but for right now, having Daisy here and safe is enough. 

			“It’s all right, Dais. I’ve lived this long without seeing them, a little longer won’t kill me.” I say it with a smile. “But you better tell me every single detail you can remember.”

			“I can do that,” she says as she grabs my hand, “but I’ll warn ya–I only got a glance, myself.”

			“That’s good enough for me,” I say.

			Cicadas hum reverently around us as she takes a deep breath, closes her eyes for a moment, and begins.

			“Our mama was layin’ on a quilt-covered bed in a small trailer, just like Hopscotch’s, except this one was much tidier. It had striped wallpaper and flowers in a pitcher on the side table.”

			I smile to myself as I think that she made even that teeny-tiny space feel like home.

			“She looked tired, but happy. And real pretty. I couldn’t help but think when I looked at her with her freckled button nose and wavy hair pulled back away from her face in a low bun that we looked a lot like her, except her eyes were dark, not teal like mine an’ yours. I loved the way her smile reached all the way up to her eyes, makin’ ‘em crinkle and shine. I think she had a real good sense of humor, I can just tell.”

			My hand drifts up to the bridge of my nose, softly stroking where I know my freckles tiptoe across it. Freckles. Our mama had freckles, just like me. A warm blossom spreads across my chest.

			“What else? What about Leroy?”

			She smiles and crinkles her nose at me.

			“Oh, he was there, too—right next to her, just about as close to her as he could be—his Hazel. His arm was wrapped around her shoulders, and he looked so proud he might burst. At first, I was taken aback because he looked an awful lot like uncle Alastair, with his sleek dark hair and carefully trimmed black beard, but without all the sharp edges. He looked strong and kind and good and gentle. And you can tell by the way he was lookin’ at our mama that he thought she hung the stars.”

			“I guess I never thought about him and Alastair looking alike.”

			Daisy laughs. “They’re twins, Duke.”

			“I know, I know, but I just never thought about it before until now.”

			“They’ve got their differences, but you can tell they’re brothers. Just like us,” she says, her cheeks shimmering and pink with sun and smiling.

			“And we were in the picture, too?” I say.

			“Yep, right there in the middle, bundled up to our rosebud lips in blankets. I knew you must have been the one on our mama’s side because that baby had one blonde curl on her forehead. The other one had straighter hair, slightly darker. My guess is it was the color of cinnamon, because that’s what Papaw always tells me my hair was like as a baby.”

			Somewhere, tucked far away in the closets of my mind, there must be a memory of this moment. It shakes off the dust and calls to me from the cobwebbed corners, and for a split second, I can almost feel the warmth of the blanket and the beat of our mama’s heart.

			What I would give to go back to that moment and warn them of what was to come. 

			In a moment, the warmth spreading across my chest grows heavy as I think about us as little babies.

			Things could have been so different if we hadn’t ended up on that doorstep of Merciful Heart so long ago. I wouldn’t have to imagine what my parents look like. I could have known every smile line and dimple on their faces like I know every alleyway in Brooklyn—from a lifetime of looking at them, day after day.

			Daisy and I could have grown up together—swaddled together, toddling side by side, and getting into all sorts of trouble. An empty sort of ache replaces the weight in my chest as I think about all the time I’ve missed with her.

			The door to that dusty closet in my mind creaks open, the darkness inside threatening to swallow up more hopes and memories.

			Daisy’s voice slams it shut.

			“One last thing I remember. There, on the nightstand, were two envelopes with two bracelets on top. I’d bet one for little Delilah Deveraux and one for little Daisy Deveraux.”

			I look up at her now. “I wish things could have stayed that way, Dais. It sounds so perfect.”

			She heaves a great sigh, looks to the sky, and then drops her gaze to meet mine. Scraps nestles in close to her side.

			“I know. I caught myself smilin’ as I looked at the photo, but I felt sad, too. This is the closest I’ve ever felt to our birth parents, and I love knowin’ more about them, but honestly, Duke?” She gulps. “It tastes bittersweet, like a lemon drop on my tongue. Maybe it’s not fair to my ma and pa or somethin’. Leon and Adelaide, my mama and daddy, have always been the honey to my biscuits, the shrimp to my grits. They’ve loved me from the get-go. And for the first time since this whole crazy adventure began, I wonder if findin’ our other mama and daddy might hurt them. And the thought of causin’ them any sorta pain hurts me, too.”

			I don’t know the right words to say to that, so we sit there for a few minutes in silence.

			Daisy puts her hand on my shoulder and sits there quietly, letting me sort things out inside myself.

		

	
		

		
			chapter 28

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Ahigh whine rings through the air, a sound I’m familiar with—police sirens. Between them and the sounds of mothers gossiping on the corner outside the Superette while their kids played hopscotch and double dutch, that was the song of my little corner of Brooklyn. For a minute, I close my eyes and listen to them get closer, and if it wasn’t for the salty-smelling breeze blowing in from the ocean, I might have convinced myself I was back in the city.

			Daisy grabs my hand and squeezes it, and I open my eyes. There’s a column of dust rising from the loblolly pines that grow thick along the side of the road.

			A black and white cop car comes rumbling into view, its chrome stripes along the side glinting in the sunshine. It pulls up onto the grass of the empty lot and stops right in front of us, the cloud of dust blowing forward and making us cough.

			The sheriff steps out, squinting against the sun. He’s a paunchy guy, about half as wide as he is tall, with a clean-shaven face and two big brows like caterpillars sleeping above his eyelids. They dance up and down as he talks, swaying to the slow, lazy song of his thick Southern accent.

			“Well, I’ll be darned—Daisy Winchester and Duke Foster! Isn’t there s’posed to be a circus here? I got a call about some madman with big bear henchmen. You two don’t look too nefarious or furry to me.”

			He chuckles at his own joke. “All in one piece, I hope?” He pulls his cap down lower, blocking the sun so he can take a closer look.

			I don’t like the way he looks at us, like he thinks the whole story was made up, and somehow, we were the masterminds.

			“Yessir, Sheriff Dunlap. They just pulled out, but we’re fixin’ to regroup and go after that circus—”

			The sheriff throws his hands up to stop Daisy from talking. “Now, now, girls. We will be doin’ no such thing, ya hear? My jurisdiction ends about a mile from here along the county line. That means I cain’t do nothin’ more past this point, ‘less that supposed ringmaster makes his way back into Roseboro, which I highly doubt he’ll be doin’.” He sniffs. “My best advice to you is to go home, change outta them dirty ol’ duds, and have yourselves a tea party or sew some dresses for your dolls or somethin’.”

			Have a tea party? Sew some dresses?

			Does this bozo small-town cop really think we’re going to go home and play dress-up when there’s a bear-wielding crazy uncle running wild? He’s gotta have a few screws loose.

			I start in on him. “Excuse me? Dolls? Do we look like we’re three years old? Maybe you aren’t understanding what we’re telling you. There is literally a—”

			Sheriff Snothead cuts me off. “Miss Foster, I didn’t mean no harm. No need to pitch a hissy fit. I was simply sayin’ that—”

			A hissy fit? I’m about to give this guy a piece of my mind, but I look over at Daisy, and she’s breathing deep and smiling sugar sweet at him. She must see my gritted teeth and balled up fists because she squeezes my hand again and exhales nice and slow, encouraging me to do the same. She takes one more deep breath and speaks, cool as a cucumber.

			“You know what? I reckon you’re right, Sheriff Dunlap. We’ll skedaddle on home and see if we can help mama with any cookin’ or mendin’. It’s real nice of ya to show concern. Two gals like us coulda found ourselves in quite a pickle if you hadn’t shown up. I think we can get ourselves home fine, though. I know the way. You give my regards to Dixie.”

			Sheriff Dunlap smiles and hooks his thumbs into his belt loops, rocking back on his heels as he nods his head.

			“That’s mighty sensible of ya, Daisy. I ‘ppreciate it. Y’all get home safe now, ya hear? And stay away from trouble.” He tips his cap and climbs back into the cop car, rumbling away in a cloud of dust as big as when he arrived.

			I look at Daisy, flabbergasted. “Mending? Cooking? You better be kidding, Daisy Winchester.”

			She waves me off, laughing. “Heavens, no. But my Mamaw taught me a long time ago that sometimes the best way to deal with some people is just to smile an’ nod an’ agree an’ then go ahead and do whatever you were fixin’ to do anyways. He’s Dixie’s daddy, and you’ve seen her. She’s a pill.”

			She pauses to scratch Scraps’ ears thoughtfully. He wags his tiny tail in appreciation.

			“But sometimes talkin’ to him makes me feel bad for her. I’d probably be snotty too if someone was always tellin’ me all a girl was good for was to play dolls and cook somethin’. It wouldn’t have done us any good to fight with him so lettin’ him think he won was the quickest way for me to get him outta our hair.”

			I grin. “You’re an evil genius.”

			She flips her copper hair over her shoulder. “Sometimes you’ve gotta be,” and she laughs that musical, magical laugh of hers.

			An awful realization spreads over me. “We didn’t even tell him about Hopscotch! If he knew someone was still kidnapped, he’d have to step in! Maybe we should go after him—”

			A sad, serious look spreads over Daisy’s face. “He wouldn’t have done anything, even if we’d told him, Duke.”

			I don’t understand. “What do you mean?”

			She breathes a great sigh with a whoosh and shrugs her shoulders. “You saw him. He’s just happy to make his appearance for show and go on his way. If he said it’s out of his jurisdiction, he’s already made up his mind that he’s not gonna do squat.”

			I swallow down the burning injustice, but it stays hot in my belly.

			“Fine. It’s up to us, then.” I chew my lip for a minute. “I think we’ve gotta head back to town. We can’t start walking down that dirt road and expect to catch the caravan. They’re long gone, by now. We’ve gotta go figure out where they’re headed next and make a plan of attack. There’s no way I’m going back into that tent again without some way to handle a couple of bloodthirsty bears.”

			“Or a bloodthirsty uncle,” Daisy adds.

			“That, too.” I laugh, not because I find it funny, but because laughing covers up how nervous I am.

			I’d rather deal with one hundred bears than be caught by surprise by my uncle again.

			“But I think you’re wrong,” Daisy says.

			I pause. “What?”

			“I think you’re wrong about going back to town. We need to go home, Duke. We need to tell Mama and Daddy.” She takes a deep breath. “It’s time.”

			The weight of what she says sits squarely on my shoulders and laughs mockingly into my ear. Once the Winchesters find out what we’ve been up to behind their backs, they’ll send you back to Merciful Heart, for sure. Enjoy diaper duty for the next seven years of your life.

			I want to fight back, to tell her no with everything I’ve got in me, but Alastair’s face flashes through my mind again with his wide, wild eyes, and I know she’s right.

			I learned a lot from the nature specials on Miss Rose’s television set. Animals aren’t usually mean just for sport. They fight and claw and kill for a purpose. Usually, they’re scared or hurt or hungry, and it’s pretty easy to tell which one. You can’t really hold it against a creature.

			But people are a lot trickier to read. People are a lot more unpredictable than animals. And they don’t make nearly as much sense.

			In the wild, if a lion’s hungry, you know what’s about to happen next—the Serengeti’s gonna be one antelope short.

			But when a person’s hungry for food or friendship or anything else, you never know exactly how they’re gonna act.

			In some ways, I think I prefer animals to most people, even all Miss Rose’s cats.

			And I don’t know what bee Alastair Deveraux has in his bonnet, but I don’t wanna get in the way of his teeth and claws again without a little ammo myself.

			I chew the inside of my cheek, then release a long breath. “All right,” I say, “it’s time.” 
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			We talk as we make the long, hot walk back to the Winchester house. Deciding what to do next isn’t hard. We’ve got to go after the circus, which feels a little crazy since we just barely escaped.

			But Thaddeus said Hopscotch was close to finding our parents before that snake in the grass uncle of ours locked him up in a cage, and we couldn’t bear to leave him to Alastair’s devices even if he didn’t have a lead.

			So that’s settled.

			The harder part is that we have no idea where on God’s green earth that circus and that particular old boxcar might be.

			We’re still a ways from their house when a low rumble echoes in the distance, making the gravel shudder and jump under our feet. Scraps growls in his throat.

			“Get off the road. Quick!”

			I scoop up Scraps and dash out of the middle of the tree-lined lane and into the ferns along the edge of the road.

			Dust lifts from the other side of a rise in the drive. Something is coming.

			I hold my breath, hoping it isn’t somehow Alastair.

			Suddenly, I realize Daisy isn’t with me. I poke my head up and out of the ferns and catch sight of her auburn hair glowing in the shafts of sunlight pouring over the ferns on the other side of the road. She peeks out at me with wide eyes and shrugs.

			

			Drats. Too late to join her now. 

			The rumble grows stronger and louder.

			In the deep shade of the ferns, Scraps bares his tiny teeth.

			Panic rises in my throat. We escaped him once. I’m positive he won’t let it happen a second time.

			For some reason, all that will come into my head is the feeling of the straw in the boxcar under my knees. I still don’t know much about how God talks to us, but I’m guessing that’s His way of telling me I might as well say a prayer.

			And so I do.

			As far as prayers go, I’m pretty sure it’s a clumsy one. I don’t really know what to say, but I figure He knows what I mean.

			“Please, Lord, I don’t know what kind of favors you call in for orphans who have a crazy uncle, but I’d take one right about now if you’re willing. And P.S. Thanks for the sister. Amen.”

			As soon as I say ‘amen,’ my left ankle starts to burn. Bad. I look down, and there’s one of those red ants sitting right there smiling, like he didn’t just bite the dickens outta me.

			I leap up and out of the bushes, slapping him off and squeezing my leg, which helps, but not much. I suck air through my teeth, and then I hear it. The screeching of brakes and the grumble of tires skidding to a stop on dirt.

			Great. Now I’ve done it.

			I whirl around, fully expecting to see Alastair coming for us.

			But I don’t.

			Instead, I see Leon’s rusty old truck parked in the middle of the road, with an enormous cloud of dust drifting forward from it, and Daisy’s mama and daddy running toward me so fast they might be flying. I don’t think Adelaide’s feet even touch the ground.

			Miss Rose told me that God hears and answers our prayers, and I’ve always hoped that was true, but after today, I know it.

			“Mama! Daddy!” Daisy cheers and rockets out of the ferns, sprinting toward them at top speed. Scraps and I follow close after.

			As we run toward each other, I catch myself saying “thank you, thank you, thank you,” over and over in my head. I hope it’s not too casual to talk to God like that, but I think He understands I don’t have a whole lot of practice.

			They pick Daisy up and squish her so tight her shoes might pop right off her feet.

			I freeze, feeling awkward, like I’m intruding on a family moment that I don’t belong in. A feeling that’s familiar to me. I begin to edge backward, away from them, when Adelaide looks up at me, happy mascara trails dripping down her high cheekbones.

			“Come here, Duke girl,” she whispers with a smile.

			Leon reaches out a great big log of an arm, and he pulls me into the pile, too. Even Scraps joins in, wiggling his way into the middle of our tangle of shoes. My cheek smashes right up against Daisy’s shoulder, and it’s way too hot in Georgia for a group hug, but I don’t try to wriggle out.

			The Andersons used to hug me like that before they’d tuck me into bed. We’d all sit on the quilt, and Hattie used to say she was squeezing all the bad dreams out of me. I had a lot of those when I was younger, but it must have worked because all the while I lived with Roy and Hattie, I had less and less.

			

			As I catch my breath after having my ribs nearly cracked by Leon and Adelaide, I realize that the last time I had a big group hug like this was with the Andersons, I don’t even know how many years ago.

			I kind of forgot how good it feels.
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			A large black crow alights on the roof of Leon’s truck as we finally pull away from one another. It cocks its head and examines me with dark, clever eyes, its wings gleaming a greenish-purple in the dapples of sunlight trickling down from the treetops.

			Caw, caw, it calls.

			Leon bends his knees, lowering himself to squat and look Daisy and me in the eyes. His voice, even though it is still kind, takes on a serious edge.

			“Girls, you have some explainin’ to do.”

			I drop my eyes to my dusty sneakers and pick at a loose thread on the edge of my shorts.

			Caw, the crow prods.

			Somewhere at the edges of my mind, an old, familiar insecurity comes to light, raw and aching.

			Why did I ever think I could come down to Roseboro and live a normal life? Why did I ever think I could leave all the bad luck behind in Brooklyn? How could I be so selfish that I’d risk bringing all the horrible things that always happen to me down to a family as nice as the Winchesters, just because I didn’t want to live at Merciful Heart and help change diapers for a few years?

			Who will be home thirty-three?

			“It’s my fault. I’m so sorry,” I squeak out, hot tears threatening to sneak out the corners of my eyes.

			“It’s not Duke’s fault,” Daisy launches in, “I was the one who—”

			

			I cut her off.

			“Daisy wanted to tell you everything, but I asked her not to. I understand if you want to send me back.” The words fight to stay in my throat, but I choke them out anyways.

			Adelaide assesses me with her cool, grey eyes. I can’t help but think she’s seeing all the mistakes I’ve made.

			But then she does something I’ve almost never seen an adult do after I’ve messed up in most of my thirty-two other homes. She opens her arms to me, inviting me to come to her.

			I step forward and she pulls me close. The smell of lavender and vanilla washes over me.

			Leon doesn’t say a word, but pulls us both close to his barrel chest and lets me sniffle while he strokes my hair, and after a while I realize he’s crying, too.

			“I’m so sorry,” I squeak out again.

			“Thaddeus told me everything, as far as he knows, at least,” he says, his deep voice echoing through his arms and across my back.

			I wipe my nose with the back of my hand and look up. “Mr. Parker’s okay? I thought. . . I thought I saw. . . .”

			Daisy’s daddy nods. “He’s got a couple of nasty slashes where those claws caught him, but if the good Lord’s willin’ and the creek don’t rise, he should be all right. I hear Honey’s quite the nurse and she’ll have him fixed up in no time.”

			My heart fills with gladness to hear this. Mr. Parker’s such a nice man.

			“Thaddeus managed to scramble away from the ringmaster and sprinted all the way to the marina, where I’d just docked for lunchtime. He told me y’all were in trouble, and so I headed to the theater, drivin’ as fast as I could go. When you weren’t there, I figured the circus grounds were the next best bet of where y’all would be. So, I grabbed Adelaide from the library and off we went.”

			“I think we broke just about every speed limit between here and Savannah.” Adelaide laughs.

			Daisy scoots close to me and takes my hand. “We’re real sorry, Mama and Daddy. We both made this mess, and we both decided not to say anything.”

			Leon heaves a big sigh and picks us each up and sets us down on the hood of the truck, the engine still warm and clicking underneath us as it winds down from its speedy trip here. He rubs Daisy’s cheek with his rough thumb and brushes my blonde hair out of my eyes, where it’s stuck to my wet lashes.

			“Girls, the only thing you need to apologize for is not letting Adelaide and me know ahead of time what was going on so we could help. We care for ya and had we known, maybe we could’ve done somethin’, helped keep y’all safe in some way.”

			He leans toward me, giant yet gentle.

			“All there is to do now is to move forward in honesty, understand?”

			“Yessir,” Daisy says.

			I nod in agreement.

			He stares at us for a moment, his stormy eyes passing back and forth between us. 

			“I don’t know how we didn’t see it before,” he mutters, a wry smile crinkling his eyes.

			Adelaide comes close and cups our faces in between her soft, delicate hands. First Daisy’s, then mine.

			“Twins,” she whispers. Tears twinkle in her eyes.

			Twins. The word echoes through me as strongly as it did the first time I said it a few nights ago.

			Two hands find mine, one small and soft, one large and rough like driftwood. Leon and Adelaide.

			“Let us help.”

			The crow flaps its wings and takes off into the air, cawing cheerfully as it spirals higher and higher into the sky.

			I look back and forth between them and see the softness in their eyes as they stare back.

			For the first time in my life, I accept.
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			We explain everything as we rumble along the road, back toward Roseboro. The bench seat is crowded with the four of us crammed in together and little Scraps on my lap, but in a comfortable way.

			“So this is why y’all were so interested in the phonebooks the other day?” Adelaide asks.

			“Yes, ma’am,” I respond.

			She purses her lips for a moment, pondering something. Finally, her eyes light up.

			“Well, Thaddeus mentioned your parents tied the knot here in Roseboro. Do you think we should check the archives?”

			Daisy gasps beside me. “Oh, my heavens,” she exclaims. “We didn’t even think of it!”

			Adelaide claps her hands together. “To Fanny Finch, Sugar! And step on it!”

			My heart leaps inside my chest, and Daisy lets out a squeak of excitement.

			Leon presses the gas, and the old truck surges forward. In just a few minutes, we slow to a stop in front of Biscuits and Jam, perched regally outside the building.

			We all pile through the front door, and Adelaide moves the red velvet stanchion that blocks the main staircase of the mansion-turned-library.

			“Up here,” she says. Gesturing to the wide, grand steps sweeping upward and gently curving to the right.

			

			We take the steps in twos, sprinting past painted portraits of the Finch family, watching us thoughtfully from the walls. Some look pleased to have company. Others squint their eyes at us with pinched expressions, unhappy to see us running so irreverently in their home.

			The archives are in what used to be the old main bedroom of the home, and the wide plank floors creak merrily as we enter. Despite the rows and rows of cabinets and shelves, the room has kept its cozy feel. Deep red wallpaper and tall windows surround the room, and an ornate fireplace rests to one side, a big brass mirror sitting on the mantle, reflecting the golden afternoon light onto a large table in the center of the room.

			“What do y’all say about a little fresh air?”

			Adelaide whisks across the space and flings open the French doors that lead to the balcony above the front door, and the air fills with the sounds of summer.

			She brushes her hands together and places them on her hips.

			“Let’s get to work,” she says. “Judgin’ off what Thaddeus told us and how old you two chickadees are, I would bet the wedding was sometime durin’ the last half of the 50’s.”

			We each spread out to the four corners of the room and begin sifting through the generations of information contained within. At first, it feels like a treasure hunt, and every new headline and photograph I pull from the drawers is an exciting opportunity. But after a few hours, I’d be more interested in getting a root canal than being disappointed by one more piece of paper.

			Not a single one of us has found anything of use. There’s not a shred of evidence anywhere in the archives so far that sheds a bit of light on our parents.

			

			I slump to the ground against a filing cabinet.

			It feels like I’ve been punched in the gut, hard.

			And I know all too well what that feels like since I called Jeremy Wannacott a nincompoop one time for cheating at Chutes and Ladders and he socked me right in the breadbasket.

			Suddenly, that doesn’t seem so bad.

			A commotion across the room interrupts my sulking.

			“Ah!” Adelaide cheers, “Aha! Look!” She runs to the table and flattens out an old newspaper. We surround her in an instant.

			Adelaide winks at me. “See? This is why you needed a librarian on your side.”

			Daisy scooches her shoulder close to me, and we lean over it together. Right there, smack dab in the middle under a headline proclaiming ‘JACKIE ROBINSON QUITS BASEBALL’ is an article:

			CIRCUS MAGNATE AND EAST COAST SOCIALITE HEAR WEDDING BELLS

			Roseboro Tribune

			January 5th, 1957

			It’s not every day that Roseboro witnesses a high-society event, let alone the wedding of two individuals so dynamic and influential as Leroy Deveraux and Hazel Perry. But that’s exactly what the community was delighted to attend this past Tuesday.

			It seemed even Jack Frost was on his best behavior for the event, dazzling Roseboro with an unprecedented flurry of snowflakes that drifted from the sky like the white rose petals that the town is known for.

			Deveraux, a quiet and humble man but enthralling performer known for his talents of a magical sort was all smiles as he walked hand in hand with his radiant bride out of Bethel Creek Church, surrounded by an eclectic family of fellow circus performers.

			The bride, Perry, was the picture of grace and joy, with a smile that spread to every face in a two mile radius.

			Festivities were held afterwards at the old Sugarcove Hall estate a few miles down the road on Little Saint-Michel Island.

			Noticeably absent from the happy event was Leroy Deveraux’s twin brother, Alastair, who cited managerial duties at the circus as the cause for his regrettable absence when contacted by staff from the Roseboro Tribune for a comment.

			There’s a large picture underneath the article, and Daisy and I practically rub our noses across the paper, scouring it for any possible detail or clue.

			The happy couple is in the center of the image, coming out of a white church surrounded by live oak trees draped in moss like pearl necklaces. 

			“Bethel Creek,” Daisy murmurs, “that’s Thaddeus and Honey’s church.” 

			Leroy’s got one hand in the air and Hazel’s got her hand looped around his other arm, snuggled tight against him as they walk. Our parents’ faces are both useless in this photograph. Our daddy’s is blurred as he looks away and laughs at some man just off-camera, who’s got just enough of his face showing that I can see the edge of thick, dark glasses. Most of our mom’s face is hidden behind her bouquet.

			For a split second, I had hoped this would be the moment I’d first get to see my mother and father’s faces. No such luck.

			But I do notice a few other faces I recognize, and that helps it not sting so much. They all look much younger, but right away, I notice good old Hopscotch standing near his nephew, Mr. Parker, who has his arm around a beautiful lady with rosy apple cheeks and a bright smile. That must be Honey.

			I’m so busy soaking in all the faces that I barely notice when Daisy gasps a tiny bit under her breath, until she elbows me in the ribs.

			“Look,” she squeaks.

			I let my eyes follow where her finger is pointing. Right there, sparkling on our mama’s wrist, nearly hidden by the white roses in her bouquet, is a silver bracelet with a tiny horse charm, identical to ours.

			My heart flutters in my chest.

			“We’re gonna find ‘em, Duke. I promise we will,” she says, nearly in a whisper.

			Daisy wraps me up in a great big Winchester bear hug, and gratitude washes over me.

			They are real. They existed. I may not be able to see their faces, but for the first time in my life, I’m looking at concrete evidence that somewhere out there, I’ve got a mom and a dad.

			Happiness fills me up right to the brim.

			“I’m just glad you’re all here,” I stammer, choking back stupid salty tears, “I don’t know what I would do without you.”
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			Leon and Adelaide herd us into the kitchen, where we gather around the table and stuff our faces in celebration with fresh buttermilk biscuits and jam. The tart raspberry dances on my tongue, and butter and crumbs coat my mouth like lipstick.

			As I look around the tiny kitchen, with shiny copper cake pans hanging on the walls and cherry print wallpaper, I feel happy. At peace. Leon and Adelaide’s laughter skips through the air and tickles my cheek, making me smile. I can’t believe how comfortable and welcome I feel here in such a short amount of time.

			I’ve lived in homes where I’ve had to tiptoe around, homes where I couldn’t step a single toe out of line without being kicked to the curb. But here they’ve allowed me to be myself, and that’s been enough, even though Lord knows I’m not much to look at and I’m bullheaded and stubborn.

			Sourpuss Mr. Barnes always called me ‘strong-willed’ when he talked to Mrs. Bellamy, but I heard him mutter ‘nuisance’ under his breath more than once when she wasn’t listening. I might’ve whispered a few choice words too, if I’m being honest.

			If he saw me now, he probably wouldn’t believe I was the same kid he knew a week ago.

			“You shoulda seen yourself about an hour into the archive debacle,” Leon bellows with a great booming laugh as he gently nudges me with his elbow. “I’ve never seen a face so long. You made those two droopy-eyed hound dogs outside look as jolly as a possum with a sweet ‘tater.”

			I crinkle my nose up and stick my tongue out at him. “You weren’t looking so good yourself. I saw your shoulders droop when Adelaide plopped another big old box in front of you.”

			Adelaide’s eyes pop open wide with feigned annoyance, and she playfully cuffs him on the shoulder. “Oh, he might not have been happy with me, but he wouldn’t dare sass me to my face!” She kisses his cheek, and he scrunches one eye closed. 

			“Daisy girl, are you gonna let your mother talk about me that way?”

			Daisy throws her hands up like a white flag. “Don’t drag me into the middle of this! Besides,” she says with a smile, “y’all already know I’d put my money on mama.”

			The sound of our laughter fills the kitchen and overflows through the windows and into the cool dusk.

			Later that night, after Leon and Adelaide tuck Daisy and me into bed, I roll the silver horse charm back and forth in my hand. I squeeze it as hard as I can, hoping that somewhere out there, our mom and dad feel that pull and come back to me.

			“Dais,” I whisper into the navy night air between our beds, “what if we never find that circus?”

			The sheets rustle as she rolls toward me. Her groggy voice bridges the gap between us.

			“We will, Duke.”

			“How do you know?”

			She yawns.

			“Because,” she mumbles, half asleep. “We’re too darn stubborn not to.”

			

			I smile. She isn’t wrong. And now we’ve got Leon and Adelaide on our side, too. 

			“Goodnight, Dais.”

			“G’night, Duke.”

			An enormous yawn escapes my own chest, and I flip my pillow to the cool side and nestle into my covers, with Scraps by my side.

			As I hover in that swaying space between being asleep and awake, I find my mind drifting back to Mr. Barnes and wonder how he’s doing.

			I surprise myself when I realize I hope that he’s doing well.
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			It’s Leon who figures out where the circus has gone.Every morning since I’ve arrived, he gets up before the crack of dawn and heads down to the docks to get an early start on the day’s fishing. He says the fish bite better when they’re eager for breakfast. They get lazy later in the day once they’ve had a little something in their bellies.

			This morning was the same. I could hear him puttering around before dawn, filling a thermos with tea and packing up biscuits, then the rumble of his ancient truck hobbling past our bedroom window.

			He left earlier than usual today. Daisy said every Thursday, he makes the four or five hour trip up the coast to Charleston to sell off any extra catches at the market there. Apparently, the folks in Charleston are always looking for more crab and oysters. Leon says lots of the buildings in Charleston are even made using oyster shells, so he makes the long treks. It’s guaranteed good money.

			Adelaide, Daisy, and I expected him to be gone the whole day, but he barges through the squeaky screen door a little before suppertime.

			“Ladies! C’mon in here!” 

			Daisy and I are lying on our beds reading Nancy Drew books and listening to the radio when we hear him bellow. We scramble out of our room and down the hall, where we find him waving something rolled and red over his head like a madman. Adelaide comes running in from out back, wiping her hands on her apron.

			

			In four quick strides, Leon crosses the room and is at the kitchen table. We rush to keep up with him.

			“Look at this. There were dozens of ‘em hangin’ in the alleyways near the dock in Charleston.”

			We all crowd around the table as he unrolls the paper, smoothing it with his giant hands as he goes. As it opens, Uncle Alastair’s face sneers at us.

			It’s a poster from the circus, advertising their latest show!

			“It’s in Shoal Point,” I say. “Where’s that?”

			“It’s not too far. Just a little dock town about halfway between Savannah and Charleston, only two hours away from Roseboro if we take the Sweet Adelaide,” Daisy replies with a grin.

			Leon looks around at each of us, his eyes sparkling mischievously. “What do y’all say, ladies? Should we go put a twist in a certain ringmaster’s suspenders?”

			A great, big belly laugh busts right out of me. “Finally, a grown-up who’s willing to cause some mayhem! I’d like to yank that mustache right off his smug face.”

			“Well, Leon, you can have the suspenders, and Duke, you can have his mustache, but leave his ego to me. No one messes with my girls without catchin’ an earful from yours truly,” Adelaide chimes in.

			My eyes just about bug out of my head. I never imagined Adelaide could be so feisty. Daisy can’t help but start to laugh, too.

			“Hey now, don’t think just because I’m a lady that doesn’t mean I can’t get my hands dirty every now and then. A Southern Belle just handles her business with more grace than most folks.” She gives us a wink.

			Leon pulls her in close, wraps her up, and kisses the top of her head. “That’s my girl,” he says, his voice warm.

			“What are we waitin’ for?” Daisy says. “Save the hugs and kisses for after. We gotta get goin’!”

			It only takes half an hour for everyone to pull together some clothes and set plenty of extra food out for the chickens, the dogs, the baby bird, and Miss Bess. I give her a scratch behind her fluffy ears, and we pile everything into Leon’s old truck.

			The sun radiates a golden haze as we rumble down the long dirt road toward the marina. Daisy’s fingers slide across the seat and find mine.

			A warm sort of confidence spreads up my arm and into my chest. I don’t know what this night has in store for us, but I have a feeling it’s gonna turn out just fine.
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			The boats in the marina sway in the water like they are as impatient as I am to set sail. I can practically hear the Sweet Adelaide tapping her foot and checking her watch as she bobs.

			Slow, deliberate movement from within the windows of Stowaway’s catches my eye. A face with a white paper cap comes to the window, and a warm smile spreads across it. Thaddeus.

			Daisy and I hop out of the truck and run into the crooked old building, thundering up the plank walkway. The bell over the door rings out behind us as we enter. We crash into him, giving him the biggest hugs we can muster.

			Mr. Parker’s scratchy laugh tumbles down on top of us. “Easy now, girls. Y’all gotta go gentle on me, what with my scraped-up arm and everything. It’d be mighty embarrassin’ to survive a bear attack, only to be taken down by two little girls.” But he squeezes us anyways.

			“I thought you were a goner,” Daisy says, and Mr. Parker feigns surprise, as if that was the most ridiculous thing he could think of.

			“Me? Thaddeus Parker? A goner? Child, do you know how many hurricanes I’ve bunkered down through in this ramshackle ol’ shop? If Mother Nature herself can’t best me, I hardly believe two ol’ teddy bears could do it. Naw, y’all are stuck with me.” The skin around his eyes crackles up with his smile.

			The Winchesters talk to him in low voices while Daisy and I putter around, making sure everything’s tidy and ready to close up for the day. We stand at buckets full of fishing lures and sort out the ones that have ended up in the wrong bins. It’s a strategic spot for us to be because it’s just close enough for us to hear without the adults realizing.

			“I don’t like the idea of it, Leon. I gotta tell you, Deveraux isn’t like a mackerel you can wrestle with for a minute and it’ll give in. He’s a shark, not someone to take lightly. You’ve never met someone the likes of him. I’m cursin’ this bum arm of mine right about now, else I’d be right there on the Sweet Adelaide with ya.”

			“Trust me, Thaddeus. We aren’t goin’ into this willy-nilly. But Sheriff Dunlap won’t step in, and honestly, I’m not sure the local police up there are gonna believe the far-fetched-soundin’ story we’ve got to tell anyway. But I’m not the kind of man to let an unfriendly tide keep me from doin’ what I’ve gotta do. This is about the girls, and Adelaide and I are going to do everything we possibly can to help ‘em.” He chuckles. “Besides, you know those two. If we didn’t do somethin’ they’d take it upon themselves to handle it alone.”

			“You got that right,” Mr. Parker laughs.

			My heart swells up like it’s too big for my chest.

			Daisy chews her lip and fidgets with a fishing lure, rolling it around in her palm.

			I look into Daisy’s eyes and can see the worry swimming around in there like a goldfish in a bowl. All of a sudden, her voice echoes through my head.

			“I wonder if findin’ our other mama and daddy might hurt them. And the thought of causin’ them any sorta pain hurts me, too.”

			My swelled-up heart shrinks right back down into a tight, aching lump.

			

			“Chickadees! We better get goin’ while the tide’s on our side,” Adelaide calls.

			I flick Daisy one last look, and my stomach ties itself into a little knot.

			We say goodbye to Mr. Parker and wish him well, and he sneaks a Tootsie Roll into each of our hands as he shakes them. “Y’all take care now, hear? You give that no-good Deveraux what’s comin’ to him and bring back Uncle Hopscotch, poor old fella.”

			“We’ll do our best, Thaddeus,” Daisy chirps.

			I nod and swallow hard, but it feels like there’s a chicken egg stuck in my throat.

			He squeezes my hand a little tighter.

			“I’m mighty glad you’re here, Duke. We all are. And we gon’ get through this mess together.”

			I look up at Mr. Parker and try to squeeze out a smile, but the knot in my stomach clenches like a fist. There’s so much I want to say—that I’m happy he’s okay, to thank him for his help, to tell him I hope that he’s right and that we really do sort all this out, but I can’t find the right words for any of it.

			Instead, I just squeeze his hand back and nod once, then walk out into the salty evening air, letting the door to Stowaway’s close behind me with a thunk.
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			The Sweet Adelaide’s motor purrs contentedly at the edge of the dock, with the sun setting behind her in a vibrant splash of orange and purple, making me squint and put my arm up to cover my eyes. I look up at Adelaide and for a brief second I see tears glistening on her lashes, but then she blinks and they’re gone.

			Leon reaches across and lifts us over the gap between the dock and the boat, up and over the green water sloshing back and forth beneath us. We strap on orange life jackets and off we go.

			Leon could probably steer the Sweet Adelaide away from the dock and out of Roseboro’s marina with his eyes closed, he’s done it so many times.

			Daisy grins and looks out over the ocean as we tumble over the waves.

			Stowaway’s light at the end of the dock blinks behind us, waving a solemn goodbye.

			A shiver trickles down my spine.

			Thoughts and feelings boil inside me, churned up by the waves.

			I quietly slip down to the front of the ship and tuck my knees under my chin.

			Daisy makes her way toward me, walking steadily despite the rocking of the boat. The sway of the Sweet Adelaide has been a rhythm she’s known how to dance to since she was just a baby. She sits down across from me.

			I stare out into the sunset and don’t say a word.

			

			“You all right?” She asks carefully, testing the waters. I shrug, my eyes never leaving the sea.

			She takes a deep breath and tries again. “Whatcha thinkin’ about?”

			I let out a raggedy sort of sigh and pull my shoulders up tighter to my ears.

			“You know,” she laughs, “you look for all the world like the snappin’ turtle that Papaw Walt caught when it snuck into Sainted South a few summers ago.”

			That gets my attention. No one’s ever told me I looked like a turtle before.

			“At first it looked just like ya, with its neck pulled down into its shell, but the more folks messed with it, it shot that head out, quick as a flash, and clamped right onto the stick some boys were usin’ to nudge it around.” She gives me one of her classic Daisy looks—the kind that says I dare you to take off the mask. “I want ya to know I’m not afraid of bein’ nipped at. Not by you. I know you’ve got enough hurt sloshin’ around inside you that you’re more fragile than people think. You don’t clam up to hurt my feelings, you do it to protect your own.”

			I drop my eyes from the water to my hands, and pull at a loose string on the strap of my life jacket, like somehow tugging on that string can untangle all the messiness in my life right now. Words start to tumble out of my mouth and into the blue dusk air before I can stop them. 

			“I’ve been on a boat once before, you know. With the Andersons. They took me to this place called Prospect Park in Brooklyn. It was nice, with a little zoo and everything. There’s a pond where you can try out all sorts of boats—tiny toy sailboats, pedal boats, the works. Roy and Hattie told me to pick any boat I wanted, and they’d take me for a ride. I picked one of those boats that looks like a big swan, and we paddled around the pond for hours, laughing and eating deviled ham sandwiches until we were so hot and sweaty we had to go back to shore for ice cream. That was one of my favorite days I ever had.”

			Daisy shifts a tiny bit closer to me.

			“That day, that afternoon, I felt like I had a family. A real family, you know? I sort of forgot that they weren’t really my parents and I wasn’t really their kid. We weren’t two separate groups. We just were. And I loved that.”

			I look up at her now, searching her face for some sort of something, but I don’t know what.

			“It sounds crazy, and I know I haven’t been here long, but for the first time in a long time, I feel like I fit somewhere. All I’ve ever wanted my whole life is a set of parents to call my own, and here I am living in Roseboro with what feels like a whole family. I even have a sister. I shouldn’t want anything else. I should be happy with what I’ve got while I’ve got it. But there’s this ache in my heart I can’t kick. Like someone took a big old bite out of it, and the only way I’m gonna fill it is by finding our mom and dad. Our real mom and dad.”

			Daisy flinches when I say the word ‘real,’ like I’ve stung her.

			All of a sudden, I feel terrible.

			The word ‘real’ repeats in my head, over and over, catching like a thorn. It feels raw and hot and burns.

			“You don’t have to share blood with someone for them to be a real mom or dad to you, Duke.” She takes a deep breath, trying to smooth the sharp edges from her voice. “A relationship doesn’t have to be biological to be good. Your family can be a whole lot more than just who gives you life. Look around—look at everyone you’ve met here in Roseboro that’s puttin’ themselves on the line to help you. Hopscotch got locked up. Mr. Parker got clawed up by some bears, for heaven’s sake. Mama and Daddy are out here right now, sailin’ toward who-knows-what, all to help you. For land’s sakes, I’m bendin’ over backward to help ya find our biological parents, but if I’m bein’ honest, I’d have been fine never knowin’ them before you showed up.”

			The Sweet Adelaide bucks over a choppy wave, and we pitch forward slightly, steadying ourselves against the bow as salty mist sprays across our faces.

			“You know why we’re doin’ all this? Because we love you. Love makes a family, Duke, not blood. So you gotta think hard and tell me—if, somehow, at the end of all this, we end up no closer to findin’ Leroy and Hazel than we are right now, and we go back to Roseboro empty-handed, just the four of us, is that gonna be good enough for you? Are you ever gonna look at us as your real family? Or are you gonna tell yourself we’re just another passin’ phase? I feel bad that you’ve never had someone like I have, but at the same time, it hurts to feel like I’m not good enough. To be standin’ right here next to you and always have you scramblin’ for more.”

			I snap my head back to the ocean and scrunch my eyes shut, clamming up against her words. I wrap my arms around my knees, even tighter than before.

			“I don’t know.”

			I’ve got no clue what my problem is, why I get a chip on my shoulder and shut people out. People who really haven’t done anything wrong.

			I’m angry that I’m so stupid and that I can’t just tell Daisy what she wanted to hear, that I didn’t say she was right, and that, of course, I could be happy in Roseboro with them, and never wonder about Leroy and Hazel again if this all goes bad.

			I know I hurt her feelings when I said they were our real parents. I didn’t really mean it like that, but my big fat mouth said it anyways, and I didn’t know how to take it back or make it better, so I didn’t. And now I’ve got a bunch of things I want to say, but they’re stuck behind my teeth like saltwater taffy, except they don’t taste sweet at all.

			Daisy heaves in a great, trembling breath, and then squeezes my arm gently.

			“Part of me is angry, Duke. And part of me hurts that you don’t count me, and Mama, and Daddy as a real enough family for you to be happy. And the other part, a big part, feels real, real sad for you, because I can practically see all the hurt and confusion tumblin’ around inside you, rattlin’ loudly where things oughta be quiet and still.”

			I take a deep breath and go to reach for her hand, but never get to, because right then Leon’s voice bellows down on top of us from the wheelhouse.

			“Shoal Point, straight ahead, girls.”

			I look out across the black licorice night and see a cluster of lights, not far off. They remind me of lightning bugs that sashay through the evening air beyond the Winchesters’ back porch.

			He rings the bell, and the Sweet Adelaide chugs closer to the dock. In the distance, skipping in the salty breeze, I can hear the call of the Deveraux Brothers calliope, ushering folks in from miles around.

			The show is about to begin.
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			Maybe it’s the fact looming over us that we’re walking into a circus run by a madman, but Shoal Point doesn’t feel like a sparkly, friendly little town like Roseboro.

			It’s crusted over with decades of dried salt and smells like rotting fish. The whole town is built right on the marshy edge of the water, so all the buildings stand on their tiptoes on post legs, like a bunch of ladies trying to keep their skirts dry. Barnacles grow everywhere here like the white roses do in Roseboro, and if you look closely as we pass under street lights, you can tell what colors the homes and shops used to be—bright, cheerful colors like lemon yellow and coral and baby blue, but most of the paint’s faded or covered in a layer of grime so thick it’d take a chisel to chip it away.

			We talk about our plan as we navigate the sagging plank walkways above the grassy marsh that swooshes beneath our feet. The closer we get to the circus grounds, the quieter our voices become. Soon, we barely whisper.

			Our plan is simple. Daisy’s mama and daddy will buy tickets to the show and keep tabs on Uncle Alastair while Daisy and I snoop around and find old Hopscotch in that cattle car with the lions painted on the side. If we get separated, we’ll meet at the Sweet Adelaide after the show.

			It’s not the most amazing plan ever made, but it will have to do.

			We all get real somber as the circus tent rises up in front of us. It might have been pretty if we didn’t know what was waiting for us inside.

			

			Strings of bulbs stretch out from the peak in the center of the tent and spread outward, radiating a warm, golden light. Sounds tumble out of the flap doors, and we can catch glances of all the performers in their glimmering costumes through the gaps in the canvas. It feels like something fantastical and magical. Somewhere that Duke, who grew up in the grey alleyways of Brooklyn, could never have imagined herself being. Yet here I am. Wouldn’t she be surprised?

			Leon and Adelaide pull us close. We stand there, in a big group hug longer than I think is necessary, but it doesn’t feel bad, either. Something about it makes me feel like everything’s gonna turn out okay.

			I feel Leon take a big breath, and he pulls back and holds onto Daisy by the shoulders. He leans down close and looks her right in the eyes. “You can do this, chickadee,” he says. His voice isn’t big and booming like I’m used to. It sounds fragile.

			My heart catches in my chest.

			Adelaide squeezes me tight one more time and then cups her soft hands on both my cheeks. “I’m so glad you came to Roseboro, Duke. No matter how tonight goes, I hope you know that. You’ve brought something to our family we didn’t know was missin’. We love you. Thank you for lettin’ us do this together.”

			I immediately look down at my ratty old sneakers, memorizing the laces. I wish I could fall right through a hole in the ground and bury myself in the sandy, stinky Shoal Point mud.

			All this time I’ve been so focused on finding my ‘real’ parents that I haven’t even stopped to appreciate that Leon and Adelaide have been treating me like the parents I always wished for and dreamed of back in Brooklyn.

			

			I feel lower than dog puke right about now.

			Leon and Adelaide buy their tickets and disappear through the flaps in the tent, and Daisy and I creep from shadow to shadow, making our way to the back lot.

			The hairs on my arms raise when I hear Uncle Alastair’s voice boom behind us. I stand stick-straight, thinking for a second that it’s all over already, but then I realize it’s just the show beginning.

			“Welcome, welcome, welcome all, to the Deveraux Brothers circus! You, my friends, have entered a world like none other. A world of mystery, of intrigue, of death-defying spectacles and truly remarkable feats! We specialize in creating moments you will never forget, and if it isn’t too boastful, I ask if you will permit me to promise that you will leave this tent of wonders tonight as a changed person. You will leave here, not as someone who has purchased a few hours of simple entertainment, but as someone who has seen. . . the impossible!”

			The crowd goes absolutely bananas. They eat up every word he feeds them. It’s amazing how charming he can be when you don’t know he’s completely off his rocker.

			Daisy and I make our way to the back lot, searching for Hopscotch. A long semi-circle of trailers that house all the performers looms in front of us, with Alastair’s in the center. It’s easy to spot because there’s a large red star emblazoned on the side, and it’s about twice as big as everyone else’s. As soon as I see it, my palms begin to tingle.

			“Dais,” I whisper.

			“Yeah?”

			“What do you say we take a little detour?”

			Daisy’s eyes just about bug out of her head. “What—in there? Are you crazy? No, Duke. Let’s just go find Hopscotch and get outta here.”

			The tingle spreads further up my arms, egging me on. I can practically feel the feathered edges of our old family photograph in my hands. I’ve got to at least see if it’s there.

			“You go on ahead if you want. I’m going inside.”

			She rolls her eyes and huffs, then follows me. “Well, I can’t very well let ya go in there alone, can I?”

			The steps squeak loudly as we climb up them, snitching on us to the world. Lucky for us, the back lot is empty, and the door is unlocked.

			We swing it open and climb inside, shutting it quickly behind us. Daisy reaches into her pocket and switches on a flashlight. Instantly, we can tell how much fancier this place is than Hopscotch’s. Instead of an old couch that sags from years of use, there’s a plush velvet sofa. Where Hopscotch had a tiny old mattress, Deveraux has an oversized bed overflowing with pillows and a down comforter. This place is like the Versailles of circus living. Fitting for a man with an ego as big as a king’s, which is displayed by the countless photographs and newspaper clippings of himself that Deveraux has crowned with ornate gold frames, scattered around the walls. Everywhere we look, Alastair Deveraux’s eyes are on us.

			“Hurry up, this place gives me the creeps,” Daisy whispers.

			She’s right. This place is like the ringmaster’s shrine to himself, and the faster we can get out of here and find Hopscotch, the better. I’ve got goosebumps that haven’t gone away since we walked in.

			We rifle through his desk, nightstand, and dresser, finding nothing but suspenders, socks, and mustache wax. Very helpful.

			

			Daisy shimmies her way underneath his bed while I move on to the enormous old-fashioned trunk at the end of it. It’s so heavy I have to hold my breath as I lift up the lid. I pull and pull, and finally it thunks backward with a puff of dust. At first, I’m disappointed. Everything inside the trunk looks as harmless as all the other useless stuff we’ve found—quilts, magazines, and an extra top hat. Not a family photo in sight.

			“Well, there’s diddly-squat under the bed,” Daisy announces, poking her head out from underneath the bedskirt.

			I can’t help but laugh when I see her. Her hair and eyebrows have so many fluffy white dust bunnies stuck to them that she looks like Papaw Walt with his bushy white brows that waggle around when he talks to you.

			“Come on over here and help me empty out the rest of this thing, Gramps,” I laugh.

			She giggles too and then sneezes, dust bunnies flying in all directions—an instant shave.

			We sit cross-legged next to each other and sort through the layers of things in the old trunk. We rummage through everything in silence.

			There’s still a lot unsaid from the boat ride, probably too much to say right this very minute. But I know there’s at least one thing I’ve gotta get off my chest while we’re sitting here.

			“I’m sorry. . . you know, about what I said on the boat. I don’t know why sometimes I’ve got such a big mouth, but I shouldn’t have acted like Leon and Adelaide aren’t your real parents. As far as adults go, they’re real neat. And, I’m sorry that I hurt your feelings when I said I didn’t know if I could be happy moving on without finding Leroy and Hazel. It’s just all I’ve thought about since the night of the fire and—”

			“It’s okay, Duke. You don’t have to say sorry for how you feel. I’m not made of glass. I’m not gonna start actin’ ugly or stop lovin’ you on account of a disagreement or some hurt feelings. As long as you know that we’re all here for you, and you accept that I’m honestly awful happy to count my mama and daddy as my real parents, then we’re square.”

			I nod, grateful. “Deal.”

			I reach back into the trunk, feeling around for something, anything, but all I feel is the crackly paper plastered to the bottom. It’s empty. There’s nothing left.

			We’ve searched the entire place and haven’t found a single stinking thing. I feel silly and ridiculous for even thinking that we would find anything at all.

			Why would someone so rotten as Alastair Deveraux ever keep our family photo?

			Stupid.

			I flop down onto his giant bed with a sigh that could blow down the house of one of the three little pigs.

			Clink.

			I bolt upright and look straight at Daisy. “Did you drop something?”

			She shakes her auburn head vehemently. “It sounded like somethin’ fell from under the bed.”

			She disappears, popping back up in half a minute, holding a tiny brass key in her hand. She turns it over in her palm, and it gleams dully in the beam from her flashlight. It is small and unremarkable, but to me it couldn’t be more beautiful.

			“Look! It musta been stashed in the box spring. Hurry, look around, and see if you can find anything it might fit into.” Daisy whispers loudly, and we both start frantically searching the place once again, with even more determination this time.

			We’ve about torn the place apart, and I’m about to give up when I take the flashlight and shine it around the room, giving it one last once-over, when I spot it.

			A portrait of the ringmaster, his smile glinting like shark teeth. But. . . something about one of his eyes is off. The paint doesn’t reflect the light the same way as the other.

			I move closer, my heart thumping wildly in my chest. There, where his pupil should be painted, is a small hole, nearly impossible to notice unless you were looking for it, and just the right size for the tiny key.

			“Dais,” I breathe, and put out my hand.

			In an instant, she’s by my side, and we slide the key into the hole and twist. Somewhere inside the portrait, there’s a whir and a metallic grinding sound, and then, like magic, the gold frame creaks open on a hidden hinge, revealing a small compartment.

			Inside is a large yellow packet, so old that the paper crackles brittlely in our hands as we reach in to grab it, both holding our breath. We fall to our knees, and I slowly slide my hand inside.

			The first thing I pull out is an old photograph. Daisy brings the light closer and we lean in, soaking up every detail. There are two boys—twins—sitting on brick steps, with their arms around each other’s shoulders. Both are wearing old-fashioned sweaters and shorts, with leather shoes and long socks pulled up to their skinned knees. They have dark hair and freckles, and one boy is missing a tooth. Both are smiling and laughing about something, and the sun shines down brightly on their faces. I turn the photo over. There’s a handwritten note on the back.

			Leroy & Alastair, 1940

			It’s Uncle Alastair and his twin brother, our father.

			I lean in even closer, trying to decipher who is who. And then I see it. While one brother has dark, almost black eyes, the other one, with the missing tooth, has light eyes, which, if the photo were in color and not black and white, might even be teal, exactly like mine and Daisy’s.

			“That’s him. Our dad.” I run my thumb along the edge of the photograph and realize I’ve got tears in my eyes.

			My dad.

			This is the first time I’ve ever seen his face. He looks so happy.

			My best guess is that this photo must have been taken before their dad disappeared in the war, and their mama ended up in the loony bin. Back before they were orphans. Back when they were a family. 

			A slow realization spreads across my chest like a sunrise. Their mother. . . was my grandmother. Never in my life did I think I’d ever have one of those. My heart beats with a dull, lonely sort of ache, missing someone I’ve never known. 

			I find myself looking at young Alastair’s face and feeling sorry for him. I know what it’s like to lose a lot at a young age. Something inside him must have broken, healing together crooked like a busted bone that never set right, ending up misshapen and painful.

			“What else is in there?” Daisy asks, quietly.

			I slide my hand into the delicate opening again, this time pulling out two large sheets of paper. Birth certificates. Birth certificates with the names Delilah Deveraux and Daisy Deveraux scrawled across them in handwriting that sprints across the page, loose and wild.

			For the first time in my life, I have proof that before I was just the baby with nothing but a first name left on a doorstep, I was someone with a family. With parents who loved me. With a sister—a twin sister. No one back at Merciful Heart would ever believe this in a million years, but here it is, in writing.

			Daisy squeezes my arm.

			Warmth spreads all the way up it.

			Next, I pull out a small knitted hat, identical to the one stuffed into the bottom of my backpack, except this one has Daisy’s name embroidered across the front. I hand it to her, and she strokes the edge with her thumb and smiles.

			The bottom of the envelope still feels heavy in my lap. I reach in and feel something cold and hard. I pull it out, and dapples of light scatter across the walls as the beam from the flashlight hits it.

			Daisy sucks in a breath.

			It’s a ring. Enormous and sparkly and about the fanciest thing I’ve ever seen in my life. There’s a gigantic sapphire in the middle, surrounded by a crowd of diamonds, all fighting with each other to be the prettiest one.

			“Oh. . . wow,” I mutter.

			“It’s fit for a queen,” Daisy whispers.

			A laugh behind us, sharp and cruel, tears through the air like it has barbs along its edges.

			“Fit for a queen? More like fit for a fool.”

			Daisy and I whirl around at the exact same time—so in sync you would have thought we’d rehearsed it.

			There, standing in the doorway, breathing heavy and with an ugly sneer on his face, is Alastair Deveraux.

			Our cruddy uncle. 

			Great. Why couldn’t it have been one of the bears?
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			Hello girls,” he hisses. “Looking for this?” He takes off his hat and reaches inside. His hand emerges holding something small and rectangular. The flashlight’s dim light illuminates it just enough to see the shapes of four people, snuggled close together. It’s the photograph of our family.

			My stomach ties itself in knots.

			“It’s funny,” he sneers, his eyes narrowed to slits. “At first, when I heard Hopscotch had found two little girls wandering the backlot during the storm, I didn’t think much about it. Dear old Hopscotch Jones was always annoyingly sympathetic and doing ridiculous things like that. But then I stumbled upon him the next morning, with a photo of my traitorous brother and his foolish wife with their two bouncing bundles of joy in hand, and it all connected.”

			His fist clenches, crumpling the photo inside it. His whole body tenses up and then releases, opening his arms wide and snatching us, pulling us toward him, his arms like iron bands.

			We kick and fight, but it’s no use.

			“And now lookie here,” his hot breath smells sour like liquor. “My two nieces, back home at last with their dear old uncle. One big happy family.” He grips us so tightly my ribs might crack.

			“What do you want with us, you dirty old creep?” I glare at him, wishing with every bit of me that I could claw his eyes out.

			

			“What do I want with you? Well, doesn’t someone think they’re special? I think you’ve gotten a mixed message, somehow. I don’t want anything to do with you. Why do you think I dumped you two little nuisances on the doorstep of that wretched children’s home eleven years ago? If you’d meant anything to me, anything at all, I would have kept you around. But you are nothing to me but a reminder of my back-stabbing brother and his fool of a bride.”

			The smell of his breath burns my nose, making me feel sick, and he squeezes us tighter, making it hard to breathe. Tiny sparks like fireworks dance across my vision. I pick up a sneaker and stomp, hard, right on top of his foot.

			He sucks in that rotten-smelling breath through his too-white teeth and releases his grip on me for a split second, just long enough for me to wriggle out of his grasp.

			Daisy’s still crushed in his clutches, her eyes wide. I can practically hear her pleading with me not to do anything rash, but she should already know that’s not really my strong suit.

			“FINE. I’m worthless, I get it. Tell me something I DON’T know! So why did you ditch us that night, huh? What made two harmless babies so repulsive to you that you couldn’t even stand to let us live a normal life, huh? Why’d you do it? Why? Tell me, you low-down, no-good, crummy old twit!”

			Mr. Barnes’s flustered voice echoes through my ears. “Delilah! You check your tone right this minute! You are a young lady, not a circus animal!” But that’s where he’d be wrong, because right this minute, I actually am at the circus. And I’m about as mad as those two bears out there being forced to wear those frilly collars and do stupid tricks on stage. I let that fire inside me burn, high and hot, like the flames that ate up Miss Rose’s apartment building.

			

			I fly at him, my fists beating against him over and over, screaming “Why? Why? Why!” until my voice starts to sound like a bullfrog and my throat gets sore.

			And the crazy son-of-a-gun has the nerve to laugh. A sick, unsettling, unstable sort of belly laugh that pours out of him like blood from a wound. He shoves me and Daisy backward onto the sofa.

			“You want to know why I did it? Why I crept into that trailer, snatched both of you, and ran? Why I couldn’t stand the sight of you and left you on a cold, cement step that February night? Let me enlighten you.

			“I did it because your very existence, every breath you take, every feature on your faces, is a dagger through my chest. A reminder of everything I should have had that was ripped away from me. A reminder that no matter how much power I amass, how much wealth I claw from the buffoons that attend my shows, how much fear and respect I garner from the cowards that perform in this empire of mine, I wasn’t enough. I lost the one thing that ever meant anything to me. And I couldn’t stand it.

			“I should have let you two die, fed you to my bears, but for some reason, I was a sentimental fool. So I took you. And I left you. And I would do it a million times again. Does that answer your question, Delilah?”

			He hurls my birth name at me like one of Jeremy Wannacott’s spit wads. I clench my fists, searching for words to chuck back at him, when something bites the palm of my hand.

			The ring.

			The prongs holding the sapphire pinch my skin, and when I open my hand, a blood blister is already forming.

			Daisy looks down at my hand and then slowly raises her eyes to stare at our uncle, who glares at me.

			“Oh, my heavens,” she whispers. “You loved her.”

			Alastair’s black hole eyes snap toward her. “What did you just say?” he whispers dangerously.

			“I said, you loved her. Our mother. Hazel. You. Loved. Her. That’s who this grand ol’ ring was for. It was for her, wasn’t it? But she didn’t love you, did she? She loved our daddy, who was good and kind and everything you aren’t.”

			Deveraux’s chest heaves, and he stares at her intently. For a split second, the hard mask on his face cracks like glass, and I can see all the hurt balled up inside him threatening to come tumbling out, but he shakes his head and blinks hard, and when he looks back at us, his eyes are as hard as stone. When he speaks, his voice comes out strange—strangled almost, like someone’s got their hands around his throat.

			“Very good, Daisy. You’re right. Hazel Perry was a beam of light that cut through the black grime that coated my life. She was the one beautiful, delicate, perfect thing that I wanted to hold in my hands and keep for myself. The one good thing I ever had after my father disappeared in those mud-filled trenches, and my mother got thrown into that asylum, leaving us to fend for ourselves. Not a day goes by that I don’t see her face in the shadows of every waking minute, hear her voice ring through my dreams. With her, I could have been happy, but who ripped her out of my reach? My brother. The one person on this planet I thought I could trust. The one person who should have given anything to see me happy. But instead, he snatched her away. He ripped away any chance I ever had of love and life and family. And I’ll hate him forever for it.

			“That’s what I see when I look at you two—betrayal. The combination of the person I love the most in this cruel, heartless world, and the person that made it so.”

			I don’t even know what to say to that. Because on one hand, I think he’s more disgusting than dumpster slime for doing what he did. But, on the other hand, I keep seeing that picture of him as a little boy flash through my head, and I can’t help but feel bad for him.

			Maybe we aren’t that different.

			We both lost our parents younger than anyone ever should. We’ve both known heartache. We’ve both really wanted something that was just out of reach, and watched other people enjoy it right in front of us, like a kid in a candy shop watching everyone else pop sweets into their mouths, but their change fell through a hole in their pocket and down the gutter.

			Maybe in some version of my life I could end up like him—angry, sad, jealous, bitter. It’s like looking in a broken mirror—a version of myself, but with twenty-five more years of hurting and hating under his belt.

			The thought gives me goosebumps all the way up my arms and legs.

			Apparently, Daisy isn’t having the same kind of revelation I am, because all of a sudden, Miss Cool, Calm, and Collected erupts and lets him have it.

			“My word. That is the sorriest excuse for ruinin’ people’s lives I’ve ever heard! Do you know how childish you sound, whinin’ and poutin’ like that to the two babies you snatched from their parents and left out in the cold on a February night? Heavens to Betsy! You threw a fit like a bratty child who didn’t get what he wanted, so he took the whole lot of toys an’ threw ‘em away so no one else could play with ‘em. Don’t cry to me about not havin’ the family you wanted when you tore ours apart. You’re nothin’ more than a sorry ol’ codfish, that’s what you are.”

			My mouth drops open so wide that an entire city bus could drive right through it like a tunnel. If I’m being honest, it was pretty neat. But the feeling is short-lived. All of a sudden, a terrible pain shoots up my forearm. It’s the feeling of Alastair’s angry grip, squeezing as hard as he can on each of our arms and digging his nails into our skin.

			“Cut it out!” I holler, but he ignores me and gets down right to our level.

			His eyes are bloodshot and wild. “So be it, if you two are going to bemoan your fates so much and whine about losing your sweet little family life here in this circus, I’ll give it to you.”

			He yanks us so hard toward the door of his trailer that I feel a pop in the shoulder that I smacked in that run-down tenement building on the night that started this all.

			“You’re. Not. Gonna. Take. Us. Anywhere!” Daisy says with gritted teeth as she digs her heels into the door jam. “My mama and daddy are probably comin’ lookin’ for us right now!”

			Deveraux jerks us forward through the doorway and into the dirt, then throws back his head and laughs into the night sky, which gives me a real bad feeling that we’re not gonna like what comes out of his mouth next.

			“Oh, yes, did I forget to mention that? I already had the pleasure of meeting your so-called ‘mother’ and ‘father,’ Daisy. In fact, I enjoyed making their acquaintances so much that I thought it selfish of me to keep them to myself. They’ve been introduced to Boris and Igor. I believe you girls met them in the movie theater the other day. They were quite excited to have company, I must say. I’ve never seen them so eager to get to know any guests of mine, but I suppose that might have something to do with the fact that I haven’t fed them all week, and they didn’t get the meal at the theater I promised them. Shame, really. Had they enjoyed a Thaddeus Parker snack, they probably wouldn’t be quite as cranky today. Funny how things work out.”

			There’s just enough moonlight for me to see all the color drain out of Daisy’s face. I feel like throwing up.

			“You wouldn’t. . . you didn’t. . . ,” she sputters.

			“I would. And I did.” Deveraux grins and pulls a small rectangular device out of his pocket, which has one red button sitting menacingly in the middle.

			“But, now that you mention it, I may have forgotten to press the transmitter to lift the divider between the two sections of the cage. Consider it insurance on my behalf, since I expected some trouble out of you two. Your precious mummy and daddy are safe, albeit shaken up, I’m sure. Do exactly as I tell you, and I’ll keep that divider intact, for now.”

			He taps a finger menacingly on the remote.

			“After all, girls, there’s a big top positively jam-packed full of people expecting a good time over there, and who am I to deny them? You know the old saying—The show must go on!’ Come along now, my dear, sweet, nieces!”

			Dear, sweet, nieces.

			All my life, I hoped for family. I never imagined that once I finally found an uncle, he’d be completely off his rocker crazy.
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			All the way across the lot, I rack my brain for ideas, a plan, a loophole, anything. But I don’t see any way out of this without a whole lot of hurt for everyone involved.

			Uncle Alastair pulls us into a small tent, and when he parts the canvas, we’re completely engulfed in a world of tulle, sequins, and silk. It must be the dressing room for the performers. Everywhere we look, there are racks and racks of beautiful costumes, all with that pesky brass ‘DB’ button we looked so hard for our first night in the circus.

			That night feels like a hundred years ago now.

			The whole place is drenched in the warm glow of enormous light bulbs that line the edges of four or five vanities caked with smudges from years of hurried lipstick touch-ups during the show.

			He rifles around the racks sagging under the weight of all the costumes, throwing pieces across the room like confetti, adding to the clutter and chaos.

			Finally, he emerges and chucks two outfits at us. “These should fit you two—scrawny and shrimpy—just right. You have seven minutes to change and make yourselves presentable. Remember, you’ll be the talk of the town by the time this night is over, so don’t embarrass my circus by looking a mess.”

			The flap of the tent flutters shut behind him as he stalks out with a wicked grin on his face.

			“What do we do?” I whisper. “Make a break for it?”

			

			An ember of defiance glows in Daisy’s eyes. “No. We’re gonna stay. We’re gonna make him think we’re playin’ his game. And then we’re gonna beat him at it.”

			A mischievous grin tickles my freckles. “I’m so stinking glad you’re my sister.”

			She gives me a hug, and we hurry into the costumes.

			The matching leotards are by far the prettiest thing I’ve ever worn. Silver sequins cover the white satin like fish scales, and a pale lavender tutu puffs out at the hips. Tiny silver star charms drip from the tutu and shoulders, singing a little tinkling song as we shimmy our way into the outfits. Each of us has a headpiece with one large, puffy feather balancing on top.

			We pull our hair back and stand side by side in one of the mirrors. If I didn’t know any better, I’d take one look at us and think we were lifelong performers, used to the pressures of stardom, not two kids scared half to death and being forced on stage so someone’s parents don’t become bear snacks.

			“Show time, ladies!” Alastair bursts through the curtain, tapping an imaginary watch on his wrist. “Well, look at you! You brats actually almost clean up all right. Let’s go, you’re on. I’ve arranged an extra special act for you tonight.”

			We slip through the back of the big top tent behind him, the same flap that Hopscotch first poked his head out of a few days ago.

			The air inside the tent is thick and muggy. I gulp in deep breaths, trying to bury all the nervousness inside me. It doesn’t work.

			I’m startled by how many people there are, overflowing from the bleachers that surround the ring in the center of the tent. Hundreds upon hundreds of them churn and fidget in their seats. My stomach does flips inside me. If only it could be the one to go on stage and do some acrobatics, not me.

			In the center of the ring is an enormous teeter-totter that men in shimmering red suits jump onto, catapulting each other high into the air, flipping and spinning and treating gravity like it was just a suggestion.

			Daisy pinches my arm and points to Deveraux, who motions for us to follow him impatiently.

			“You’re not here to spectate,” he hisses.

			We weave through the shadows underneath the bleachers until we reach a large pole that stretches all the way to the top of the tent, about forty feet tall. A rope ladder dangles at the side of it, and Deveraux shoves us forward.

			“Climb,” he says.

			I crane my neck to look all the way up to where the ladder leads. There’s a small platform almost at the top, with a tight rope stretching across the span of the center ring to a matching platform and pole on the other side.

			“You can’t be serious,” I say. “You don’t seriously expect us to climb all the way up there and cross that thing, right? We’re gonna fall to our deaths in front of all these people!”

			His shark-tooth smile spreads all the way across his face. “Only if I’m lucky. Now, are you going to climb up there or am I going to have to make a few adjustments to Boris and Igor’s enclosure?”

			“Jiminy Cricket,” I mutter under my breath, angrily. Miss Rose never tolerated what she called ‘rude language’ in her house, so that’s something I picked up from her. Most of the time, she’d let a ‘Jiminy Cricket’ fly and shake her fist while we were driving in her old red car, even though most of the time she was the one who caused all the ‘almost-accidents.’ I don’t know if it’s all the nerves, but the thought of Miss Rose’s driving now almost makes me laugh out loud.

			

			“Look here, girls. I’m feeling magnanimous tonight, so I’ll give you until I’ve announced the act to be up on that platform, or I’ll personally shove you in the cannon and launch you up there.”

			His red jacket billows out behind him as he stalks through the shadows. When he reaches the edge of the ring, he relaxes his shoulders, smooths back his hair, adjusts his top hat, and plasters a charming smile on his face.

			The stark shift makes me shudder. He’s gotten so good at wearing a mask that these people have no idea who they are dealing with.

			“I’ve got an idea, give me a boost,” Daisy whispers, nodding toward the ladder.

			I try not to let my eyes drift to her curled hand and nod, then help her get her grip on the swinging ladder.

			She climbs steadily for about eight feet, with me right on her tail.

			“You doin’ okay?” I ask.

			She gives me a quick wink. “Oh, this? This is nothin’. The hardest part is waitin’ for your slow behind to keep up. We can stop anyway. This is as far as we need to go.”

			Alastair Deveraux’s voice booms through the air around us. Daisy hurriedly whispers the rest of her plan to me as he begins.

			It’s not fancy, but it just might work.

			“LADIIIEEESSS AAANNND GENTLEMEEENNN! MAY I HAVE YOUR ATTENTION, PLEASE!”

			A spotlight swoops through the air in big loops before settling to shine right on him.

			I’ve gotta hand it to the guy. He knows how to work a crowd.

			“Tonight, as I watched each of you enter the tent, I recognized that I was dealing with no ordinary group. This is a crowd of discerning individuals, individuals who won’t be satisfied with the paltry tricks and tired amusements of the usual circus sort. This is a crowd that demands excellence, mystique, DANGER. And THAT, my esteemed ladies and gentlemen, is what I offer you now! A trick like none that has ever been performed before! A feat so deadly that no performer has ever been willing to attempt it—a truly once-in-a-lifetime experience.”

			The crowd goes absolutely bonkers. They’re tickled pink by the whole speech.

			He gestures up toward our platform and winks, that dirty old rat. I have to admit, I get a smug sense of pride when I see a flash of furious recognition on his face that the platform is empty. His eyes dart down along the ladder until they rest on us.

			Daisy glowers at him, practically shooting daggers out of her eyes.

			I just smile and wave.

			A subtle shift crosses his face. Maybe no one else in the crowd sees it, but I do. All the mercy he had left in him just flew right out the window. Cold prickles run along my spine.

			Now, we’re really in for it.

			But so is he.

			Honestly, I’m actually pleasantly surprised he’d even put that big old net underneath the high wire to catch us when we inevitably went plummeting off to begin with.

			As if he can hear my thoughts, all of a sudden Deveraux leaps off his stand, arms outstretched, and paces in front of the crowd.

			“Now, I believe I can see in some of your faces that a number of you are thinking to yourselves, ‘A highwire act? We’ve seen those before!’ and you would be correct. But,” he says, as he turns in a circle, addressing every side of the audience, “you’ve never seen one quite. Like. This.”

			Columns of sparks erupt around the ring, shooting flames fifteen feet in the air. Deveraux reaches out and lights a baton on fire, and then lifts it high above his head, and lights the net on fire.

			Within seconds, the entire thing is engulfed. Heat radiates out of the ring and pounds against my cheek.

			The crowd claps and cheers like they’ve never seen anything greater in their lives.

			I squeeze my eyes shut and swallow hard, running through the plan in my mind. It’s got to work. If it doesn’t, we’ve got an ugly date with destiny.

			So, I’m gonna have to make it work.

			Music begins. 

			Oh, Jiminy Cricket.
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			A drumroll starts, low at first, and then builds into a crackling thunder. Daisy and I glance at each other as we dangle from the ladder, take a deep breath, and hope.

			Refusing to move is painful. I can feel the itch spreading across my palms, willing me to take action. Breathe, I tell myself.

			The audience sits quietly, staring up at the platform, waiting.

			Deveraux turns back to the crowd with thunder in his eyes.

			“Ladies and gentlemen, it would appear we are experiencing some technical difficulties! If you would be so generous as to give me a moment or two, the evening’s entertainment will continue without a hitch!”

			“He’s not gonna be happy when he comes over here. Prepare yourself,” Daisy whispers between gritted teeth.

			“Don’t worry, I’m not too happy with him, either. I’ve got this,” I reply.

			Cold goosebumps spread across my arms as Deveraux turns and stalks back into the shadows toward us. Suddenly, I think we may be a little foolish to think we can get ourselves out of this mess.

			“I distinctly remember telling you both to be on that platform by the time I was done,” he whispers, struggling to keep his voice low and quiet so he doesn’t draw attention from the crowd.

			

			“We tried, we really did,” I stammer out, “but poor Daisy with her hand, she just can’t make it!”

			That’s a dirty lie. Daisy’s real good at sorting things out in her own way, but it’s the only reason we could come up with to keep from climbing that ladder of doom.

			“Well, then, should I assist you two? Give you a little motivation?” Alastair slips his hand into the gold-trimmed pocket of his scarlet coat and pulls out the remote.

			My stomach tightens. My legs tense.

			This is exactly what we hoped he would do.

			I throw myself forward off the ladder, launch through the air, and tackle him to the ground. We land with a puff of dust and an angry, guttural roar from Uncle Alastair. I scramble to my feet and wrestle the device from his hand.

			His eyes are wild, rolling things as he tries to gain his bearings. “You. . . little. . . .” he growls as he clambers to his feet.

			What I’m sure was about to be a delightful comment about his beloved niece is cut short as Daisy follows my lead, pitching herself off the ladder and landing on his back, knocking the wind out of him and collapsing him back to the ground with a satisfying thump.

			I catch myself grinning.

			Daisy struggles to her feet, but isn’t quick enough.

			Alastair’s hand snaps out, grabbing her by the ankle, tight.

			She yelps in pain, her eyes wide with terror.

			“NO!” I lurch, trying to grab Daisy under the arms and pull her out of his grasp, but as I do, I drop the remote.

			Deveraux snatches it before I can.

			Now he’s got Daisy and the button.

			It’s safe to say this has not gone according to plan.

			

			I fight to swallow the panic bubbling up in my chest as the ringmaster, a firm grip now around Daisy’s head and across her mouth, rises to his feet, an angry, venomous fury in his eyes. His knuckles are white around the remote.

			“Enough!” he roars.

			Gasps and mutters start to ripple through the crowd as one by one people begin to notice the commotion in the inky edge of the tent.

			Alastair is too far gone, full of rage, to care about being discreet. “I’ve had enough of your little games! I should have ended this all years ago when I had the chance!”

			He shoves the device into his pocket and unsnaps his coiled whip from his waist. It whizzes close to my head, biting at the air near my ear.

			Somewhere in the audience, a woman screams.

			Daisy’s teal eyes gape wide at me above his fingers as I stumble backward.

			A mean sneer spreads across his face as he raises the whip high into the air again, ready to strike.

			At that moment, two very fortunate things happen. One, Daisy bites the absolute dickens out of Alastair’s hand, causing him to release her and howl as he drops his whip and clutches his palm. Second, something whizzes through the air above Alastair’s head where the whip had been, and severs a string of lights in two.

			The lights crash to the ground, shattering and sending sparks in all directions. Embedded in the wood of the post, and vibrating with the force, is a long steel blade—a throwing knife.

			My eyes dart around and land on a figure standing in the entryway of the tent. I have to rub my eyes to make sure what I’m seeing is true. There, on the other side of all the sparks, breathing heavy, is that frumpy little man who dropped me off in Roseboro last week. I shove my elbow into Daisy’s ribs and point him out. Her eyes pop.

			“Mister Barnes?” I gasp. Mr. Barnes has always been the type to throw a hissy fit when you chew with your mouth open, not the kind to throw knives halfway across a circus tent.

			Alastair peels off toward Mr. Barnes with a mad look in his eye that unsettles me—like he’s gone and spoiled all his fun.

			Chaos breaks out as flames begin to lick across the walls of the tent and the straw spread in the ring. Panicked people start rushing in all directions like fire ants when you accidentally step on their hill.

			A voice rings out behind me. “PSST. You girls get over here, now! What are y’all waitin’ for?”

			Daisy and I flip around and see a familiar face peeking through the flap in the canvas. None other than Mr. Thaddeus Parker himself, sling and all. We sprint toward him.

			“I was worried y’all would run into trouble, so I followed ya in my boat from the docks. Looks like I was right to worry.”

			He looks at Daisy with worried eyes. “Where are your parents?”

			She tries to speak, but her lip starts to quiver and all that comes out is a squeaky sob.

			I speak for her. “Deveraux’s got them locked up somewhere with the bears! And Hopscotch is still here somewhere, too. He’s in a cattle car that has lions painted on the side. We were gonna go find him, but dear Uncle Alastair got to us first.”

			

			Mr. Parker’s brow furrows down over his eyes, and his mouth sets into a grim line on his face. “I’ll take care of all of them. You two go help Rook.”

			“Who?”

			“Oh, right, y’all don’t know him as Rook. What does he go by again? Brown? Burton?”

			“Barnes?”

			“That’s him. His real name is Rook Rigby. He was a knife thrower for Deveraux Brothers, back in the day. Left the same time I did. My job was to keep an eye on Daisy. His was to keep an eye on you, Duke. Keep ya outta harm’s way. Now get over there an’ help him because I don’t think he and Alastair are havin’ a very happy reunion, and I’m not gonna be much good to him with this bum arm of mine.”

			Mr. Parker turns and hustles out through the back of the tent.

			We hop over the divider in a gap between columns of flames, and run as hard and as fast as we can across the ring, toward the man I simultaneously have known for three years but apparently know nothing about. Rook Rigby? Knife thrower? I’m having the hardest time reconciling the guy who just saved our lives with the one who would get on my case every other minute for some silly little thing or another. But I’ve gotta admit, I’m really glad to see him. The knife-throwing part helps.

			Mr. Barnes, I can’t call him anything else after all this time, stands about halfway up on the bleachers. I see one more blade in his hand, but no others.

			Deveraux gains on him quick, moving forward menacingly, his fingers twitching and flexing and then balling up into fists. I notice a coal-black revolver strapped to his hip.

			Soon, we’re close enough to hear Deveraux’s voice cut through the air above the commotion.

			“Where have you been all this time, Rooky-boy? It’s been a while. How long has it been since you betrayed me? Eleven years? Eleven long years since you and that worthless dung-smelling animal keeper and my traitorous brother and Hazel left me high and dry? Since you abandoned me and your circus family?” All the while, he moves forward slowly—a leopard on the prowl.

			I watched a nature special once about animals of the Serengeti. They spent most of the episode showing a baby antelope being born and its life with its mama, and then at the very end, it gets separated from her and a leopard sneaks outta nowhere and snatches it. Goodbye, baby antelope. Really—that’s how the crummy episode ends. All that build-up for it to be someone’s lunch. I know a creature’s gotta eat, but it felt mean. I remember Miss Rose asking if I was scared or bothered at all, and I laughed and told her I wasn’t a baby, but later that night, tears rolled down my cheeks when I couldn’t sleep.

			I’m not about to watch a repeat.

			I motion to Daisy to look around for something we can use to distract Deveraux, who hasn’t seen us yet.

			Mr. Barnes shouts back at him, and somehow his voice doesn’t sound as nasally and annoying as it usually does. “We are the ones who betrayed you and the circus, Alastair? That’s laughable. You, you alone, tore this place and everyone in it to shreds that night. And you want to know where I’ve been? I’ve been in Brooklyn, doing absolutely everything in my power to keep Delilah out of your reach. You couldn’t stand the fact that Leroy and Hazel left, could you? And that’s why you’ve tried to track down the girls all these years. To force Hazel back.”

			

			Mr. Barnes glances at me with a look I always thought was disgust. Now I see it for what it truly is—pain.

			“Do you know the things I’ve had to do to keep Delilah on the move? Make her hard to track? Every time she starts to get settled somewhere decent, I have to stage some sort of disaster or shove her in with that miserable boy she fights with so that home would have to pass her along. That girl’s never known a real family in her life. I was glad Daisy got adopted fast to some people that ended up movin’ her down to sleepy old Roseboro. I knew Thaddeus would stay close to her and keep her safe. But Delilah didn’t get so lucky. That girl’s gone through so much, and it’s all because of you. Because you were jealous. Pathetic.”

			A newsreel of past homes starts flicking through my head, faster and faster, the images blurring together. Broken water mains. Disappearing paperwork. Electrical issues. New jobs in distant states. Zoning issues. Stupid Jeremy Wannacott being placed in the same homes as me over and over until I absolutely couldn’t stand him anymore and would fight, getting me kicked out. All this time. All thirty-two homes.

			All that bad luck.

			None of it was my fault?

			The words echo in my head until the question mark rattles off and clinks somewhere down at the bottom of my consciousness, fading away.

			None of it was my fault.

			I’m not the world’s unluckiest kid.

			I’m not unlovable.

			I’ve just got a crazy uncle who dumped me as a baby and a knife-throwing social worker who maybe, definitely, went about protecting me the wrong way, but. . . somehow, knowing all that feels. . . better. Better than thinking there’s something wrong with me, that deep down I just came broken.

			Sure, I mean, I’m not going on record anytime soon as someone living a charmed life, but now there’s nothing to stop me from chasing that either.

			For so long, I’ve told myself over and over that there was something off about me that made families pass me up. That bad luck followed me like a sad puppy dog.

			But at the end of the day, none of that had anything to do with who I am—who I really am—at all. It wasn’t a problem with me. It was just my life. My messy, complicated, sometimes crummy, sometimes amazing, exciting, wonderful life. The life that made me who I am.

			And I think, for the first time ever, I’m okay with that.

			A solid thunk snaps my attention back to the matter at hand—my uncle.

			Mr. Barnes, the apparent blade-throwing whiz, has stumbled backward, falling and landing on the bleacher behind him. His knife clinks out of his hand, bounces against the metal bleacher supports, then lands with a puff in the dirt below.

			I don’t have to see his face to know exactly what Uncle Alastair is doing. He’s smiling that sharp-toothed shark grin, the one right before he swallows the fish whole.

			Both Daisy and I look frantically around for something to use, but, annoyingly, there’s only a rectangular container of popcorn, mostly full, lying at my feet.

			It will have to do.

			I pick it up and chuck it as hard as I can. It smacks Alastair square in the back of the head and pops open with a satisfying explosion of puffy white kernels, like buttery fireworks on the Fourth of July.

			Daisy gives me a quick high five and stifles a laugh.

			“Hey!” I yell. “No one bothers Mr. Barnes but me!”

			At that, Barnes smirks and shoots me a wink.

			Deveraux turns angrily toward us. He takes one step forward, and then his eyes bug out of his head as he notices something behind me.

			I don’t have to turn to know what it is. There are a couple clues. First of all, the smell. Unfortunately, it hasn’t been that long since I’ve smelled it—the thick, bitter smoke smell that claws at your throat and eyes, the smell I just barely got out of my hair from Miss Rose’s apartment.

			Second, the heat that’s started radiating against my back, every sequin heating up and reflecting it like a tiny mirror.

			And third, the reflection of flames in Mr. Barnes’s glasses, as he looks in panic behind us, just like Alastair Deveraux.

			The circus is being swallowed by fire.

			There’s something real interesting that happens when you’re inside somewhere that’s burning. It sorta gets extra loud and extra quiet, all at once. On one hand, there’s the hiss of things melting and the groan of things burning and moaning in the heat before they collapse. There’s the whoosh and roar of the fire itself, gobbling up everything in its path. That’s the loud part. But the other part, the quiet, is like everything sort of freezes inside you with the volume on low. You’re aware of the noise, but it sounds muffled, like you’re hearing it through the thin walls of your old tenement building, but all the action is happening in a neighbor’s apartment.

			For a moment, everything is quiet. Everyone, including Daisy, turns to look at the wall of flames that creeps up the poles and swallows the canvas walls. They all stare at the fire, three statues, and I get a chance to stare at them. To soak them in.

			My social worker, the most boring man in the world, who I just realized is not at all the person I thought he was.

			My twin sister, my best friend, who I didn’t know existed until a week ago.

			And finally, my uncle, only the second person in my entire life who shares some of the blood that runs in my veins, but also the one person who has tried to tear my world apart.

			All so different, and yet all with the same look on their faces.

			I guess fire doesn’t care who you are.

			The quiet only lasts a split second before it erupts back into deafening thunder, when one of the support beams burns clean through and comes crashing down onto the bleachers, narrowly missing all four of us, but separating us from Mr. Barnes, who now stands on the other side of a canyon of splintered, flaming wood.

			“Girls! Run!” His voice carries over the noise.

			We do. Hard and fast, hand in hand. The entrance to the tent, which was the closest exit, collapsed when the pole went down. The only other option is the exit, across the tent, where pieces of burning canvas and wood sag, and the remaining electrical bulbs pop and explode at random, raining down shards of hot glass.

			I shake Daisy’s arm and point.

			“I see it,” she yells.

			The smoke blinds us, and the heat pulls on the satin and tulle of our costumes like it doesn’t want us to leave. But still we run, our twin legs pounding against the dirt. The only clue now as to where the exit might be is the slight thinning of the wall of smoke straight ahead, and a breeze.

			Fresh air. We’re almost there.

			I don’t know what’s burning more at this point—the tent, my legs, or my lungs. But the closer we get to the exit, the more the smoke’s grip on me releases, and the more I can smell the briny air of Shoal Point.

			All at once, we burst out of the canvas flaps and collapse onto the debris-littered ground outside the tent, sucking in the clean, coastal air. Daisy coughs hard next to me, but we’re out. Exhausted and ragged as two sewer rats, but safe.

			“C’mon, we’ve gotta move. This whole place is coming down any minute now, and we don’t want to be anywhere near it when it does.” My voice croaks out of my throat, almost unrecognizable.

			“Going somewhere, girls?”

			Despite the blistering heat still radiating against our backs, an army of chills runs up my spine.

			My eyes drift along the ground in front of us and come to two pointy leather shoes, with an angry black revolver clutched in a clenched fist.

			I look up, and my suspicions are confirmed. It’s Deveraux.

			Maybe I take back what I said about being safe.

			And maybe what I said about not being the world’s unluckiest kid, too.
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			Look around. Look what you’ve done,” Uncle Alastair seethes, his eyes blazing. His usually pristine white shirt is blotched with smoke stains, his normally perfectly slicked back hair hangs loose in his eyes, which show the reflection of the massive flames behind us.

			We’ve seen him angry, and we’ve seen him drunk, but we’ve never seen him like this. He’s coming undone at the seams. There’s something else underneath all the hate and anger. . . but I can’t quite put my finger on it.

			All at once, I remember sitting at the kitchen table with Hattie, right when I first moved in with them. Sunlight poured through the big glass windows and made our cheeks pink. Roy had gone into work early that day, and we hadn’t had breakfast yet, but Hattie made a cake and put a big, thick slice on the table between us to share. It sat there, still so hot it was steaming, surrounded by a hundred embroidered ladybugs on the tablecloth.

			“Go on,” Hattie said, handing me a fork, “try it.”

			My eyes must have gotten wide because she laughed and reached across the table and ruffled my hair. Her laugh reminded me of a bell ringing.

			“It’s all right,” she said. “This is a special cake. My mother would make it for me and my brothers. I won’t tell anyone about spoiling our breakfast if you won’t.” She smiled at me.

			I liked the way her eyes crinkled up when she did that. Her whole face was smiling, all the way up to her eyes.

			

			I felt prickly in most of my homes, like a porcupine in a balloon factory. I was always afraid that if I bumped around too much or made myself too big, something would pop and out I’d go. But there was something about Hattie’s smile that made me feel more at ease. More myself.

			And so, I took a nibble. When the sweetness spread across my tongue, I couldn’t help myself and scooped up a piece so big I had to stretch my freckles to fit it in. It tasted real good. And sweet, like sunshine and something else, too.

			“There’s a secret ingredient in there, can you taste it?” She asked, and then took a bite as big as mine, closed her eyes, and smiled as she chewed. I noticed she had freckles, too.

			I could taste it. It tasted like lying in the sunshine on the tiny strip of grass outside Merciful Heart—sweet and sad, all at once.

			“It’s preserved lemon,” she said, opening her eyes. They were a pretty dark green. “My mama used to make it for us when the war was on. Lemons were hard to come by, you know. It wasn’t like now, when you could pop into the market and grab as many as you like. Back then, so many things were difficult to find. But one day, she was able to get her hands on one. And it was as precious as gold. We only used the tiniest bit at a time. She preserved it in salt, if you can imagine that! Salty lemons! In a cake! But somehow it works. The bitter makes the sweet even sweeter. I like to make it on my blue days, to remind myself that life is like cake, too. Sometimes the hard times make you appreciate the good ones even more.”

			I couldn’t imagine someone as lovely as her ever having a blue day in her life. “Do you. . . do you have those a lot? Blue days, I mean,” I stammered.

			

			She looked me right in the eyes and grabbed my hand. Her green eyes shimmered like emeralds, thick tears sitting on her lower lashes. “More than I let on, Duke, like I imagine everyone does. That’s being human, I think. We all might get different flavors of it, but the bitter is still there. It’s what you do with it that makes all the difference. And I choose to turn my sour and bitter into cake.”

			I loved her for that. I still do.

			I realize all of a sudden that Alastair’s anger is really just grief wearing a mask. All those years of bitterness, and he never learned to turn it into cake.

			Not for the first time, I feel sorry for him. The man is an absolute cretin, but through his cracks I can see pain boiling around inside, making his whole life taste sour. All that hurt can spoil a person if they don’t have anyone around to help them balance it with sweet.

			I don’t know if it’s seeing through him like that, or if I’m just so tired from everything that’s happened, but normally I’d fly off the handle at him. And this time I don’t. I see Daisy’s face flash in my head right before she turned to talk to the dreadful Dixie Dunlap. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. And right here, with the enormous circus tent burning down, and the man who caused all the bitter in my life glaring at me, I do the same. I close my eyes and take a deep breath.

			The smoke instantly burns the inside of my nose, and I start to cough like crazy. I don’t think that’s how it’s normally supposed to work. But somehow I do feel more calm. And once I recover from hacking my lungs out, I surprise myself.

			“I’m sorry,” I say. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Daisy’s eyebrows shoot clear up to the top of her forehead in shock. She’s as surprised as I am that I’m not tying knots in the guy’s suspenders and giving him the old Brooklyn-style knuckle sandwich.

			“I am. I’m really sorry,” and I open my arms, like I can hold the whole ruined circus in them, “for all of this.”

			I take another deep breath. Slower, this time. It still burns, but I don’t cough as much. “I’m sorry your daddy had to go to war and didn’t come home. I’m sorry that losing him broke your mama. I’m sorry you had to carry so many heavy things so young. I’m sorry your life didn’t turn out how you planned. I’m sorry you loved our mama, and she didn’t love you back. I’m sorry you feel betrayed by your only family. And I’m sorry about the circus. But mostly I’m sorry you’ve got so much hurt and sad and mad jumbled all up inside you that it’s driving you insane. I’m sorry you never learned how to taste the sweet along with the sour.

			“I know how hard it is to not have the family you hope for and to feel like the world’s got it out for you, I really do. I think you and me are a lot more alike than you think. But I’ve been learning something lately. You are more than your hard times. You are more than your family. You are more than your mistakes. You can make all this right. Please,” I brace my hands against my filthy knees and stand up.

			“Please, let us go. Let us go, and let Hopscotch go, and let Daisy’s mama and daddy go. We never did anything wrong to you, and this is your chance to turn a little of this horrible, awful, no-good mess into something all right. After all, you are our uncle. We’re family. Please, let’s all just get outta here.”

			He stares at me for what feels like forever. I notice how dark his eyes are, like obsidian. I force myself to stare back. Maybe it’s all the smoke I’ve inhaled, but I think I see flickers of softness around the edges of his eyes, like maybe I’ve gotten through to him. I hold my breath, pleading with God.

			Please, please, please.

			Finally, he speaks. “Well, that was beautiful, young lady. I’m moved, truly. And you’re right, I really should just let everyone skip off into the meadow to live their happy fairytale lives. But there’s only one problem with that.” He reaches out and yanks Daisy to her feet, “And the problem is that you having a happy life means that I can’t. Your very existence pains me enough, but your happiness destroys me.”

			Oh man.

			This isn’t going at all the way I thought it would.

			In my head, I had imagined that birds would start singing and rays of light would pour down on us and Deveraux would magically transform into this ooey-gooey, sugar-sweet uncle and drop to his knees, begging for our forgiveness for everything he’s done.

			Boy, was I wrong.

			“So, there’s the issue, oh, sweet nieces of mine. I can’t let you live and be happy, so I need to pick one or the other. It’s such a hard choice, you know. But there’s a certain art in picking someone’s life apart, bit by bit, until there’s nothing good left for them to enjoy. So, I’ll offer you a trade. One that’s a win-win. No matter what you pick, you leave here miserable, and that in turn brings me joy. Are you ready to hear your two fabulous options?”

			We’re not. But I don’t think he cares.

			Daisy scooches closer and intertwines her fingers with mine. They’re cold, despite the blistering heat radiating behind us.

			I wish he’d let us step farther away from the fire. But our uncle’s not really a mercy sort of guy.

			He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a folded piece of paper. As it flutters, I can see his scrawly handwriting slashed across the inside. “I know why you came here. I know why you came to the circus in the first place. You’re looking for your dear old mummy and daddy. Well, guess what? I have been, too. For over a decade. Ever since they betrayed me and left this place. I never could forgive them, so I’ve hunted them. Every stop this circus makes is strategic. I’ve combed the country back and forth, looking for my snake brother and his foolish little bride. And for years, they’ve eluded me. But guess what I’ve got?”

			He waggles the paper and says that last part in a sing-songy voice that reminds me of Jeremy Wannacott, like he’s holding a toy out of reach and loving watching some kid jump and claw and try to get it back.

			“Some bigshot private investigator came to deliver it to dear old Hopscotch Jones earlier this week, but he happened to be. . . indisposed. . . so being the generous man that I am, I promised to deliver it to him, and lucky me! It happens to be the exact and current address of your sweet parents, along with their charming aliases.”

			The whole world starts to spin.

			All of a sudden, that slip of paper becomes my whole universe—every single sun, moon, and star. I’d give anything to hold it, just for a moment. To memorize their names. Their address. Them.

			My parents.

			Right there. So close I could almost reach out and snatch it. I’ve never wanted anything more in my life.

			“Well, well, well, Miss Delilah Deveraux. That certainly got your attention, didn’t it? Don’t worry, I’m willing to give it to you, right here and right now. But you need to trade me something.”

			

			“Trade you? I’m a foster kid who just lost most of what I had in a tenement fire. I don’t have anything other than my Polaroid camera, an old baby hat, and a Nancy Drew novel. What could you possibly want from me?”

			An ugly snicker escapes his lips. “If I didn’t hate your guts so much, I’d probably like you, kid. That’s hilarious. I don’t want any of your garbage. I want to offer a choice. You can trade me your happiness. . . or hers.”

			Daisy stiffens up beside me like she touched an electrical wire. “What. . . what do you mean?” Her voice sounds hoarse and tight. She knows exactly what he means but doesn’t want to hear it.

			“Oh, sweet, innocent Daisy. I’ll tell you exactly what I mean. Your sister, your darling, dear, beloved twin sister Delilah, is going to have to make a choice.” He pulls the remote out of his pocket with his wicked, soot-smudged fingers. He continues on, his sickening smile getting wider and wider the longer he goes.

			“Either she can have this final piece of the puzzle that she needs to finally have a proper family, or I can burn this slip of paper, the last chance she has at finding dear old Mummy and Dad, and she can keep me from activating the transmitter, which will raise the divider between your delightful parents and the bears, introducing them to Boris and Igor—who, as a reminder, have not been fed in a week. I’m sure the stench of fish radiating off your fisherman father smells like a scrumptious Christmas dinner to them. Anyhoo, Delilah, your choice.”

			An ugly, giddy glint dances with the reflection of flames in his eyes.

			“Oh, I can’t wait to see what you pick. The suspense is killing me!”

			

			I don’t want to admit it to him, but it’s killing me, too.
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			I know what the right choice is. Of course I do. I know I ought to snatch that remote right out of his hand. I shouldn’t even think twice about it and let him dump that paper in the flames. But. . . .

			Our parents. A family. A family of my own, where I don’t feel like a stranger or an outsider or that weird cousin you only invited because you have to, but no one really wants there. A mom and a dad to tuck me in at night and sing to me when I have nightmares, and to play Parcheesi and blow out birthday candles with. All I’ve ever wanted.

			Now, I have to choose. And for all the world, I can’t force myself to take that step forward to grab that remote. It’s like there’s a big block of cement strapped to my feet.

			I hate that I’m even waffling back and forth. What kind of sister am I, anyways? Not the kind that Daisy deserves, I can tell you that much.

			I know exactly what Daisy would do. She’s a model citizen, a Southern belle. I bet she’d step right up without even blinking and pick the remote if we were in the opposite situation.

			But here I am, the messy sister. I’m not a model citizen. I’m not the perfect Southern belle. I’m just a foster kid from New York who’s been through thirty-two foster homes, and yeah, that wasn’t all my fault, but it doesn’t mean I’m not still a stinker an awful lot of the time. I’m impulsive and I yell and I usually do the wrong thing, even when I’m tryin’ to do something good.

			

			I can’t be something I’m not. I’m just a kid without parents, who really, really wants some.

			“Duke,” Daisy’s whisper brushes my cheek. Her cold hand grips mine tighter. “Duke, please. I promised you I’d do anything I can to help you find Hazel and Leroy, and I will. You know that. This isn’t your only shot. Please.”

			I should look at her, but I don’t. I can’t. I can’t look into her teal green eyes, same as mine. I stare straight ahead, drop my hand from hers, and pick at a loose thread at the edge of the leotard, chewing my lip so hard metallic blood spreads across my tongue.

			“Tick-tock, Delilah. I’m getting impatient. Either you make your choice or I do it for you,” Alastair growls.

			I take a deep breath and step forward. “I’m ready.”

			I watch my own hand move forward, shaking, in slow motion. The whole world around us seems to freeze in time. I watch myself reach toward him, the flicker of the flames behind me reflected on my skin. I extend my fingers and take the paper with the address on it.

			“No,” I hear Daisy squeak beside me.

			“Excellent choice. Maybe we really are more alike than I thought, Delilah.”

			I ignore him and manage a small, sad smile at Daisy, her eyes wide and glossy above her smoke-stained cheeks. Then I turn and take the few steps to the opening in the tent, which gapes open wide like a mouth. The flames inside roar and hiss like wild animals in a circus.

			“Not so fast,” I manage to croak out. My mouth feels like hot asphalt on a summer day, dry and stiff. “I am more than where I come from. I am more than my family. I am more than the bitter in my life. And don’t call me Delilah. It’s Duke.”

			

			The heat does its best to melt my cheeks right off my face. Smoke clogs my throat and lungs. I take a deep breath and silently pray to God, who I desperately hope is listening. And then I send a message that I hope the universe will carry from my heart to my mama and daddy, wherever they are in this big world.

			Please forgive me. I’ll find you one day.

			I release my grip on the sheet of paper and watch it get sucked into the flames, disappearing into ash within seconds.

			Someone starts to clap behind me. Hot tears pool in my lashes, but I wipe them away with the back of my hand before I turn.

			“Heroic! Brava!” Alastair cheers as he continues to clap. “Really inspiring stuff there, young lady. It almost makes me feel bad that I’m going to do this anyway.”

			He raises the hand that clutches the remote, his thumb, hovering over the red button.

			“NO!” Daisy and I scream in tandem.

			I lunge toward him.

			He whirls around, dodging my attack.

			Alastair Deveraux’s mahogany laugh rings out, triumphant. At least, it does for a moment. And then it is interrupted with a solid thunk.

			The dirt puffs out in a wave around him as he drops to the ground, unconscious. And there, standing where he was not two seconds ago, with her hair flying in all directions and a heavy wooden juggler’s pin dangling from her right hand, is Daisy, breathing hard.

			“No one messes with my sister,” she says between breaths.

			Tears and laugh lines mix together on my cheeks as sobbing gratitude bubbles up and flows from my lips. We collapse into each other’s arms—safe, and sisters.

			

			In an instant, we’re wrapped up in ten big arms as Leon, Adelaide, Hopscotch, Parker, and Barnes sprint across the lot and collide into the embrace. Hopscotch’s pack of dogs barrels around the corner and leap up against us and join in, yapping and howling like they’re celebrating too.

			So, this is what it feels like.

			Family.
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			August 1968

			The tidal creek water runs over my toes, keeping me cool in the blazing sun. I close my eyes and lie back next to Daisy, reclining on the little dock behind the crisp white walls of Bethel Creek church. I let the sunshine soak into every ounce of my bones, every pore. It feels good. There’s nothing like summer in the South.

			Voices crackle through the air from Daisy’s pink radio, joining the persistent buzz of the cicadas in the trees.

			“Do you believe in magic in a young girl’s heart?

			How the music can free her whenever it starts?”

			Somewhere in the distance, a wren sings along, “teakettle, teakettle, teakettle.” I didn’t know birds liked The Lovin’ Spoonful, but I guess they must.

			Click.

			Daisy scrunches up her sunburned nose and peeks one eye open. “Did you just take a picture of me?” She mocks a pout like she’s bothered, but we both know she’s playing around.

			That’s the best thing about having a sister. I don’t have to explain myself. We understand each other. I stick my tongue out and smile. “You know I can’t help it.”

			She waves her little hand in mock disgust and smiles as she closes her eyes again.

			I do the same. The sun covers me like a blanket, turning the inside of my eyelids gold and pink. Even with them shut, I can see the shadows of the leaves above me, dancing in the breeze.

			“This is pretty perfect, isn’t it?” she says.

			“It’s pretty dang close,” I agree.

			We sit there quietly for a long time. There’s something about when the air hangs hot and humid that makes it feel like a chore to talk a whole lot. Lazy summer days are lazy for a reason. It’s too warm to do anything besides lie around with a popsicle and daydream. And I’m all right with that. In a few months, the weather will cool down and the rains will come back in, turning the red dirt roads to muddy rivers and the blue skies grey. But, for today, it’s sunny.

			I roll up to sit cross-legged and start to sift through my stack of Polaroids, placing each photo carefully inside the shiny red photo album Papaw Walt brought me from the drugstore. My hair hangs into my face as I lean forward, and I blow it away with a puff of air out of the corner of my mouth.

			Daisy sits herself up on an elbow and turns toward me. “You’ve got a real talent for capturin’ photos. Every single one makes you feel somethin’.”

			My cheeks burn hot, like they always do when someone compliments me. “It’s just a good camera.” 

			“Naw, it’s your God-given gift. You really see people. You’ve got a gift of seein’ the beauty in the simple moments of life, the ones other people walk by without givin’ a second glance. I think all the bitter you’ve tasted in life has taught you to appreciate the little bites of sweet.”

			I shrug it off like I don’t care, but I can’t stop a grin from sneaking onto my face.

			

			I’ve taken a lot of photographs since I moved to Roseboro last month. Mr. Barnes, Rook, I mean, sends me regular packages full of film and the occasional Nancy Drew book from Brooklyn.

			You know, ever since that night at the circus, he’s become a lot less stuffy. More like that uncle who is kind of a stickler sometimes, but usually means well. I like him a lot, even though he won’t teach me how to throw knives yet.

			He left Merciful Heart and works as a barber now, I guess, since he’s pretty good with sharp stuff. We’ve learned lots of other interesting things about him, too, like how he likes to listen to Elvis Presley records and that he can roller-skate backward, and that he likes to eat spicy food.

			Daisy always laughs about that, because she always says she imagined him eating nothing but white bread and mayo sandwiches for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.

			But the funniest thing of all that we’ve learned is that once he noticed a poster for the circus inside that diner, he was the one who smashed his own car window on the way to Roseboro. He was the one who wrote the note, trying to keep me safe in his own strange way.

			People are surprising sometimes. That makes them awfully beautiful.

			I label each Polaroid carefully with my scrawly handwriting. That’s one of the things Rook still nags me about now that we write letters back and forth. He calls my handwriting ‘chicken scratch.’ In true Duke Deveraux fashion, I now end each letter with ‘bock, bock.’

			It’s still fun to ruffle his feathers every now and then.

			Daisy rolls onto her elbows and looks closely at each picture as I slip them between the sheets of sticky plastic.

			There’s Adelaide and Leon leaning against the railing of the Sweet Adelaide. He’s got his big tree-trunk arm wrapped around her shoulders, pulling her in close so he can give her a kiss on the cheek. She’s laughing from the tickles of his big beard and pushing the brim of his hat up and away from his face.

			That’s how I always want to remember them.

			Then there’s Hopscotch on his new couch. He’s buried in a pile of his dogs and Honey and Thaddeus’ kids, and he’s smiling like he just won a million dollars. Leon took the liberty of moving the red velvet one from Alastair’s trailer into Hopscotch’s, and he says it’s a luxury not to have all the dogs slide in toward him like a landslide every time he sits down on the tired old springs.

			We helped him move his trailer onto the Parker’s property last week so he can be close to family. They have every meal together and go to the little white church and sing joyful worship songs on Sundays that echo through the trees.

			There are lots of other photos, too—Daisy sittin’ on the porch, writing in her black and white composition notebook, Miss Bess and Scraps snuggled up together on my bed, the baby bird sitting on Papaw Walt’s shoulder.

			He’s fluffed up nice now, all cheery blue with a bright orange chest the color of Mamaw’s favorite lipstick. Adelaide named him ‘Figaro’ on account of how he sings so pretty. She says bluebirds are a sign of happiness to come. I think they are a sign of happiness that’s already here. He doesn’t fly yet, but I guess that’s because he doesn’t have any other birds around to show him what to do.

			That’s all right with us. Leon says he’s part of the family as long as he wants to stay.

			There’s one last photo. Adelaide took this one. It’s Daisy and me, sitting on the floor of the library, with newspapers spread out all around us like we’re swimming in an ocean of paper and ink. The sun shines in behind us and makes my blonde hair glow like a halo on my head. We do this at least twice a week since that night at the circus. We go to the library and we look and look for any hint or clue that might lead us to our mom and dad. So far, we’ve found nothing.

			I linger on this photo and rub my thumb along the edge before slipping it into the album.

			“Hey,” Daisy says softly, “can I ask you somethin’?”

			“You don’t have to ask, ya loon. Just shoot.” I laugh.

			“Are you happy? I mean, really happy? I know you had your heart set on findin’ our mom and dad, and I wouldn’t blame ya if you weren’t. I mean, Mama and Daddy and I love you and want you to stay with us as long as you want, but you seemed wishy-washy when they asked you if you wanted them to adopt ya.”

			She shields her eyes against the sun with one hand and gives me a steady, sincere look. “I guess what I’m tryin’ to say is, are you doin’ okay? You know, after everything that’s happened?”

			The dock creaks as I lean back on my hands and blow a long breath out, my unruly hair blowing up for a second before fluttering down again.

			She peeks at me between the strands, her eyes sincere. Honest. I always like that about Daisy. She’s recklessly authentic.

			“Ya know, you wouldn’t think it, but I am. I’m all right, Dais. It might take me a hundred years, but I know one day I’ll find ‘em. And I hope your parents don’t think I’m being ungrateful or anything. I love them to death. They’re like a bonus mom and dad to me. And I’m real lucky to get to stay here with you as long as I want. You’re my family. But, for some reason, until I know for sure there’s no chance left of finding Leroy and Hazel, I can’t say yes to their offer. Even though I know that probably makes me crazy.”

			“Naw,” she says, shaking her head. “You’re not crazy at all. We understand. I just wanted to check in and make sure you were okay.”

			She smiles, one of those big famous Daisy Winchester smiles, and sticks her pinky out toward me. “Sister swear?”

			“I am, I promise. Sister swear.” Our matching horse charms jingle in unison as we shake on it.

			“We better head back,” she says, bobbing her head toward the direction of our house. “We promised Daddy we’d be back in time to help him plant the new tree, and he said if we’re late, we get to walk Rhett and Scarlett for a whole week. I know how those blasted dogs like to drag you around. I think he was jokin’, but I don’t want to find out.”

			I laugh out loud. The last time Daisy and I tried to take those two old hounds for a walk, Scarlett dragged me halfway down Main Street. I was shouting and skidding my feet, and Scarlett couldn’t have cared less. She just pranced on with her tail wagging, all the way past Hess’s Grocery.

			We gather up our stuff and turn to walk the dirt path that leads from our house to the dock, when we hear a pair of squeaks and trills behind us.

			Two sleek bottlenose dolphins circle each other in the briny water, clicking and squealing like schoolgirls, and then, quick as they came, they glide back through the water and disappear downstream, heading back toward the ocean.

			“They must be sisters, the way they giggled and bickered so loud,” I say, nudging Daisy with my elbow.

			Sisters.

			“I’ll race ya back to the house. Loser’s a rotten egg!” Daisy’s off like a rocket, her strong legs carrying her quickly away.

			But mine are equally as long—after all, we are twins—and I take off after her, catching up quickly.

			We run side by side all the way back to the house, perfectly in step.
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			Leon’s just grabbing a shovel from the shed when we bust through the bushes that mark the entrance to the forest trail.

			“Ah! There’s my two scoundrels!” His loud voice drawls through the air like cursive. He ruffles both our hair as we head around the corner of the house.

			The big magnolia lies to the side of the hole it left behind, ready to be transformed into firewood for the winter. Even in endings, there’s purpose.

			We help Leon shape the hole to fit the baby tree, and Daisy and I carry it from the back of his beat-up old truck. Together we unwrap the burlap from around the roots, give it a good drink, and kneel together, all three of us, to pat the soil into place around the base of its narrow trunk.

			“She looks happy there, I think,” I say as I brush my hands together, knocking off clumps of red dirt.

			Daisy’s daddy puts his arms around us and pulls us in close to him as we admire our handiwork. He smells like soap and the sea.

			“I think you’re right. What do you two say to some ice-cold glasses of fresh lemonade? It’s hotter’n blue blazes today.”

			Daisy and I cheer in unison, and he thunders up the old front steps that groan begrudgingly underneath his huge frame.

			“Let’s go sit on the porch. I’m burnin’ up,” Daisy says, and we make our way across the yard. On our way up the green steps, we each pick a white rose and stick it behind our ears. We rock and rock in a comfortable silence, the kind of quiet that doesn’t feel empty or awkward. The cozy kind that feels like home.

			We sit there for a long time. Longer than it takes to pour three glasses of lemonade. Longer than it takes to even make a whole pitcher of lemonade from scratch.

			“I wonder what’s takin’ him so long?” Daisy mutters.

			“Maybe he’s growing the lemons himself.” Our giggles twirl together on the breeze and drift away, up into the branches of the mossy live oaks.

			“Might as well go see,” Daisy says as she stands, stretching her arms high above her head. As we open the screen door, it sings its usual ‘welcome home’ creak.

			Leon and Adelaide are in the kitchen, and at first, I think they’re dancing, the way he’s holding her. They do that a lot. But then she turns her face to us, and I know something’s wrong. Her eyes are all puffy and red, like she’s been crying real hard. And then I look at Leon and realize he’s wiping away tears with the back of his hand, too.

			“Girls,” Adelaide says, her voice all shaky, “I just got off the phone with Mrs. Bellamy at Merciful Heart Children’s Home. There’s a couple there that want to adopt you, Duke. They’ll be here in the morning.”

			Ice forms in my chest.

			I don’t say a word, just turn and run to our room, slamming the door behind me. The white rose tucked behind my ear falls to the floor and wilts as I collapse into sobs on my bed.
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			I twist the phone cord tightly around my finger as I call Rook and use every possible argument I can think of to tell him that letting this family come down here and take me away is about the worst thing that could ever happen to me. My argument seems pretty solid to me, but he just says he’s really sorry and that there isn’t anything that he can do now that he’s a stupid barber and doesn’t work at Merciful Heart anymore.

			Isn’t that my luck? The man’s been my social worker for three whole years, and I would have thanked my lucky stars at any point during that time if he’d run off to go cut hair at one of those shops with the stripey pole out front. But no, he has to wait and quit his dumb job right when I actually need him to do it.

			Mrs. Bellamy’s no help, either.

			“Duke, sweetie, I think you’ll be happy, dear. You’ve waited for this for so long, and I’m positively tickled pink for you.” It’s like everything I say goes in one pearl-earringed ear and out the other. She’s a nice old bird, but an extremely bad listener.

			I toss and turn all night. I spend a few hours watching the lightning bugs do ballroom dances in the air outside the big window, but no matter how heavy my eyes get, I just can’t fall asleep.

			Daisy doesn’t either. At some point, we give up, and she climbs into my bed so we snuggle up close and listen to the big barred owl hoot his goodbyes until the sun comes up and fills the room with a pink haze.

			Adelaide comes in to help me ‘look presentable,’ as Rook would say. She brushes my knotted mess of hair and somehow tames it out of my face. She ties the top part of it back with a big white ribbon and then puts a matching one in Daisy’s hair.

			We stand side by side in the mirror, strawberries and cream.

			“You’re beautiful, you know that, Duke? Prettier than a peach,” Daisy’s mama says, her voice soft and sweet, like pecan pie. I’d never had it until I moved to Roseboro, but I like it a whole lot. I’ve learned a lot of things I never knew before over the last month.

			“Thank you,” I whisper, burying my face in her blouse, wrapping my arms around her, and breathing in deep all that vanilla and lavender smell I love so much. She smells how I always imagined a mother would.

			“I brought you somethin’ to go with your white dress. I bought them for church, but they’ll be absolutely perfect for meeting your new. . . well, for this morning.”

			It’s not lost on me that she can’t bring herself to say these people will be my new family. I notice because I can’t say it either.

			She hands me a shoebox, and I sit on my bed and lift the lid. There’s tissue paper inside. I’ve never had shoes that came wrapped in tissue paper before. Cripes, I’ve never had shoes that were new and came in a box before, either. I carefully lift the paper, almost reverent. There, gleaming and smiling at me, is a pair of the most beautiful, shiny, red patent leather Mary Janes I’ve ever seen. And white ruffle socks, too.

			“Oh,” I gasp, delighted. “Thank you, Adelaide. Thank you!”

			

			She smiles at me, but I notice her mouth is tight, and the smile doesn’t reach all the way up to her eyes. She carefully pulls each shoe out of the box and bends it this way and that, softening up the stiff leather.

			“Wouldn’t want my Duke girl to get a blister on her very first day wearin’ them, would we?” She ducks her head down and rubs the corner of her eye on her shoulder, and when she looks back up and puts a soft hand on my cheek, I notice there’s a wet spot on the sleeve of her blouse. She slides the socks and shoes on my feet and says she has to go check the biscuits. I can hear her sniffling all the way down the hall.

			Daisy and I pack my bag, side by side. In goes my camera. In goes the red envelope and the button. In goes the little baby hat. In goes my yellow Nancy Drews. Finally, in goes the red photo album, full of memories of the people I’m leaving behind.

			“Don’t forget to take Figaro outside every day,” I tell Daisy, who nods. “If he’s outside enough, maybe he’ll pick up flying. I was gonna start trying to get him to hop from a branch to me next week, but. . . you’ll have to do that, I guess.”

			“Don’t you worry about him. I’ll help him stretch his wings, and I’ll write you a letter every week and let ya know how he’s doin’. Promise.”

			“And keep checking the archives for me, will ya?”

			“Of course.”

			“And. . . and. . . .” I swallow hard. That tight knot I thought I was rid of is back in my throat, and my cheeks feel hot. I’ve never been good at saying goodbye, which is ironic since I’ve had so many chances to practice. But I never can get the words out. Maybe it’s because I’m afraid of saying the wrong thing. Maybe it’s because most times when I leave a place, I’m not that sad to move along. Maybe it’s because usually I’m the one being left behind, and I don’t know what to do with being the one who’s doing the leaving. I know I should say something, anything, to Daisy, but I can’t. There’s so much to say and nothing to say, all at once. All I can do is shake my head.

			“I know, Duke,” Daisy says, wrapping her arms around me, “you don’t have to say anything. I know. Thank you. I’ve never been so happy in my whole life as I have been this last month, crazy uncle and all. I love you. No matter what, no matter where, we’re sisters.”

			I shake my head, the enormous white bow bobbing side to side. “Na, we’re not just sisters. We’re twins.”

			“Twins,” she repeats, and I feel hot, wet tears drip down her cheek and onto my shoulder.

			I hate to admit it, but matching ones run down my cheeks, too. They taste salty on my lips. I’ve become such a softie since moving down here. All the kids in Brooklyn would get a kick out of it, I’m sure. Jeremy Wannacott would call me a big baby, and I’d have to sock him for it.

			“Chickadees, breakfast!” Adelaide calls in that sing-songy voice of hers. It sounds less musical than normal.

			I can smell it from all the way down the hall.

			“Mmm,” Daisy hums, and licks her lips. “Daddy always says there’s not a heartbreak in the world that Mama’s biscuits ‘n gravy can’t help fix. The gravy finds all the cracks inside ya and fills ‘em right up.”

			If that’s the case, I hope Adelaide made a boatload of gravy.

			Breakfast seems like it’s over a hundred times quicker than it should be, even though I tried to scoop every spoonful of buttery biscuit into my mouth as slow as possible, letting it spread across my tongue like a cozy old quilt.

			“Why don’t you girls go on outside and watch for the car while your mama and I clean up in here, and we’ll come join ya afterwards?” Leon says, his big cannon voice quieter than usual.

			It takes just about everything I have to push my chair back and stand up, dragging myself away from the kitchen where so much happy has happened in such a short amount of time. My new Mary Janes squeak as I make my way across the wood floor and the latticed rug to where Figaro’s white cage stands. I open the door and he hops right onto my finger, tilting his head this way and that, his bright eyes watching me closely.

			“Come on, buddy. You wanna go outside?”

			He whistles a cheery tu-a-wee, which makes me smile in spite of myself because his tiny voice shakes like sweet old Miss Rose’s. I wonder how she’s doing and where she’s living now. I hope it’s somewhere real nice. And I hope her daughter has the address, so now she can come visit every once in a while. Maybe I’ll ask these new parents of mine if I could go check in on her. That is, if they even live near Brooklyn.

			I’ve got that feeling that I’m being pulled by some wild, unpredictable current again. I wish I had a big, heavy anchor like the one on the Sweet Adelaide to hold me in place.

			The heat slaps me in the face the moment we step outside, even though there’s a thick layer of grey clouds hanging low in the sky, so close I feel like we ought to be able to reach up and rub them like Miss Bess’s fluffy white tummy. The cicadas’ buzz is so loud in the humid air they might as well be swinging from my earlobes. A storm is rolling in.

			Daisy and I sit cross-legged in the patch of grass that rolls out in front of the rose bushes that line the porch. I’m sure both of us will find chigger bites all over our legs later, but neither of us cares too much right now.

			Figaro hops around, looking for worms, Scraps stretches out in a sunny spot, and Miss Bess strolls along the porch railing and hops down, as light on her feet as a good meringue. She rubs her head against me, purring. I’m still not much of a cat person, but I’ve discovered that I am a Miss Bess person. I scratch behind her ears.

			There’s something about petting an animal that makes you ponder life and the universe and the world around you. While I scritchy-scratch behind those white cotton ball ears of hers, I realize something. I’m sad about this goodbye. Devastated.

			But for the first time in my life, I don’t feel like it’s my fault. Like I should have been more of something or done more of something, or like I should have said less of something. For the first time in my life, I don’t feel guilty or responsible for the hard things that are happening.

			And I’m not so worried about whether the next people will like me, because. . . I like me.

			I’m Duke Deveraux. I’m wild and I’m flawed and sometimes a headstrong nuisance, and despite all that, I’m loved and I’m enough.

			While I really hope these new folks will take a shine to me, at the end of the day, it doesn’t matter. Because even though I won’t be here in Roseboro, I have a whole family of people here who love me, through thick and thin. Through bear attacks and circus fires and through me adopting random baby birds I find in the yard without asking permission, they love me. And love like that does something to a person. It makes them stronger. Even though I’ve only been here in this sleepy seaside town for a month, I’m a better version of myself than I was when I came. 

			And for that, I’ll forever be grateful.
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			The rumble-crunch of a car turning onto the Winchesters’ long gravel drive interrupts my ooey-gooey train of thought. I squint my eyes and can make out the white ‘State Board of Child Welfare’ car that I know so well. I squint again, so hard my eyes water, but I can’t make out who is driving quite yet. I can, however, hear the radio playing. Its song blows out the window and carries toward me on a melancholy breeze, along with someone singing a slightly off-key rendition in a warbly voice that would make a herd of sheep blush.

			Why does the sun go on shining? 

			Why does the sea rush to shore? 

			Don’t they know it’s the end of the world

			Cause you don’t love me anymore?

			If I ever meet that Skeeter Davis, I’m gonna have a talk with her about bad timing. Seriously, they couldn’t have tuned the channel to something a little more upbeat? Sheesh.

			I sniff back tears. I don’t want these folks to meet me and instantly think I’m some big wuss.

			A girl’s got a reputation to keep.

			The white car rolls to a stop where the lane of live oaks ends, about thirty feet from the house, and out steps a woman absolutely drenched from head to toe in a lavender dress covered in dainty pink and yellow flowers, and about two feet of silvery-blue hair.

			

			Mrs. Bellamy.

			I run to her, and she wraps me up in as big a hug as you can give someone when your movement is restricted by six layers of lacy ruffles. The smell of butterscotch candies washes over me.

			“Well, Duke. I know it’s only been a month, but I could swear you’ve grown!”

			If only she knew just how much I really have.

			She rummages through her handbag. “I brought you something, dear. Since I know you love them so much.” She presents me her treasure with a quivery falsetto, “Tra-la-la-laaaaa!”

			It’s an enormous bag of her favorite old lady candies.

			I give her a genuine smile. It’s sweet of her to think of me, even if the way she does that is with candy so sweet it could dissolve your teeth right out of your head. In fact, I’m pretty sure it was invented by a dentist just so he could keep his job.

			She pats my cheek and greets Daisy with a caramel of her own. I crane my neck and squint to see through the windshield to the backseat of the car, but no one is there. Mrs. Bellamy must see the confusion on my face. I doubt she sees the hopefulness.

			“Don’t worry, your new mother and father drove separately. They should be pulling up any minute.”

			Right on cue, a blue convertible turns onto the drive, trailing a cloud of red dust.

			There’s a man driving, and a woman in the passenger’s seat, but that’s about all I can tell. The woman wears a yellow head scarf wrapped over her hair and large brown sunglasses that, don’t tell her, remind me a bit of bug eyes. I make a mental note to keep that to myself and not blurt it out when I meet her. You know, first impressions and all.

			The man also wears sunglasses and a smart, brimmed hat, concealing half of his face. The car rolls to a stop behind Mrs. Bellamy’s ‘orphan-mobile’ and the cloud of dust blows forward, making all five of us—Mrs. Bellamy, Adelaide, Leon, Daisy, and me cough. Grit gets in my eyes, and they start to water. I hurry and rub them with my palms so no one thinks I’m crying.

			I hope I look all right. I wish I had checked my teeth in the mirror after breakfast, but I stand up tall anyways.

			A sharp elbow to my side catches me off guard. “Ow! Dais, what in the world?” I shoot a nasty glare Daisy’s way. Doesn’t she know I’m trying to act my best? But she’s pointing up in the little magnolia tree that stands outside our bedroom window.

			“Tu-a-wee, tu-a-wee, tu-a-wee!”

			At first I don’t see them, but then I do. Two big, beautiful, full-grown birds, blue with orange bellies, perch on a branch that hangs heavy with one last enormous white flower, somehow blooming impossibly late.

			“Tu-a-wee, tu-a-wee, tu-a-wee,” they call again.

			And then, in one magic moment, it happens. Figaro hops once, twice, and flies directly to them. He lands beautifully on the branch like an expert aviator and turns back and looks right at me. I swear he winks. Then, in a blur of blue, all three of them launch into the air together, singing songs of joy and praise until they disappear into the sky.

			“They came back,” I whisper to myself. “They came back.” My heart could nearly burst it’s so full up with emotions—sadness, gratitude, nervousness, hope, peace, and love.

			If you’re listening, thank you, God.

			

			Mrs. Bellamy clears her throat, a funny little sound. But it brings me back to the moment. I was so focused on the family of birds that I almost forgot about my own.

			I turn back to face the car. The woman slides her sunglasses off, and my heart almost leaps out of my chest.

			Daisy squeaks next to me.

			I sprint toward the woman, not caring that my new white ruffle socks are getting a thick coating of red dust and that I’m wrinkling my perfectly-pressed dress or that the ribbon has fallen out of my hair. A sob sneaks up my throat as I run, and escapes as I collide with her.

			“Hattie!”

			She drops to her knees and wraps me up, and I can feel her whole body shake as she cries. She smells like lemon and vanilla. “Duke girl, my Duke girl,” she sobs, “we’ve missed you so much.”

			All of a sudden, I’m swept off my feet and swung around in the air. “Roy!” I wrap my arms around his neck and squeeze as he keeps spinning. I close my eyes and grin, and don’t even mind that my hair is whipping around, making me look like a scarecrow.

			Roy sets me down, and I grab both of their hands with an iron grip. I pull them back toward the house.

			Mrs. Bellamy is wiping her eyes with her lacy hankie.

			Leon has his arm around Adelaide, who is smiling one of those ‘happysad’ smiles people do when they don’t know exactly how to feel.

			And Daisy, Daisy looks like she’s seen a ghost. She’s so pale her dimples stick out like chocolate milk splatters on a white carpet.

			“Dais, this is Hattie and Roy Anderson. My old foster parents.”

			

			She shakes her head, her auburn hair whipping back and forth like waves on a choppy sea. “No, Duke,” she says, and her voice shakes so much I worry she might faint. “Those aren’t the Andersons.”

			Suddenly, I’m annoyed. I lived with the people for two years. I think I know who they are. “What do you mean, they aren’t the Andersons? Did you knock your head or something? Of course they are.”

			“No,” she says more firmly, “they aren’t. Those are the people from the photograph Hopscotch showed me. Duke, that’s Leroy and Hazel Deveraux. Those people are our parents.”

			My head snaps around as I look at Roy and Hattie, who look as shocked as I do. And then, I see it. Hattie’s freckles, the way her brown hair shines copper in the sunlight. Leroy’s sharp, dark features, with his blue, almost teal eyes.

			She’s telling the truth.

			I look back at her, and she’s smiling as wide as the Georgia coastline.

			Leon and Adelaide start to laugh and happy-cry, and push her forward. In a flash, we’re both wrapped up in a big old group hug.

			Hazel starts to laugh uncontrollably, and it echoes through the trees. Leroy runs his fingers through his hair and keeps saying, “It’s them, it’s really them. Our girls,” over and over to himself.

			As Hazel wraps us up even tighter, something small and cool slides on the delicate chain around her neck and bumps into my forehead. I pull back, just slightly, to get a good look at it. It’s a charm. A charm of a tiny silver horse, rearing back on its hind legs, with a delicate feather headdress crowning its head.

			

			Right then, the clouds part, and the sun shines down on all of us—Leon and Adelaide, Mrs. Bellamy, Hazel and Leroy, Rhett and Scarlett, Miss Bess, and finally, Daisy and me.

			And the little horse glints in the sun, smiling.

		

	
		

		
			Epilogue

			October 1968

			Red and blue lights flash, shining right into my eyes and blinding me. I throw my arm up to shield them.

			“Hey, hey! Turn ‘em off!” I holler. The lights dim, and my eyes water, but I can see again.

			Leroy Deveraux—my dad—is up on a high platform within the brand new, enormous circus tent. We let Mama pick the color. It’s white striped with emerald green, the color of fresh beginnings.

			I hop off the freshly sanded bleachers and jog across the center ring, my new sneakers kicking up puffs of dust as I go. They’re high-tops—white with red and blue stripes along the edge of the soles.

			Mama, Adelaide, Daisy, and I all went shopping and I picked these out, all by myself. They’re perfect adventuring shoes—comfy and sturdy and just the right amount of sticky on the bottom so I don’t slip when the Sweet Adelaide’s decks get wet or slide off the pedals of my bike when I get to pedaling real fast every time Daisy and I race up the gravel drive to the Winchester house.

			They make it easy for me to skitter on up the ladder to the platform Leroy’s on, lickety-split. “You need to tilt them down a bit. Right now, they’ll blind everyone who comes to the show.”

			My dad laughs. “We don’t want that now, do we? Let me shift them and we’ll see if that’s better.”

			I watch as he pulls a screwdriver out of his leather toolbelt and adjusts the big spotlight that hangs from the post. Squeak, squeak, squeak, scriiiitchhhh. He tilts the light down a few inches, and now the beams of red and blue shine right in the middle of the ring.

			“How’s that, Boss?” he asks, smiling at me over his shoulder.

			He smiles a lot more now than he ever did when they were fostering me. I remember thinking he always seemed sweet and sort of sad, but now I understand him so much more, like the mask has been pulled away. Roy Anderson was sad. He was desperately searching for his long-lost girls and having to pick up and move every time his spiteful, vengeful brother caught up with them. It turns out there was no job that took them away to California, just Alastair closing in on them again. Roy Anderson was a man trying to carry on a normal life in the midst of an abnormal amount of tragedy, which is a heavy load to carry.

			Leroy Deveraux is a man who smiles constantly. He’s quiet, exactly how Mr. Parker described, but his quiet doesn’t mean sad or unfriendly. He just likes to do more listening than talking, and I like that about him. My daddy’s a real good listener. When you talk to him, it’s like nothing else in the world matters but what you’re saying, even if you’re only a kid. And that makes me feel like a million bucks.

			He’s also good at forgiving people. He visits Uncle Alastair in the state prison every month. He went last Tuesday, and when he got back to the Winchesters’ house, he just sat quietly on the porch swing and watched the birds flit from tree to tree.

			He made space for me when I sat down next to him, sliding my hand into his—something I learned from Daisy. I asked him how it went, and he just ruffled my hair. “He’s hurting, sweet pea. But he’ll come around.”

			Mr. Parker says he doesn’t know how he can stand to be around him after everything he’s done, but Daddy says showing up for each other is what brothers do.

			The last big thing I’ve learned about my daddy is that our mama is his whole sun, and moon, and stars, and Jupiter, and Mercury, and all those other planets too. Leroy’s like the vanilla ice cream in our family’s ice cream sundae, and Hazel’s all the toppings. He’s sweet and mellow and dependable, and she keeps things interesting.

			It’s fun seeing Hattie Anderson now and knowing her as Hazel Perry Deveraux, my mama. So many of the things I loved about her before make sense, like how she can walk into a room and captivate everyone in it. She has the kind of energy that stops a crowd in its tracks.

			As we’ve been working on fixing up the circus and getting it up and running, she’s been wanting to find herself some horses so she can train them to dance with her again. Daddy found her a couple near Charleston, but when they went to see them, she said they were more like the color of milk than moonbeams and that they wouldn’t reflect the light the same way. So, he searched high and low until he found six that were just right. She adores them and feeds them sugar cubes and calls them her ‘little darlings.’ Dais and I love to sit and watch her as she trains them. She talks to them like they really understand, and you know what? I think they do.

			“Ahoy up there!”

			A voice booms through the tent, echoing and hanging in the air like the fog that rolls in over the ocean. I find myself smiling. Leon. We peek down over the platform in unison, Leroy’s short dark hair and my blonde bob poking over the edge at the same time.

			

			“Y’all hungry? We brought some sandwiches for everyone. I’ve got deviled ham, egg salad, and cucumber. Daisy’ll be here any second, and she’s got the sweet tea.”

			As if on cue, Daisy trails in through the canvas tent flaps, an enormous red and white thermos dangling from her hand.

			I shimmy down the ladder in half a minute.

			“Hey, Dais,” I chirp.

			She gives me one of her crinkly-nose smiles. “Hey, right back atcha,” she says, and hands me the thermos.

			“How’s it comin’ along today? The lights look good. I can almost picture them shinin’ down on Hopscotch and Scraps and the whole gang already.”

			Daddy must hear her because he starts to laugh. “They only look good thanks to your sister. I had them shining halfway to Poughkeepsie, but she got me straightened out.” He gives me a playful cuff on the shoulder with a grin that could set stars in the sky.

			“How’d your super mysterious project come along this morning, sugar?”

			Daisy’s been working on something top-secret for four or five days now, and it’s been driving me absolutely batty. We don’t ever keep secrets from each other, and I’ll admit it, I’ve been a real nuisance about it all week.

			Leroy and Hazel sold their place in California and drove a big moving truck all the way down to Roseboro. After we got the circus all sorted out, they bought a plot of land right next to the Winchesters, and Mama says Leon and Mr. Parker, and Papaw Walt are all gonna work together to help Daddy build a house. “Your sweet father’s a lot of wonderful things, but a carpenter’s not one of them,” she said. Maybe I’ll ask him to build me a birdhouse so he doesn’t feel left out.

			

			Mama talks about the house a lot. She says it’ll have a big room for me and Daisy so we can trade off sleeping at whichever house we want, and a sprawling garden full of flowers out front. It makes sense that she’s so excited. They’ve spent the last eleven and a half years moving all over the country looking for me and Daisy, and every time they’d get comfy, they’d start to see the Deveraux Brothers Circus posters pop up in town, and they’d have to pick up and leave to keep away from Uncle Alastair.

			All that time, they looked for us.

			Mama told me that when they fostered me, they had no idea that I was their baby girl because Mrs. Bellamy and my files always called me Duke, and they hadn’t even thought we would have been separated. She said they fell in love with me the moment they saw me, and wanted to adopt me so bad, but when the circus rolled into town, they were too scared that they would put me in danger and that moving around all the time would be too hard on a little kid.

			One day in August, they had decided they missed me too much and called Merciful Heart, and now here we are.

			Anyways, all week Daisy’s been holed up in our room working on something, and no matter how much I beg and plead at the door or try to peek through the window, she won’t show me. That absolute stinker. I even offered to give her half my allowance, but she wouldn’t budge, and I knew that we were at a stalemate since we’re both ‘stubborn as mules,’ as Adelaide says.

			Daisy yawns and pats her mouth dramatically, then makes a big deal out of checking her nails. “Oh, it went fine,” she says, sounding bored.

			But I see right through her. I know she’s bursting at the seams inside to tell us something. “You finished it, didn’t you? Daisy Winchester, you tell me the truth right now. You finished your whatchamacallit. Show me!”

			I don’t have to beg too much because I know she’s dying to tell everyone. Daisy’s like that. She always likes giving gifts better than getting them.

			In an instant, she’s on her feet, grinning like a madman.  “It’s in the truck. I’ll be right back.” And she is, lickety-split.

			I’ve barely had a sip of Adelaide’s famous sweet tea before she’s back, breathing heavy and gripping a big roll of canvas.

			Thaddeus, Hopscotch, and Mr. Barnes —who I can never get used to calling ‘Rook’ and who also quickly realized that being a barber isn’t quite as exciting as being a knife thrower—trail in behind her, just in time for the big reveal.

			Mama and Adelaide wander in from the backlot, arm in arm, laughing about something I can’t hear, their arms overflowing with sequined costumes and feather boas. They’ve been in charge of sorting through the tangled mess called the dressing room.

			Leon whistles and waves them over. Even his whistles rumble like thunder.

			We all gather around one of the big platforms for Luna and Astrid, and Daisy slowly, carefully, begins to unroll the canvas.

			I gasp.

			We all do. It’s beautiful.

			Now I see why she wanted to keep this a secret until she could reveal it to all of us at once. The girl inherited the showmanship gene, I tell you.

			She’s painted us a brand-new poster. In the center of the canvas, a beautiful, pearly white horse rears up on its hind hooves, one front leg pawing the air. A beautifully sequined headdress with an enormous white feather sits on the horse’s head like a crown.

			I smile when I notice that it’s identical to the silver charm hanging off her wrist as she holds the canvas flat, silently smiling, taking in everyone’s reactions.

			Red and blue rays radiate outward from behind the horse toward the edge of the poster, and a gold frame trims the outer edges. Just when I think it can’t get any better, I read the words flowing across the bottom of the poster on an unfurled banner.

			DEVERAUX FAMILY CIRCUS

			I look at everyone around me as they marvel. We’re a strange bunch—twin sisters who have only known each other for a whole three months, and not one, but two sets of parents who love us to the moon and back. As if that wasn’t odd enough, throw some circus performers in the mix, too.

			Daisy Deveraux-Winchester, my twin sister and best friend in the whole world. Leon and Adelaide Winchester, who are the best ‘bonus mom and dad’ a girl could ever ask for. Leroy and Hazel Deveraux, the parents I’ve hoped for my whole life. Mr. Parker, Uncle Hopscotch, and Rook Rigby—the guardian angels we never knew we had.

			And then, there’s me. Delilah ‘Duke’ Deveraux.

			A pain. A nuisance.

			And just about the luckiest girl in the whole world.
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Maddie McDowell and the Rodeo Robbery
By LuAnn M. Rod
ISBN: 978-1-953743-04-6

Thunderation and Toad’s Toes! How does
one nearly thirteen-year-old Montana
cowgirl get herself in so much trouble?
Maddie McDowell can’t take it anymore.

| Running away from boarding school seems
like her only choice after feeling betrayed
by her family and left out and left alone by
everyone else. When the Monte Decker Rodeo Show pulls
out of town on the morning train, Maddie intends to be on
it, leaving all her hurt behind. All, however, does not go as
planned.

Boy with a Fife
By Elizabeth Raum
ISBN: 978-1-953743-43-5

For Liberty!

As a young lad, Ebenezer Fletcher played war
games with other boys in New Ipswich, New
Hampshire. In April 1775, his life changed
forever when British soldiers attacked the
towns of Lexington and Concord. Shots were
fired. Men died.

War was no longer a child’s game.

When the New Ipswich militia responded to the attack,
thirteen-year-old Ebenezer joined them, playing his fife on
the long march to Boston and beyond. During the next few
years, Eb faced dangers and hardships in battle and at home.
Courage and determination never deserted him. Through it
all, he remained focused on his goal—Liberty.

This is his story.

 Evizanemi Rauvs
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A Touch of Blue
oz eemm By Tory Christie
Sl 1SBN: 978-1-953743-26-8

Cecilia Blue LaRue is the only girl in her
class, the only girl in her family of boys,
and mad at her only friend. But then Honey
Brooks moves in the neighborhood, and a

8N rare blue lynx is spotted in the woods. Celie
sees adventure. Honey sees colors.

R With a dare on the line, Celie and Honey
focus on clues to finding the wildcat. The
trouble is, finding the lynx among the hues and shadows
of the forest is just as tricky as figuring out friendship—and
knowing which secrets to tell, and which secrets to keep.

i Raccoon Summer
| By Betty Vanderwielen

ISBN: 978-1-953743-12-1
Climbing the tree to rescue the orphaned
baby raccoons was just the beginning.
From eye dropper to bottle feedings, from
wiggling worms to pinching crayfish, from
cage building to camping trips to final re-
lease—Lance’s summer has never been so
busy, or so bodaciously awesome. He could
almost call it a perfect summer.
Except for the situation with his mom.
His mom who is thinking of adopting a human baby—a baby
with Down syndrome.
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