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Gathering Clouds

Mrs. March stepped up to my hospital bed and smiled.

“I’m not someone who usually believes in fate,” she said. “But I’d like to think that maybe some good could come out of your accident, the injuries, and your mother’s death.”

I recoiled. Good?

“It brought me to you and you to me,” she said. “I had a great loss when my daughter Alena died, and so did you when you lost your mother. We can help each other.”

“How?” I asked.

She smiled. “I’d like you to come live with us, Sasha. First, we’ll be your foster parents, and then, if you’re happy, we will adopt you.”

All I could do was stare at her. She wanted me to live with her?

“You’ll only end up a ward of the state otherwise and be shipped off to some orphanage or foster home,” she quickly added. “You don’t want that.”

My continued silence unnerved her.

“Okay. You just think about it.” Mrs. March smiled and left the room.

My nurse had come to the door and waited until she was gone.

“Well? What is she planning to buy you? What is she going to do for you now?”

“Have me take the place of her dead daughter,” I said.
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We gotta move,” Mama said.

I had just closed my eyes and curled up as tightly as a caterpillar in the heavy woolen blanket. Over the past few months, I had grown immune to the variety of unpleasant odors woven into it. Most nights, I think I held my breath as much as I breathed anyway. I was always anticipating something terrible would wake me, so I never slept much deeper than the very edge of unconsciousness. My ears were still open, my eyelids fluttering, and the dreams that came tiptoed in on cat’s paws.

It had begun to rain harder, and the wind blowing in from the ocean made it impossible to stay dry under the cardboard roof that Mama had constructed from some choice cartons she had plucked out of a Dumpster behind the supermarket. In the beginning, I would tremble with embarrassment while she sorted through the garbage. Now, I stood by quietly watching and waiting, as uninterested as someone who had lost all memory. I had learned how to shut out the world and not hear other people talking or see them gaping at us as they walked by. It was almost as if it were all happening to someone else anyway, someone who had borrowed my nearly fourteen-year-old body to suffer in and endure.

“Where will we go, Mama?” I asked.

“Home,” she muttered.

“Home? Where’s home?”

She didn’t answer. Sometimes I thought she hoarded her words the way a squirrel hoarded acorns because she was afraid the day would soon come when she would have nothing left to say. Lately, she was saying less and less even to me. If I pressed her to talk, she would take on the look of terror that someone in the desert would have if she were asked to share her last cup of water. Consequently, I wouldn’t talk very much to anyone, either. We both said only what was necessary. Anyone who watched us for a while would surely think we were actors in a silent movie.

I blocked my face from the drizzle and sat up. Mama was already stuffing her bedding into her suitcase, forcing it in as if it were screaming and fighting not to be locked away. She closed it and paused. The rain fell harder, but she stood there with her face fully exposed to it as if we were in bright sunlight, coating ourselves with suntan oil on the Santa Monica Beach the way we did years ago when Daddy was still with us. I knew she was looking at the ocean, expecting some boat to be rushing in to rescue us. A number of times over the past few days, she had told me she expected that to happen as we wandered up and down the beach searching for a good location to set up her Chinese calligraphy. Most people who bought any wanted their name in Chinese calligraphy and took Mama’s word for it that she was doing just that. She could have been spelling out toilet for all they knew.

While she painted with expert strokes, I sat at her side and wove multicolored lanyard key chains that I sold for two dollars each. I usually began the day with a few dozen I had managed to do during the night. Between the two of us, we made enough to eat two, sometimes three, meals and occasionally have enough to buy some new article of clothing or old shoes from the thrift store. We had been doing this for nearly a year now, ever since we were evicted from our apartment and then from the hotel. Daddy had deserted us nearly two years before that.

Occasionally, someone would ask me why I wasn’t in school. I would say I was on vacation or we were between locations and I’d be starting a new school soon. Most knew I was lying but didn’t care, and when policemen looked our way, it seemed they either looked through us or didn’t care, either. Sometimes I thought maybe we had become invisible and they could see right through us. Maybe it was painful to look at us. It was already past very painful to be us.

In the beginning, when Daddy first left, Mama had managed to keep us afloat, working first as a restaurant hostess and then as a waitress, but her depression led her to more and more drinking, and she had trouble holding on to any employment. Occasionally, she would sell one or two of her works of calligraphy to one of the arts-and-crafts stores. One of the better-known bars, the Gravediggers, had one prominently on a wall to the right of the bar. Mama told me it spelled heaven.

“The Gravediggers will take you to heaven,” she joked.

Although I had never met her, my maternal grandmother was the one who taught Mama calligraphy. They had lived in Portland, Oregon. My grandparents had Mama late in life, and my grandfather, who was a fisherman, died in a fishing accident during a bad storm. Just like us, Mama and her mother were left to fend for themselves. Both of my maternal grandparents died before I was born, so I had never seen my grandfather in person, either. All I had were the few old photographs of her parents that Mama had brought with her. She told me they were taken when she was only ten, but her parents looked as if they could easily be her grandparents.

Mama said the struggle, which was what she called their lives after her father died, was responsible for aging and killing her mother. Her father hadn’t made a lot of money and had had very little life insurance.

Despite our struggle, Mama would say that my daddy’s desertion of us was no great loss. I knew she was just speaking out of anger. At least we ate and had a roof over our heads when he was with us. We never really expected to have much more. Daddy had barely graduated from high school and then enlisted in the army, where he learned some mechanical skills, and got a job as an appliance repairman when he was discharged. That was what he was doing when he met my mother at a bar in Venice Beach, California.

Mama had left Portland with a girlfriend right after high school because her English teacher and drama-club coach lavished so much praise on her acting skills that she thought becoming a movie star was inevitable. She was in every one of her school drama productions since the eighth grade.

Of course, after endless rejection and only very minor acting opportunities, she blamed her teacher for ruining her life. “He got me full of myself until I couldn’t see anything else, Sasha,” she would say. According to her, he was right up there, just below Daddy, as the cause of all our troubles. “Beware of compliments,” she told me. “Half the time people you know tell them to you so you’ll like them more, not yourself.”

She and her girlfriend were waitresses in the bar where she met Daddy. Her girlfriend was already going hot and heavy with someone she had met there, and according to my mother, “The writing was on the wall. I knew I’d be on my own very soon, and with what I was making, that was nearly impossible. The real possibility of my having to go home to Mama Pearl was looming. That’s why I fell in love so quickly with a spineless, unambitious clod like your father.”

She admitted, or rather used as an additional excuse, the fact that Daddy was very handsome, with his crystallike cobalt-blue eyes, firm lips, and wavy light brown hair. I had his eyes but Mama’s hair, which Mama said made me even more beautiful than she was.

“When I first met him,” she said, “he looked like he could be a movie star himself. He had a sexy smile, the kind that could unlock anyone’s chastity belt.”

“What’s a chastity belt?”

“Never mind that,” she said. “He was built like a Greek god in those days, too, but I mistook his silence for strength. It took me a while to realize that most of the time, he was silent because he simply didn’t know what to say. He never read anything, parroted whatever sound bite he had heard on television, and rarely went to a movie. At the time we first met, he had never been to the theater. Now that I think about it, Sasha, I must have been out of my mind.”

She would eventually tell me that he had gotten her pregnant with me, and when he proposed, she thought maybe she should settle down and become a wife and a mother. She tried to make it sound as if I wasn’t just a mistake. She said she was surely not going to be the famous movie star she had hoped to be, and she was just not tall enough to work as a model.

“Becoming a mother seemed to be the right thing for me to do. Besides, I needed you. I needed someone else. Your father wasn’t much company.”

There was no question, however, that she had once been very beautiful. Her half-Asian look was quite exotic, and she once had silky, long black hair down to her wing bones. Both men and women turned their heads to look at her when she sauntered down the street. I was proud to be walking beside her then. She walked like an angel, practically floating, her soft smile imprinting itself on the eyes of men who surely saw her often in their dreams. I wanted to be in that aura that rippled around her so I’d grow up to be just as special.

“If I would have had the sense to hang out where more well-to-do young men hung out, I’m sure I would have hooked a real catch instead of a mediocre clod. Almost as soon as we married, your father began cheating on me. He was never much help taking care of you. He hated having to stay home, so he would pretend he had to meet someone for a little while, maybe to get a better-paying job, and then not return until the wee hours and sometimes not until morning, bathed in the scent of another woman.”

“Why didn’t you go back to Portland?” I asked. “You said Mama Pearl’s sister still lived there. Wouldn’t she have helped you?”

“She had her own troubles and was fifteen years older than my mother. She was an old lady, and my mother’s family wasn’t happy she had married my father. His family wasn’t happy he had married my mother. Everyone expects their children to make them happy,” she added with a maddening laugh that always ended with her starting to cry, making me feel bad that I had asked anything.

By then, I was almost eleven. Daddy had just recently deserted us, but I was tired of hearing my mother complain about my father. It wasn’t that I wanted to defend him. Even when I was only seven, I realized my father was not like the fathers of other girls at school. For one thing, he never came to a single parents’ night and never seemed at all interested in my schoolwork. Sometimes I thought he wasn’t interested in me, period. Once, when he and my mother were having an argument, which was most of the time, I heard him say, “Children are punishment for sins committed earlier.”

“That makes sense when it comes to your parents,” she told him. He never talked about his parents or his sister, and none of his family ever called or showed interest in him—or any of us, for that matter.

Mama and Daddy’s fights usually ended with Daddy pounding a table or a wall and sometimes breaking something and then running out of the house with curses trailing behind him like ugly car exhaust.

I’ll never forget the day we were evicted from our apartment. I was twelve, nearly thirteen, and home from school because I had a bad cough. We had no medical insurance, so Mama would always try to cure me with some over-the-counter medicines. More often than not, she would just tell me to take a nap or sit in the sun. She was in and out so much in those days that she hardly noticed when I was sick, and she was not taking very good care of herself, either. I knew she was with different men frequently and drinking too much. I hated it when she came home late at night and began babbling and crying. She would stumble and bang into things. I would bury my face in my pillow and refuse to help her.

Eventually, her good looks began to fade like a week-old rose. Her hair lost its rich, soft look until it no longer flowed. The ends were always splitting, and she wasn’t keeping it clean. She finally decided to cut it herself. When she was done, it looked as if someone had hacked it with a bread knife, but even if she hadn’t done it while she was high on some cheap gin, she wouldn’t have done a good job.

It wasn’t only her hair and her complexion that grew worse. Her figure seemed to stretch and bulge like the walls of a water-filled balloon. She couldn’t get into her jeans and had to wear baggy skirts. Because we didn’t have a car and she couldn’t afford taxis, she walked so much in old shoes that her feet were always aching or blotched with ugly blisters. She took to wearing oversized sneakers.

I remember once looking out the window and seeing a woman walking up the street, her eyes glassy, her gait uneven, and thinking, How sad. Look at that bag lady. When she drew close enough for me to realize it was my mother, I was stunned.

But I was frightened more than anything. The little there was of my own world was falling apart. I had long since stopped having friends over to visit, and no one was inviting me. My attention span in school was bad. I dozed off too much and took little or no pride in my work. My grades were tanking. My teachers said I had attention deficit disorder, which only made me feel more different from the others. Teachers were constantly asking me to bring my mother to school. We had no phone by then, so they didn’t call, and letters were useless. She considered everything a bill and read nothing.

Now that I think back, I realize my mother was really the one who was stunned. She must have woken one morning and realized just how badly off we were and how helpless she was. Instead of the realization driving her to be more vigorous in search of solutions, it caused her to retreat to the gin and whiskey. It almost didn’t matter what it was as long as it was alcoholic and could jumble up her thoughts and fears to the point where nothing seemed to bother her.

However, to this day, I don’t think of her as having been an alcoholic. I believe she really could have stopped if she had wanted to stop. She didn’t have the courage to stop. It was ironically easier to look into the mirror and see someone she didn’t recognize. Otherwise, she would have committed suicide.

I suppose if we could have afforded psychoanalysis back then, she would have been diagnosed as a borderline schizophrenic. Something that had begun too subtly for me to realize right away had been happening in her head. At times, I thought she was talking to someone else. At first, I thought that occurred only when she was drunk, but I quickly realized it was happening even when she was stone sober. I think the person she was talking to was herself before I was born, and even before she had met Daddy. From what I heard and could understand, she was warning her younger self not to leave home, that if she did, this could be how she would be.

Of course, it made no sense to me, and if I asked her what she was doing or whom she was talking to, she would look at me angrily, as if I were intruding on a very private conversation.

“None of your business,” she might say, or “It’s not for your ears.”

Whose ears is it for? I wanted to ask. There’s no one there. But I kept quiet. I was actually too frightened to push much further, anyway. Who knew what that might cause to happen, and enough had already happened.

She wasn’t home when the police came to the apartment the day we were evicted. The landlord had followed all of the necessary legal steps, but Mama had ignored it all. I was home sick. I opened the door and looked up at two burly sheriff’s deputies. One took off his hat and combed through his hair with his fingers as if he were searching for a lost thought. He looked sorrier than the other for what he was about to do.

“Your mother here?” he asked.

“No,” I said.

“Where is she?” the other deputy asked.

“I don’t know,” I said, and coughed so hard and long that they both stepped back, fearing infection.

“Jesus,” the first deputy muttered.

“Do you know when she’ll be back, at least?” the second deputy asked me.

I shook my head.

“We’ll wait in the car.”

They turned and went to their vehicle parked right outside our first-floor apartment. At the time, I didn’t know why they were there. I thought maybe they had found my father and needed to tell my mother.

After I closed the door, I went to the front window and waited, watching the street. Finally, I could see her coming. She didn’t look drunk. She was walking fast, swinging her arms, with her purse wrapped around the front of her body like some shield. She had told me she did that to avoid having it grabbed. “Not that I ever have much in it,” she’d added.

The deputies saw her heading our way and got out of their vehicle to approach her. She stood listening to them and then just nodded without comment and continued to the front door. When she entered, she saw me standing there and shook her head.

“You can thank your father someday for this,” she said. “Pack only what you really need. We can’t carry too much. I’m not spending money on a taxi.”

“Why are we leaving?”

“We can’t live here anymore. The landlord got the police on us.”

“Where are we going?”

“To a hotel nearby,” she said.

It sounded good, but when we arrived, I saw how small it was. The lobby was barely bigger than our living room had been, and we had one room with two double beds and a bathroom.

“What about a kitchen?” I asked.

“We’ll eat out when we want hot food. This will have to do for now,” she told me.

Her best hope was that “for now” was forever, only I didn’t know that. I didn’t know how serious the dying going on in her head was. Because we slept in the same room, I woke up often to hear her nighttime chats with her invisible second self. Most of the time, it was done in whispers, but I often caught a word or two. None of it ever made much sense to me. Maybe she’s just dreaming aloud, I thought, and went back to sleep.

She was doing it now as we trekked up the beach. The raindrops had become more like pellets. I kept my head down and lifted my eyes just enough to see her soaked old sneakers pasted with sand and mud plodding forward awkwardly.

“Where are we going?” I cried. I was tired and would have gladly just slept in the rain.

She didn’t answer, but from the way she was moving her arms and hands, I knew she was talking to her imaginary self. I could see the top of a bottle of gin in her shabby coat pocket. There was no one else on the beach but us, so there was no one to appeal to for any help. I was feeling worse than ever. The only way I realized I was crying was by the shudder in my shoulders. My tears were mixed in with the rain.

Mama suddenly turned and started toward the sidewalk. I hurried to catch up. She carried her suitcase limply. It looked as if it was dragging. Even though I was exhausted myself, I wanted to help her, to take it from her, but she wouldn’t let go of the handle.

“I’ll carry it!” I cried.

“No, no. This is all I have. Let go,” she said.

The way she looked at me sent a sharp pain through my heart. She doesn’t recognize me, I thought. My own mother doesn’t know who I am. She thinks I’m some stranger trying to steal her things.

“Mama, it’s me, Sasha. Let go, and I’ll help you.”

“No!” she screamed, and tore it out of my grip.

We stared at each other for a moment in the rain. Maybe she realized her momentary amnesia and it frightened her as much as it had frightened me. Whatever, she turned and surged forward.

I sped to keep up with her. We were at a traffic light on Pacific Coast Highway, and it turned green for us. She stepped into the road, and I caught up with her to walk side-by-side. We were nearly to the other side when I heard car tires squealing and looked to my right.

The vehicle struck Mama first and literally lifted her over my head before it struck me hard in the right thigh. I saw Mama slap down on the pavement just before I fell and slid in her direction.

That was how my life began.
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The Accident

The pain was hot.

Although I was lying faceup in the road and the rain was sweeping over me in a downpour, I no longer felt the slightest chill. It was as if electric heaters had been placed all around me. I heard myself groan, but it seemed to come from someone else. My first thought was that I was dead and this was the way a soul left its body. Any moment, I expected to be looking down at myself lying there on the road, shocked, my eyes two balls of blue glass, my mouth opened in a silent scream. Souls don’t cry, souls don’t laugh, but they can be surprised when they realize they are no longer part of their bodies.

Cars began stopping, some nearly rear-ending the ones that had stopped already. Looking through what was to me a curtain of gauze, I could see some men directing traffic, shouting at drivers, waving off the curious. I started to move, but the pain shot so fast and sharply up the back of my leg, up my back, and into my neck that I immediately stopped and closed my eyes. I was vaguely aware of someone beside me, holding my hand. There was a man’s voice and then a woman’s. I realized the woman was trying to get me to talk. I heard more shouting. I tried to open my eyes, but they wouldn’t open. The noise began to drift off, and then it came surfing back on the wave of sirens.

“Mama,” I thought I finally managed to say. I wasn’t sure I had spoken. I drifted away again and then opened my eyes when I felt my body being lifted. When they began to slide me into the ambulance, I had a funny thought. I envisioned a freshly made pizza being slid into the oven. Slices of pizza were our lunch more often than not and sometimes all we had for dinner.

I looked back and saw another ambulance. They’re getting Mama, I thought, and that gave me some comfort. The paramedic beside me was saying soothing things and putting a blood-pressure cuff on me. There was so much conflicting noise, mumbling voices, cars, people still shouting, that I could make little sense of anything else the paramedic was saying. Finally, the doors were closed, and I heard the siren again as we began moving.

“Hot,” I said, and lost consciousness.

I awoke in the hallway of the hospital emergency room. My clothing had been removed, and I was in a hospital gown. I saw what I knew to be an IV bottle and stand beside me. The tube was attached to my right arm. There was a blanket on me, but there was no doctor, nor was there a nurse tending to me. People were rushing around. No one spoke to me. Another pair of paramedics wheeled in another gurney, and I thought, Maybe that’s Mama, but it turned out to be an elderly man with oxygen leads in his nostrils. His eyes were wide, as wide as those of someone who saw his own impending death. They pushed him past me without even looking at me, but it frightened me.

“Mama!” I cried. I waited, but either no one heard me or no one had time to answer. There was little I could do but lie there and wait. My arms, shoulders, legs, and neck were throbbing so much I felt I had turned into a drum. My ears were filled with the beat of my heart and the chugging of my blood through my veins.

When I saw a nurse hurrying up the corridor, I called to her as loudly as I could. She paused, but before I could tell her anything or ask her anything, she said, “Someone will be with you soon. Be patient.”

Don’t you mean “be a patient”? I was the one who felt drunk now, not Mama.

I closed my eyes and tried to remember exactly what had happened. It had all happened so quickly. Mama was rushing through the rain as if she had an appointment. I ran behind her and kept calling to her. I was only a few inches away when I heard the sound of tires squealing. Right now, I could visualize the front of an automobile but little more.

Where was Mama now? Why had I been left in a hallway? Who had put me here? Who was looking after me? When I tried to lift my head, the whole corridor spun, and I was nauseated immediately. I kept my eyes closed and waited until the dizziness subsided, and then I opened my eyes slowly and took a deep breath. There was nothing I could do but wait.

Finally, I felt myself moving and looked down toward my feet to see a different nurse pushing the gurney. She looked younger than the first nurse and had a shock of brown hair drifting out from under her cap and down over her right eye. As she pushed my gurney, she blew the loose strands away from her eye.

“What’s happening to me?” I asked.

“You’re going to X-ray,” she said.

“Just relax.”

“Where’s my mother?”

“You’re going to X-ray.”

Didn’t she understand my question?

“My mother,” I said.

“Relax,” she told me.

“We’re having a bad night here. We’re doing our best to get to everyone as quickly as we possibly can. I’ve got to get you processed before I see about anyone or anything else.”

Processed? What did that mean? With all that ached on me, it was hard to keep talking, keep asking questions, and she didn’t seem to want to talk much, either.

I felt myself being navigated through the corridor to an elevator. When I was in it, I hoped she would tell me more now that we were away from all the bedlam, but there was another nurse in the elevator, and they started to have a conversation over me as if I weren’t even there. I heard them complaining about some doctor who hadn’t shown up and another nurse who was always late.

“Like any of us want to be here on time?” my nurse said.

When the elevator door opened, the other nurse helped wheel me out and then went off in another direction. Outside radiology, there were two other gurneys lined up, one with a young man with a bloodstained face and a heavily bandaged arm and the other with an elderly African American woman. A younger African American woman stood beside her, holding her hand.

“Just try to relax,” my nurse said again, and put a clipboard at my feet. “Someone will be out to get you soon.”

“What about my mother?” I asked.

She walked off without replying. I began to wonder if anyone could hear me. Maybe I thought I was talking but I wasn’t. The younger African American woman looked at me and smiled. The X-ray room door opened, and another patient was wheeled out in a wheelchair. He was an elderly man in a shirt and tie, wearing a blue cap with white letters that spelled “U.S.S. Enterprise.” He looked perfectly healthy, even bored. A male nurse pulled the gurney with the young man into the radiology suite.

“Not much longer now,” the younger woman told the older one.

“You hope,” the older woman said. “You’ll be on social security, too, by the time we get outta here.”

The younger woman laughed. Then she looked at me again. “What happened to you, honey?”

“We were hit by a car,” I said. “My mother and me, but I don’t know where my mother is.”

“Downstairs waiting, for sure,” she said. “Took us five hours to get this far.”

I was relieved to see she heard me. “I don’t know how long I’ve been here.”

“Long,” the older lady said. “You drip through this place like maple syrup.”

The younger woman turned to me and smiled as she shook her head to tell me I shouldn’t pay attention. “You’ll be all right,” she added, and turned to look firmly at the closed door as if she could will it to open.

I closed my eyes again. When I opened them, I realized I must have fallen asleep, because the two women were gone and there were two other gurneys lined up behind me. Finally, the doors opened again, the African American lady was wheeled out, and I was wheeled in. The young man bringing me to the X-ray machine was the nicest and warmest of anyone I had met so far. He assured me that he would do everything to make this easy and comfortable.

“Do you know where my mother is?” I asked him. Since he was being so nice, I thought he would give me an answer.

“Sorry,” he said. “I’m just the X-ray technician. I’m sure someone will be getting your mother to visit you afterward.”

“She was hit by the car, too,” I said. “Was she here already?”

He paused, thought for a moment, and shook his head. “She’s probably with the doctor somewhere else right now,” he replied. “Let’s get you going.”

After my X-rays were taken, another nurse arrived to wheel me out and back into the elevator.

“Where am I going?” I asked.

“To wait for the doctor,” she replied. “He’ll look at your X-rays first. We have an examination room open for you, and I want to get you into it before someone else gets in there.”

“What about my mother? She was in the accident, too.”

“I don’t know anything about her,” she said. “I just came on duty.”

She got me into the elevator and then out and into an examination room. I don’t know how long I was in there before the doctor arrived, but I know I was in and out of sleep, and I was very thirsty. I called for someone to please get me some water, but everyone seemed too busy to hear me.

When my doctor finally arrived, I was surprised at how young he looked. He had curly light brown hair and a round face with thin lips and a small nose, so small it looked as if half of it had still not emerged. In fact, it looked as if his facial features were sinking into his skull. His hazel eyes were that deeply set. His skin was as soft and clear as a little boy’s skin. Maybe he hadn’t begun to shave yet, I thought, which I knew was silly.

“Okay, now,” he said, as if we had been having a conversation that had been interrupted. “I’m Dr. Decker, one of the ER doctors here. I’ve called for Dr. Milan to look at you. He’s an orthopedic specialist. The reason,” he said, “is that you have a serious fracture of the femur.”

“I don’t know what that is,” I said.

“It means your thigh bone.”

He held up the X-ray for me to see and pointed to my right leg bone.

“This is your thigh bone. There are four distinct parts to it, and your injury is at the head. See?” he asked as if he were teaching a class. “Look where the edge of my finger is.”

I nodded, even though I had no idea what he was pointing to.

“The reason it’s serious for someone your age is that it can and most likely will affect the growth plate, the soft area of the bone located at the epiphysis near the head of the femur. As a result of all this, your right leg might end up a bit shorter than your left. So we want a specialist to handle the cast, okay? It might be a while.”

“My head hurts, too, and so does my arm and my neck and shoulders.”

“You’ve been banged up quite a bit. Luckily, nothing else is broken, but you do have a slight concussion. That’s why you’re nauseous and dizzy. In fact, I’m amazed you don’t have a broken arm.”

He lifted my right arm, and I saw the black-and-blue marks. They were ugly and frightening. I couldn’t help but start to cry.

“Easy,” he said. “I’ll have the nurse give you something for the nausea. I don’t want to give you anything else until Dr. Milan can get here. Okay?”

“What about my mother?”

“Your mother? What about her?”

“She was hit by the car first.”

He nodded. “I’ll check on it,” he said. He patted my hand and left.

I expected the nurse to come in soon, but a long time went by before anyone came, and she wasn’t a nurse. She wasn’t wearing a uniform. She was an older lady with short gray hair that looked plastered around her head. She wore a pair of glasses with lenses so thick they looked more like the protective glasses mechanics wear. She approached me and lifted her clipboard.

“I’m Mrs. Muller. I work in admittance. You told the paramedic your name is Sasha Porter, is that correct?”

I couldn’t remember telling anyone anything about myself. Maybe I had been talking in my sleep.

“My name is Sasha Fawne Porter, yes. Fawne is spelled with an e at the end. That was the way my grandmother spelled her Chinese name.”

“You said you were thirteen years old?”

“I’ll be fourteen in two months.”

She lowered her head and looked at me over her glasses as if I had said something outrageous. “What is your present address? Where do you live?” she followed quickly, as though I needed a translation.

Maybe I shouldn’t have let her know my grandmother was Chinese. She remained poised with her pen and didn’t look at me until she realized I wasn’t answering her question.

“Don’t you know where you live? What’s your address?”

“We don’t have an address.”

“What do you mean, you don’t have an address? I asked you where you were living.” She had a thought. “Was it on a boat?”

“No. We live on the street, sleep on the beach,” I said.

She stared at me and pressed her thicker lower lip over her upper one. It made the brown spot at the bottom of her chin look more like a teardrop. “How long has this been going on?” she asked, as if it was my fault.

“I don’t know the exact number of days. A year, I guess.”

“Where do you go to school?”

“I don’t right now,” I said.

She smirked and shook her head. “Where’s your father?”

“I don’t know. We don’t know exactly. We think he went to Hawaii.”

“Hawaii? So your mother and father are divorced?”

“No. He just left.”

“Just left?” She nodded, as if she knew him, and tapped the clipboard with her pen. “Okay. What about other relatives here?”

“We don’t have any here. My mother has an aunt and cousins in Portland, Oregon. My father’s relatives are in Ohio, but we don’t talk to any. I don’t even know their names. His parents died a long time ago. He has a sister, but she stopped talking to him a long time ago, or he stopped talking to her.” I nodded. Maybe these details were important. “Yes, Mama said he stopped talking to her.”

“So you have no one to take responsibility for you?”

“Just my mother,” I said.

“A lot of good that’s going to do us,” she muttered. She checked something on her clipboard and turned to leave.

“Where is my mother?” I called.

She paused and turned back to me. “Didn’t anyone tell you?”

“No.”

“Your mother is dead. She died instantly and was taken directly to the morgue.”
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Alone

The nurse who finally came to give me the medicine Dr. Decker had promised started to check my pulse and take my blood pressure and then gave me a tablespoon of some syrup for my nausea, which she said was all she could do for me right then. She saw that I had been crying. I started to cry again, and she told me I should try to be a big girl.

“That lady said my mother died,” I said through my tears.

“Yes. Very sad, but you have to be a big girl now. It will make everything go that much easier for you.”

A big girl? How does a big girl react to the news of her mother’s death? I wanted to ask. Doesn’t she cry?

The nurse looked up when Dr. Decker came in quickly. “What’s happening?” she asked him, sounding a little annoyed.

“Milan isn’t coming. Once he heard she’s uninsured, he suddenly had another emergency.”

“And?”

“I’ll set the leg,” he told her. “We’ve got to move her along. There’s quite a backup out there.”

“Tell me about it,” the nurse said. “We should have a traffic cop.”

“Okay, let’s get to her.” He finally looked at me. “We’re going to get you on the way to getting better,” he said.

He tried to explain everything he was doing every step of the way, but I had long since lost interest in myself and was only vaguely aware of the activity around and on me.

“This kid’s practically in shock,” the nurse said. “Besides the injuries, she just found out her mother died.”

“The faster I get this done, the faster she’ll get out of it,” he said, obviously not wanting to stand around and have a conversation.

Get out of what, I wondered, sorrow or pain? I moaned, but because of my slight concussion, Dr. Decker said he didn’t want to give me anything too strong for pain. He said he would prescribe some Tylenol, and he was sure it would help a little.

“Just hang in there,” he said, and flashed a smile as if it were on a spring in his face.

After my leg was set, they moved me to a ward. It was nearly morning now. Through the window across from my bed, I could see the sunlight creeping up on the horizon as if it were afraid night would slap it back. Everyone else in the ward, six others who looked like mostly elderly women, seemed to be still asleep. To me, the one nurse in charge, Mrs. Stanton, appeared to be as old and as sickly as the other patients. Her face was so pale and her eyes so watery I thought one of them might have gotten up and put on a nurse’s uniform. She settled me in and told me to try to get some sleep.

“Do you need anything?” she asked.

What a question, I thought. Yes, I need something. I need my mother not to be dead. I need a home. I need to be in school and have food and clothes. I need to remember how to laugh. I saw from the look on her face that if I had said anything like that, she might have been the one to laugh, so I didn’t say anything. I hadn’t said anything to anyone since that woman had told me my mother was dead and in the morgue. All I had done was moan and cry. Mrs. Stanton went off to check on another patient, and I closed my eyes.

I slept on and off. The clatter of dishes and trays woke me when breakfast was served. I looked at it but turned away and didn’t eat or drink anything. The nurse who had replaced Mrs. Stanton shook me to tell me I should try to eat. “And you have to drink something. I don’t want you to get dehydrated,” she said, as if I worked for her. She stood there waiting to see me reach for the glass of juice and then handed it to me. I drank some, and she repeated that I should try to eat. “If you don’t nourish your body, it won’t heal,” she warned. She said it as if it wouldn’t be her fault or any doctor’s. Whatever had happened and would now happen was my fault. It sounded as if she meant it was my fault that I had been born.

A different doctor stopped in to visit the patients in the ward. I heard the nurse complaining about me. He read the chart clipped to the bottom of the bed and then examined my bruises, checked my eyes, and listened to my heart and lungs through his stethoscope. His name tag read “Dr. Morton.” He looked older than Dr. Decker, but something told me he wasn’t. Later, I heard he was interning.

“You’ve had quite a shock to your body,” he told me. He looked at my chart and added, “Sasha. You want to eat and drink so you get stronger, okay?”

He was talking to me in a tone of voice he might use with someone only about five years old. I didn’t reply, and he turned to the nurse and said, “We might need the psychologist to stop by for this one.”

“Is my mother really dead?” I asked when I saw that he was going to move off.

He looked at the nurse.

“Her mother was hit by the same car,” the nurse told him. “She expired at the scene.”

“Oh. Well, what about…” He nodded at me.

“There are no other relatives listed. I’m sure Social Ser-vices has been contacted. Homeless,” she whispered, but not low enough for me to miss.

“Right. You hang in there, Sasha. We’re going to look after you.”

He smiled at me, patted my hand, and moved on to the next patient. The nurse trailed along like an obedient puppy as he went from bed to bed.

Look after me? How were they going to do that? I wondered. How was anyone? Despite how terrible our lives had become, I wished Mama and I were back on the boardwalk selling her calligraphy and I was selling my lanyards. I wished we were back in the struggle. At least we were together then, and I had someone. Besides, she might have gotten better. Maybe she would have stopped drinking and found a place to work again, and I would have been able to return to school, any school. I used to feel tears come into my eyes when I would see other girls my age in their school uniforms, laughing and talking as they walked to school. The furthest thing from their minds was wondering about where they would sleep and what they would eat. If only I could somehow turn back time and change everything.

I closed my eyes and dreamed about it. Mama was pretty again, and I had new clothes and friends. We had at least as good an apartment as we had had with Daddy. Because Mama worked, I would start dinner for us before she came home. She would be so proud of me, and we’d laugh and tell each other about all the things that happened to both of us during the day. I’d have very good grades to show her, and then I would go off and do my homework. She would still do calligraphy, but now only for her own enjoyment. Because she was happier when she was doing it, she would do more elaborate pictures, and before long, she would be selling them to art galleries, not arts-and-crafts stores or bars. We’d have more money than ever, and Mama would start talking about buying a car.

“We’ll go on trips every weekend, see beautiful things, and stop at nice restaurants along the way,” she would say. “I told you. We can get along without him, and we can keep the struggle from doing us any more harm, because we’re together, partners, mother and daughter, more like sisters, good friends.”
 
She would hug me and hold me, and I would inhale the sweet scent of her perfume and hair, which was long and soft again. Men would be very interested in her, of course, but this time, she would be far more careful and go out only with responsible ones. Someday someone like that would propose to her, and our lives would improve tenfold. We’d live in a house, not an apartment, and Mama would not have to work anymore. This wonderful, well-to-do man would love me and be a real father to me. He’d come to parents’ nights and do homework with me and want to show me things and take me places, just as any other girl’s father would want to do with his daughter.

It occurred to me that most other girls would think my dreams were too simple, too ordinary. They would be dreaming of being popular singers or movie and television stars. They’d want big houses and expensive cars, even boats. They’d dream of jewelry and fashionable dresses and shoes, love affairs, and romantic adventures.

“Even your dreams are poor, pathetic,” they might say, and not want to be my friends.

I’d have to be very careful about telling anyone about my fantasies. I’d have to pretend I wanted exactly the same things they did. In fact, I’d have to keep many things secret, especially our struggle. What I would certainly have to do is come up with a story. In my dream, when I explained this to Mama, she nodded, understanding my problem, and said, “It’s best you tell them that your father was killed in a car accident. That way, they’ll feel sorry for you and not mock you.”

Exactly, I thought. Daddy was dead to me, anyway. It was almost not a lie.

I dreamed so hard I began to believe it was real. For a while, I was happy, and I felt no pain or discomfort, and then someone in another bed screamed with her own pain, and I was ripped out of my fantasy and dropped right back into this gray ward, with other patients who I found out were also uninsured homeless or deserted people. One lady told another we were all in the “human Dumpster.”

How long would they leave me in there? I wondered. Would I have to be there until my leg healed? And then where would they send me? What was being done with Mama? Would I ever see her, or would she simply be taken away and buried somewhere without anyone present? She used to say she would end up in Potter’s Field, a burying place for strangers, for people with no means.

“Where is Potter’s Field?” I had asked her.

“There’s one everywhere.” She had looked at me, considering whether to tell me any more. I was thirteen by then and not attending school. Whenever she was sober enough, she always expressed regret about my not being in school and often tried to teach me things.

“It comes from the Bible,” she’d continued. “My father was a Bible thumper. He would read aloud from it almost every night he was home. You know who Judas was, right?”

“Yes, he sold out Jesus for thirty pieces of silver.”

“Good. Well, he regretted it afterward and went back to the high priests who had paid him. He threw the money on the floor. Afterward, he hung himself. The priests decided the money was tainted with blood and used it to create Potter’s Field, where strangers and the poor were to be buried. They called it Potter’s Field because it was located in a place where they mined clay for pots. As your father would stupidly say, that information and a dollar fifty will get you on the bus.”

“But that’s all it costs.”

“Duh. That was your father’s opinion of knowledge,” she had told me.

It was almost impossible now to remember Mama from those early days, when she would have more sober hours than not. Before she began drinking for the day, her eyes were still clear; she was still standing straight and had a look of determination in her face. But that got to be less and less the rule and more the exception.

Sometimes I thought maybe an alien had gotten into her. The alien didn’t have any of the self-pride and self-respect Mama used to have. Maybe Mama wasn’t dead. Maybe just the alien in her had died on the highway, and she would wake up and come back to me. I was looking at the door of the ward just the way Mama used to look out at the ocean for that boat that would save us, hoping that she would suddenly just appear, smiling.

“It’s going to be all right now,” she would say. “We’ll be fine, Sasha. I’m back.”

I blinked when a tall woman dressed in a fashionable designer turquoise pantsuit with gold epaulets stepped into the doorway and caused my dream Mama to pop like a bubble.

This woman had thick light brown hair styled at shoulder length and carried a purse that matched her outfit. The nail polish on her long nails even matched her outfit. She gazed into the ward, looking carefully at each patient until her eyes came around to me. Once she saw me, she seemed to freeze, her eyes locked on me, her soft, puffy lips just slightly open. Whom was she trying to look like, Angelina Jolie?

I couldn’t take my eyes off her. She had the look of a movie star, her makeup perfect, her complexion rich and peachy. But she looked somehow more important than a movie star. The regal way she held herself gave her an aura of authority, control, and power. The diamond ring on her left hand was so large that it seized on the ray of light spilling in from the nearest window and then seemed to brighten and become even more dazzling. She wore what looked like diamond teardrop earrings, too, and a necklace of small pearls.

A long moment passed before she stepped into the ward, and when she did, she stepped in as though she were trying to be careful, as careful as someone navigating a floor of mud. Maybe she thought the patients in the ward were contagious. She did look as if she was holding her breath. I waited when she paused at my bed.

“Are you Sasha Fawne Porter?” she asked.

She couldn’t be someone from Social Services, I thought. Could she? Who else would be looking for me? Who else would know my full name?

“Yes,” I said.

She nodded, opened her purse, and took out a very thin handkerchief to dab away something on her right eye. I saw nothing. Maybe she was wiping away imaginary germs. Why would there be a tear?

She focused on the area under the blanket where my cast was located.

“Are you in a lot of pain?” she asked, nodding at my legs.

“Only if I move too much,” I said.

“I’m so sorry.”

I looked at her and wondered why she was so sorry. “Are you with Social services?” I asked, and she widened her eyes.

“Hardly,” she said. She hesitated, and then she said, “I’m Jordan March. Mrs. Donald March.”

The way she told me her name—announced it, I should say—caused me to scan my brain, searching for something in my memory that would tell me who she was. Had I seen her on a magazine cover? Was she really a movie star or on television, someone who visited patients in hospitals as an act of charity? Why would she think I would know who she was?

“It’s your right leg that was broken?” she asked.

I pulled back the blanket to show her the cast. “My femur,” I said, remembering Dr. Decker’s description. “At the head.”

“Yes, I know.”

How did she know? Was she a special nurse? Or maybe she was a doctor. But she didn’t call herself Dr. March. Would a doctor talk like that?

“You don’t have any other broken bones, right?”

“No.” If she were a doctor, she would have known that, I thought.

“But you’re badly banged up,” she concluded, her gaze fixed on my black-and-blue arms.

“I have a slight concussion, too. And my neck hurts, so it’s hard to raise my head.” I don’t know why I wanted to tell her everything. Maybe it was because there was no one else really asking me.

“Oh, dear, you poor, poor child.”

Poor is right, I thought.

I watched her look around the ward. Some of the others were looking our way and listening. She didn’t smile at anyone. She pulled herself back a little and blew a small breath through her nearly closed lips.

“Well, this won’t do,” she said. It seemed to be something she was saying more to herself than to me. “It won’t do at all.” She turned and walked out quickly.

“That your mother?” the woman nearest to me asked.

“No way,” I said. “My mother is prettier.” Was prettier, I thought, and then argued with myself. This woman was beautiful, there was no denying that, but Mama had that exotic look, and she was natural. She wasn’t just beautiful; she was different. In Los Angeles, women like the one who had just been to see me were not unusual. Mama used to say, “It’s the only place where women don’t care that beauty is only skin-deep. Few want to go any deeper.”

Mrs. March didn’t return for nearly half an hour, and when she did, the ward nurse and a male nurse’s aide accompanied her. The aide pushed a gurney right up to my bed. Mrs. March stood back to watch.

“We’re moving you,” the nurse said.

“To where?”

“A room. A private room,” she added, the corners of her lips dipping.

She and the aide guided me carefully onto the gurney.

“Does she have any possessions?” Mrs. March asked the nurse when they turned to roll me out.

“Possessions? No, nothing,” the nurse said. “What would she have?”

Mrs. March smirked. “A watch, maybe? Any jewelry? These people carry everything they own on them.”

“She had nothing I know of, and there’s nothing listed anywhere.”

“I hope not,” Mrs. March said. “Anyone who would steal from this child should be shot.”

I looked back at the other patients in the ward. A few watched with curiosity and amazement.

“Just relax,” the nurse said, and I lowered my head and waited as I was rolled along.

We went to an elevator. Mrs. March followed us all the way and stood quietly in a corner of the elevator as it rose to a much higher floor. She kept her head high and looked forward, not looking at me at all now. She said nothing to the nurse or the aide.

The door opened on a quiet corridor with walls that looked freshly painted and a floor that glittered in the sunlight pouring through one of the windows. I saw the nurses’ station, with at least a half dozen of them busy with their duties. The nurse on the far side sat watching monitors. I could see that she was doing some needlepoint. There was none of the frenzy here that I had seen in the emergency room.

I was rolled down to a doorway and then into the room, which was nicer than any bedroom I had ever had. There was a light maple armoire on the left, a closet on the right, small tables beside the bed, and a television on a metal shelf across from the bed. The room had two large windows that looked toward the Hollywood Hills. The bed was wider than the one down in the ward, and the blanket and pillows looked brand-new. The nurse and the aide gently transferred me. The aide started out with the gurney, and the nurse turned to Mrs. March.

“I’ll get her paperwork to the desk,” she said.

“Thank you,” Mrs. March said.

The nurse left, and Mrs. March stepped up beside the bed and looked at me. “Now, this is better, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” I said.

“I have a private-duty nurse arriving within the hour. Her name is Jackie Knee.” She leaned toward me to whisper. “She’s younger than most of the nurses here, more tuned in to girls your age. She actually worked at a plastic surgeon’s clinic in Brentwood but now freelances on private-duty assignments. I think she makes more money.”

She straightened up and just stared at me for a few moments.

“I’ve arranged for a well-known orthopedist, Dr. Milan, to examine you.”

“Dr. Milan?”

“You know who he is?” she asked with a slight smile.

“He was supposed to fix my leg last night but didn’t come because I have no medical insurance, so Dr. Decker did it.”

“Really? Is that what happened? Well, he’s coming today,” she said firmly. “You can be sure of that.”

“Who’s paying for all this?” I asked.

“I am. Well, I should say my husband and I are.”

“Why?” I asked, expecting her to tell me they were in charge of some charity.

She looked as if she wasn’t going to answer. She turned away, looked out the window a moment, and then turned back to me.

“It was my daughter, Kiera, who hit you and your mother,” she said.
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Kiera’s Mistake

I didn’t know what to say when Mrs. March told me her daughter had hit Mama and me, so I just watched her as she began to pace back and forth, moving her hands as if she were speaking. I think she was trying to find the right words. Were there right words?

She turned, pressing her lips together. Then she took a deep breath and continued. “She was high on one of her recreational drugs. X they call it.” She paused and turned to me. “Do you know what that is?”

I nodded.

“But you don’t use that stuff, do you?”

“No,” I said, but what difference would that possibly make to her?

“Good. Kiera has been more than a handful for us. She has everything any girl her age could possibly want. My husband, Donald, is one of the most successful builders in Southern California. Half the malls you see are malls he built, and he’s busier than ever. He gives everything he can to our daughter. Kiera has her own car. She’s already been to Europe twice. She has a wardrobe that’s even bigger than my own, not to mention expensive jewelry and watches that would choke an Arabian prince.”

She shook her head. “You would think any girl would be grateful for the life Kiera has, but this is not the first time Kiera’s been in big trouble. Each time, my husband has bailed her out, pulled strings, saved her. The result is that she never learns a lesson. I told him. I warned him something bigger like this would happen, but he didn’t listen, and now he’s already busy saving her again. I told him this time he should let her pay the piper, but he won’t have it. He’s hired a top attorney, but this is not the first time. You can’t even begin to imagine the money we’ve had to spend on attorneys because of her.”

She spoke quickly and excitedly, and her face turned crimson. Then she took a deep breath, looked out the window, and relaxed her shoulders. “Of course, I understand why he’s like this,” she said. “And it’s hard to blame him.”

She sat in the chair near the bed. For a few moments, she just sat there with her head lowered. Her words and actions had captured my full attention. I was holding my breath in anticipation of the next outburst, but she began in a low, soft tone.

“We lost our younger daughter, Alena, to acute leukemia three years ago. We took her to the best doctors and the best hospitals in the country, but we couldn’t save her. You can have all the money in the world, Sasha, and still not be happy. Anyway, Donald doesn’t want to lose Kiera, too. I don’t, either, but I think that his always finding ways to excuse her misbehavior will lead to us losing her. It’s like a slow disease, just getting worse and worse. You’re probably too young to understand all of this,” she added, and sighed. “Forgive me for throwing it all at you like this, especially at this time when you’re soaked in your own horrible trouble.”

I didn’t say anything.

She looked at me again, her eyes narrowing. “Maybe you’re not too young to understand what I’m saying. Children who live harder lives grow up faster. I’m sure you’ve seen more than your share of the dark side, and now look at what’s happened to you. I’m sorry. I really am, and I’m going to do whatever I can to make things better.”

“My mother’s dead,” I said. “They told me she died instantly.”

Her whole face seemed to tremble. She understood that I meant there was no way to make my mother better, there was no nice room for her or expert doctors to fix her injuries. No one could promise her anything anymore, so Mrs. March couldn’t make things much better for me. Mrs. March looked as if she would cry and did turn away to dab her eyes with her handkerchief.

I certainly didn’t feel sorry for her. I didn’t care how unhappy she was or what terrible things had happened to her. Maybe that was mean, but I didn’t feel like feeling sorry for anyone else except Mama and myself at the moment. Did she expect me to say it wasn’t her daughter’s fault? Had she come here and done all this for me so I would forgive her daughter and help her feel better?

“It’s terrible. I know,” she said, still looking away. “That poor woman. On top of struggling just to exist.” She sighed and turned back to me. “How did the two of you end up living on the street? I see so many people pushing carts and sleeping in tents or just under something. Some of them look so young. I can’t help but look at them and wonder how in the world they ended up the way they are, especially in this great country. Are there many children out there like you all over?”

“I don’t know. We’ve been only here. We never left after we were turned out on the street. Mama said it would be the same for us no matter where we went, and at least it wasn’t cold here so much.”

She blew through her lips and shook her head as she looked at me. “You should be in school, going to parties, not worrying about where your next meal is coming from or where you will sleep. What did you two do, just beg?”

“No, my mother wouldn’t beg. She sold her calligraphy, and I sold lanyard key chains on the beach. I made them myself.”

“Calligraphy?”

“It’s Chinese writing.”

“Oh, yes.” She smiled.

We heard a knock on the door. A tall man in a black suit and blue tie stood there. He had thick gray hair and ebony eyes, a gray and black well-trimmed goatee, and a Hollywood tan. I thought he might be her husband. He looked just as wealthy.

“I received your message while I was still at the orthopedic convention at Shutters, Jordan. I came as soon as I could get away.”

“Thank you, Michael. This,” she said, turning back to me, “is the young girl I want you to treat, Sasha Porter.”

He nodded and showed Mrs. March a clipboard in his right hand. “I picked up her file on the way.”

“This is Dr. Milan, Sasha. Please, let him examine you.”

He stepped into my room and, without saying hello or even smiling at me, took the blanket off my right leg and looked at the cast. He shook his head.

“What?” Mrs. March asked.

“It’s not set high enough. I see this sort of sloppy work all the time. I’ll have to redo this. I’m sorry,” he told me.

“Did you see the X-rays, Michael?”

“Yes.”

“How bad is the break?”

“It’s pretty serious, in a bad place, Jordan. I’ll do the best I can, but nine times out of ten, for someone her age, there is a residual effect when it’s that high up.”

“Do what you can, Michael. I mean it,” she said firmly. “Think of her as you would my daughter,” she told him.

I was surprised that she could speak to a doctor so sternly, but he didn’t seem upset. He nodded.

“I have a private-duty nurse coming.” She looked at her watch. “She should be here any minute. I’m sure she can assist you.”

“I’ll change my clothes and come back,” he said. He hurried out.

I was quite impressed with how easily Mrs. March could order people to do things. I imagined she could get anything she wanted done.

“Do you know where my mother is?” I asked her.

“I’m sure she’s in the hospital morgue, dear. I’m sorry.”

“Will I see her again?”

“It’s not pleasant to see someone who has passed away, especially a young person.” She took a deep breath and nodded. “But a daughter should say good-bye to her mother. I’ll look into it for you.”

“She used to be very, very pretty,” I said.

“Well, you’re a very pretty young girl, so I know that’s true. Now, don’t you worry. Dr. Milan will get you up and about faster than any other doctor around here can.”

I turned away to look out the window. It was another sunny California day. How could the world be so beautiful after my mother had died? I didn’t mean to, but I started to cry.

“Oh, God,” Mrs. March said. She stood and looked at me.

Just then, the nurse she had hired came into the room. Mrs. March didn’t wait for her to introduce herself or anything. She practically lunged at her.

“Dr. Milan is going to reset that leg right now,” she told her. “The cast wasn’t done correctly. You make our little patient as comfortable as possible. She’s been through the most horrible experience, especially for someone her age.”

The nurse nodded. She was younger than any I had seen so far, younger but heavier, too. Mama would have said she had a body like a turnip. When she smiled at me, though, I saw she was warmer and friendlier than any other nurses I had met. Somewhere under those heavy cheeks slept a pretty face. That was something else Mama might have said.

“This is Jackie,” Mrs. March said.

“Hi, Sasha,” she said, coming over to me to take my hand.

She knew my name without looking at the clipboard. That was good, I thought. Whether she was doing it for Mrs. March’s benefit or mine, I didn’t know, but she started to rearrange my pillow and raise the back of the bed.

“You should be at this angle right now,” she told me. Then she looked at my chart. “She has a mild concussion,” Jackie read aloud, and then looked at Mrs. March.

“I know,” she said.

“Are you nauseous, Sasha?”

“I was. I’m not so much now.”

“I’ll have a neurologist in to see her today,” Mrs. March said. Jackie nodded. Mrs. March looked at her watch. “You’ll be here until eight?”

“Yes, Mrs. March.”

“I’m arranging for another nurse.”

“She might not need round-the-clock, Mrs. March.”

“I’m arranging for another nurse,” she repeated, and looked at Jackie Knee as if she would have her shot if she said another word about it. She just nodded and looked at me, smiling again.

“Don’t worry. We’ll have a good time together,” she told me.

In a surgical blue shirt and pants, Dr. Milan returned with another male aide pushing a gurney.

“I need to take her to another room,” he told Mrs. March.

“Of course,” she said. “I’ll be back later,” she told me. “You do your best to cooperate with Dr. Milan, okay, Sasha?”

I nodded. What else would I do? I wasn’t about to get up and run out, although I wanted to more than anything.

“I’ll look into your seeing your mother,” she promised before she left.

Later, while Dr. Milan redid my cast, Jackie tried to distract me by telling me about the time she had broken her ankle.

“My little brother left one of his toy cars right outside my bedroom door. I was about your age, too. I think I flew ten feet. I was rushing out to meet some friends. Of course, everyone signed my cast and wrote silly things on it.”

I didn’t think Dr. Milan was paying any attention to Jackie’s babbling, but he said, “She’ll be able to write a novel on this cast.”

Afterward, I was taken back to my private room and discovered that Mrs. March had sent flowers to dress it up. There were five different arrangements. Jackie raved about them. I knew she was trying her best to make everything seem better than it was. She made sure I ate most of my lunch. Soon after that, another doctor arrived, the neurologist. He was older and nicer than Dr. Milan. His name was Dr. Sander, and when he looked at me and talked to me, I felt he really saw me. Dr. Milan could have been working on a big doll.

“Well,” Dr. Sander said after looking at my eyes, “no concussion is pleasant or should be ignored, but you’ll be fine in a week or so. I’ll stop in to check on you again soon. For now, you just take it easy. Your nurse has what you need if you get nauseous again.” He turned to Jackie. “You know how to reach me if you need to,” he said. Unlike Dr. Milan, he said good-bye before he left.

Everything was catching up with me. I tried to stay awake, but not long after Dr. Sander left, I fell asleep and didn’t wake up until it was time for dinner. Jackie was getting it all set up for me. I saw a pile of magazines and books and a few boxes beside them on the table to my right.

“What’s all that?” I asked.

“Oh, you’re up. Good. Mrs. March sent up some magazines and books she thinks you’ll like. There’s a DVD player in the box with a dozen movies for someone your age. She knows it’s no fun just lying around here waiting to get better. Let me fix your bed so you can have your dinner, and then you can look at everything, okay?”

She moved the tray over after she raised my bed for me.

“This looks good,” she said, lifting the cover over the plate. “But if you don’t like the food, Mrs. March left instructions for me to send out for something you do like. You have no dietary restrictions.”

“It’s all right,” I said, trying to sound casual.

Dietary restrictions? We had dietary restrictions, such as some days only two meals. When Mama and I were on the street, meals like this would be like Christmas dinners. She’d be really angry if I didn’t eat it.

Jackie had her dinner served, too, and pulled her chair up to my bed table. She smiled. “When I was your age, I’d hurry my meal just to get to the dessert. My mother always had something great. This chocolate cake looks delicious.”

“Did you know Mrs. March before she asked you to be here?” I asked.

“Yes. She had work done by the plastic surgeon I used to work for. She liked the care I gave her. We had a special place for the patients to recuperate, and I was her private nurse four times for surgeries.”

“Four times?”

She laughed. “I’m not supposed to talk out of school, but yes, she had a full face-lift, work on her rear end, breast implants, and a bit of a tummy tuck, not to mention her lips.”

“All at once?”

“No,” she said, laughing again. “But all of it over four years, I think. I don’t want to tell you how much it all cost.”

“You know why she’s doing all this for me?” I asked.

“I know she does a great deal of work for different charities. I think that’s very nice of her. There are lots of very rich people who don’t do anything for anyone else.” She smiled and started to eat again.

“I’m not a charity case,” I said.

“Oh?”

For a moment, I wondered if I should say anything. Maybe it would make Mrs. March angry and she would stop doing nice things for me, but then I thought about Mama lying in a morgue and lost any hesitation.

“Her daughter killed my mother and did this to me,” I said. “She said she was high on Ecstasy.”

She stopped eating. And for a few moments, she looked as if she should be the one in the hospital bed, not me.
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I knew Jackie was thinking how much more horrible this was because I was a homeless child without anyone to care for me, and therefore I had to appreciate what Mrs. March was willing to give me and do for me. Another child who had a family would probably tell her to go to hell with her daughter.

“Well,” she said after a few moments to gather her thoughts, “you just take whatever she gives you. You deserve it and more. Maybe her husband is afraid some alert attorney will come see you and get you to sue the Marches. A lot of money could be held in trust for you to have when you’re eighteen. I bet that would bring your father back.”

“Would it?”

“I imagine so. Of course, he might be returning just to get his hands on the money. How long has he been away?”

“Three years,” I said.

“Three years? Has he called you often?”

“Never.”

“Not even written or sent you things?”

“We don’t even know where he really is.”

“Well, don’t you worry about it. Your first job is to get better.”

“Maybe he’ll come back when he hears what happened.”

“He might not find out about it. I always read the newspaper from beginning to end, and I didn’t see anything about this accident. I’m not surprised that the Marches were able to keep it out of the news, though,” she added. “They are what you call ‘people with influence.’”

She didn’t have to convince me of that. Look at what Mrs. March had gotten done for me in so short a time.

After I finished eating, I began to look through the magazines and books. Most of it was what I would read when I could get my hands on it. I hadn’t seen any of the movies she bought for me, and I had never had a DVD machine you could hold in your lap. Jackie checked my blood pressure and temperature and then sat and read some of my magazines, too.

We spent the next two days like this. Mrs. March didn’t return during those days, but I knew she called often to speak with Jackie. The nurse who came when Jackie left was older and less talkative, at least with me. She spent most of the night talking with other nurses. I guessed Jackie was right. I really didn’t need the second nurse, because I slept through most of the night. I did look forward to seeing Jackie first thing in the morning.

Either because she really enjoyed talking about her family and her life or because she was just trying to keep me from thinking about things, Jackie told me all about her brothers and sisters, her parents, how she became a nurse, and her one disappointing love affair. She rattled on about her taste in music and things she loved to eat. It seemed there wasn’t anything she didn’t like. I enjoyed listening to her talk about her family. I imagined myself a part of it.

What was a family, anyway? Could just a mother and a daughter be considered a family, or did you have to have a father, too, not to mention at least one brother or sister? A house or an apartment didn’t seem like much without a family living in it. When Jackie described her house, especially when all of her brothers and sisters had lived in it, I felt as though the house was alive, a warm place that embraced them and kept them happy and safe. How far that was from the cold apartment we had lived in and that small hotel room. How could I call either one a home?

Soon, though, instead of enjoying hearing Jackie describe her family and home life, I became sadder. Look at all I had been missing and would miss forever now. What sort of a woman could I become? I’d be like someone without any past. How could I ever do what Jackie was doing, describe my parents, where I lived? I’d be like so many of those homeless people I saw at the beach, pan-handling or trying to sell something to survive. Their faces were caverns of despair, their eyes empty, a smile as hard to find as a decent meal or a place to stay the night. The sound of other people laughing was painful to them and to me. If one day we weren’t there, no one would care; no one would look for us. Sometimes I wished the tide would come farther in and wash us all away. I was sure many people who saw us and shook their heads wished the same thing.

As I looked around my nice hospital room, I wondered where I would go from there. One day, the doctors would tell me I was recuperated enough to be discharged, but discharged to where? An orphanage? Some foster home? When I thought about that, I almost wished Daddy would come rushing back to get me, even if it was just to get himself some money. At least I’d be with someone who was supposed to care about me.

Late on the third morning, Mrs. March appeared and told Jackie she had arranged for me to be brought down to the morgue.

Jackie’s face lost color, and she turned sharply toward me. “Are you sure?”

“I know it’s very, very unpleasant,” Mrs. March said, “but she wants to say good-bye. Am I right, Sasha? We don’t have to do this if you’ve changed your mind, and Jackie’s right to be concerned for you. It’s ugly.”

“I don’t care. I want to see her,” I said. Mama could never be ugly to me, I thought.

“Then you will.”

She stepped out and returned with an aide and a wheelchair. I was helped into it, and the four of us went to the elevator. No one spoke all the way down to the morgue. My heart was pounding, and my eyes were filling with tears so quickly I had trouble seeing as we went down the corridor and through a pair of doors. A man in a white lab coat was waiting for us just inside and had me wheeled sharply to the right to avoid seeing anything else.

We entered a cold room. I saw no bodies, just what looked like a giant file cabinet.

“You stay with her, Jackie,” Mrs. March said. “We’ll hang back here.”

I looked at her and the aide. He didn’t seem unhappy about that, and she looked as if she was trembling. It got me trembling. Jackie wheeled me deeper in and up to a cabinet. The man in the lab coat looked at me, and then he pulled on the handle and slid Mama out. She was under a sheet. He lifted it, and something inside me shattered like a windowpane.

It didn’t look anything like Mama, and for a moment, I hoped it wasn’t her. Maybe she was still alive somewhere in the hospital. Maybe there had been a terrible mix-up. I looked at Jackie, and she shook her head. It was no good to pretend, to lie to myself. I knew it was Mama.

Tears were trickling down my cheeks. “Mama,” I whispered. “I love you. I’ll always love you.”

I reached out to touch her face and then recoiled when I felt how hard and cold it was. Suddenly, I was very nauseous and began to dry-heave. Jackie whisked me around and away. The aide stepped forward.

“Let’s get her back upstairs,” Mrs. March said. “Quickly.”

I kept my eyes closed and my head back until I was upstairs and in my bed. Then I slowly looked up at the ceiling.

Jackie rubbed my arm softly. “Don’t think of her down there,” she said. “That was no longer your mother. Think of her as being in a better place now, where she is always warm and happy and safe, okay?”

“Okay,” I said in a voice so small I thought I had become three years old again. I closed my eyes and fell asleep.

Days passed. Mrs. March sent me more presents, more magazines and movies and boxes of candy. I could tell from the way other nurses looked when they gazed in at me that I was quite a curiosity. I had no visitors other than the doctors and my private nurses. I was sure that by now there were all sorts of stories about me. Despite Jackie and the gifts, I felt more and more as if I were in prison or in some cave in a human zoo.

Jackie tried to help me feel better about it. She got me into a wheelchair whenever she could and pushed me down to a small patio to get some air and sunshine. Except for a few visitors, only other hospital employees used the patio. Some ate their lunches out there. Jackie knew some people and introduced me. While I read or listened to music on the new iPod Mrs. March had sent, Jackie would move off and tell those people all about me. By the way they looked at me afterward, I could see that she had given them all the grisly details. I knew she didn’t mean any harm, but soon, because of their looks of pity, I wasn’t so eager to go down there anymore.

One afternoon, Mrs. March returned. I was sitting up in my bed and reading with my earphones on. They were plugged into the iPod, so I didn’t see her or hear her, but out of the corner of my eye, I saw Jackie get up quickly and put her magazine down. I turned and saw Jordan March standing there. She looked as if she had just come from a fancy affair, and later she did say she had attended a charity luncheon. She wore a white wide-brim hat with a pink ribbon and a sleeveless V-neck dress, embellished with a pink scarf.

I took off my earphones.

“You can take a break now, Jackie,” Mrs. March said.

Jackie nodded, smiled at me, and walked out. Mrs. March stepped up to my bed and smiled.

“I hear good things from your doctors,” she began. “Your bruises are healing, the concussion has receded, and you do look a lot stronger. How are you feeling?”

“The cast itches,” I said. “It’s hard to get used to it.”

“Yes, I imagine so. Dr. Milan says it’s too early to know how the break will affect the growth of your leg, but it’s important to remain hopeful. He’s one of the best doctors in all of Southern California for this problem. Of course, when the cast is removed, you’ll need therapy, and I’m arranging for all of that.”

“Where will I have to go?”

“We’ll see,” she said, looking away for a few seconds. When she looked at me again, her face was full of sadness, the way it had been when we had first met and she told me about losing her younger daughter. I could see her eyes filling with tears. She took a breath. “I want you to know I’ve taken good care of your mother,” she said.

Taken good care of my mother? She said it as if she meant that Mama hadn’t died. Maybe that really wasn’t Mama I had seen in the morgue. Maybe I wasn’t lying to myself. I held my breath. I think she saw that I was misunderstanding her.

“What I mean is, I bought a plot in Greenlawn Cemetery for her. I wanted my husband to make my daughter come to the burial, but he wouldn’t do that, so I went myself and made it as dignified as I could. I’ll make sure you are taken to the grave as soon as you are able to go. I didn’t have any stone put up yet. I thought you might want to have something besides her name and dates of birth and death. You might want something like ‘Loving Mother,’ whatever. You don’t have to think about that right now.”

At least Mama wasn’t where she had feared she’d be, in that Potter’s Field, I thought.

“I had one of our attorneys research your mother’s family, and then I had any we could locate called, but no one wanted to attend the funeral. Your father was harder to find. He was in Honolulu for a while, and then he … Well, he went off with someone to Australia. He hasn’t responded to any calls or inquiries, I’m afraid. We have it from reliable sources that he has another daughter with this woman. I’m sorry to have to tell you all this, but I thought you should know. Any man who would desert a daughter like you isn’t worth spending any time on, anyway,” she added angrily.

“How old is his new daughter?”

“Not quite two.”

Did he love her, I wondered, or did he think of her the same way he thought of me, as a burden, a punishment for his past sins, as he had told Mama children were?

“He just left you two one day? He didn’t tell you he was leaving?” Mrs. March asked.

I tried to recall the exact details. That day, Mama had made a meat loaf because she said if he didn’t show for dinner, we could keep it for lunch the next day. When he didn’t return home hours after we had eaten, she had gone into their bedroom and come out with a look of shock and anger on her face. I was doing my homework in the living room.

“That bastard,” she had said. I looked up and waited for her to explain. “He took all the spare cash I thought I had hidden from him under my panties in the top drawer of my dresser. So I thought I had better check my mother’s jewelry, the ring and necklace and that cameo my mother gave me. It was worth a few thousand, at least. Guess what? That’s gone, too. He went and pawned it all, I’m sure.”

I didn’t know what to say. She wasn’t sobbing, nor were her shoulders shaking, but tears were streaming down her cheeks.

“I went into the closet and saw that he’s taken a lot of his clothes.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Why? Why?” She sniffed, looked up at the ceiling and then at me. “He’s gone, Sasha. That glob of flesh and bones who called himself my husband and your father is gone. I knew he was seeing this woman over in West L.A. My guess is, he’s moved in with her. I’ll find out, and I’ll get the police on his back. You can be sure of that.”

She returned to her bedroom and shut the door. I could barely breathe. Just remembering it took my breath away now. How could Jordan March expect me to relive it?

“No,” I said. “He never told us he was leaving. My mother thought he had moved in with another woman, but when the police checked, both of them were gone. Later, she heard that someone thought he had gone to Hawaii. She tried to find him, but no one really helped us.”

“How terrible for both of you. Your mother had stopped working, right?”

“Yes, but she went back to working at a restaurant the next week, and for a while, everything seemed okay. She was sad, though, and tired and …”

“Began to drink?”

I nodded.

“So she lost her job eventually?”

“Yes, but she got another and …”

“The same thing happened.”

I nodded.

“So your bills began piling up. There are so many people, especially women who’ve been deserted, who are just like that out there. You lost the house, I imagine?”

“We didn’t have a house. We had an apartment, and the police came one day and told us we had to leave right away.”

“Evicted? Yes, of course, that would happen. Where did you go?”

“To a hotel, but Mama wasn’t doing well. She didn’t have a job anymore, so we couldn’t pay the rent too long.”

“And that’s when you went out on the street?”

I nodded.

“You said she sold calligraphy she created?”

“And I sold lanyards.”

“Yes, which you made. That’s sweet, but how terribly difficult it had to be. Where did you sleep, exactly?”

“Sometimes just under the tree, sometimes in a big box Mama made. For a while, we slept in an old deserted car, but then someone came along and took it away.”

“You stopped going to school?”

“It was too far and hard for me to go. I didn’t have my old clothes.”

“Of course, and anyway, where would you do your schoolwork?” she said, nodding. “Didn’t your mother try to get some help?”

How was I to explain what Mama had been like without making her sound terrible? I just shook my head.

“Your mother …” She hesitated and thought for a moment. I could see she was deciding whether or not to tell me something.

“What?”

“Your mother had quite a bit of alcohol in her at the time of the accident,” she said. “I’m not saying that made it her fault or anything,” she quickly added. “She was like that often, though? I mean, every day?”

I didn’t say yes, but I didn’t have to.

“I’m sure it made it all that much harder for you.” She grew angry again. “That father of yours should be stood up and shot.”

“Mama didn’t want to drink whiskey,” I said. “It made her feel better.”

“Well, yes, I suppose …”

“She didn’t have to think about us. She tried to change herself into another person so that she wouldn’t have to think about all that had happened to her.”

She stared at me. “That’s very astute. You’re a very bright young girl. I can see that, Sasha. It would be a waste to let you fall through the cracks. I’m sure you wanted to be in school.”

“Uh-huh.”

“I’m not usually someone who believes in fate. When Alena died, I knew there were some people who thought it was just something meant to be and that was why nothing we tried to do could stop it. It’s like everything is designed, and we just follow the path we’re given. Something like that. Donald believes that. I’d like to think that maybe some good could come out of Kiera being the one to have caused your accident, the injuries, and your mother’s death.”

I recoiled. Good?

“It brought me to you and you to me,” she said. “I had a great loss when Alena died, and so did you when you lost your mother. We can help each other. Actually, you’ll be helping me and Donald by giving us more to do with our lives, our family lives.”

“How?” I asked.

She smiled. “I’d like you to think about something. I’d like you to come live with us, Sasha. First, we’ll be your foster parents, and then, if you’re happy, we will adopt you.”

All I could do was stare at her. She wanted me to live with her? But I’d be living with her daughter Kiera, too?

“You’ll only end up a ward of the state otherwise and be shipped off to some orphanage or multichild foster home,” she quickly added. “You don’t want that. Even your mother, in the condition she was in, that you were both in, avoided putting you there, and now that I have gotten to know you, it would make me very sad, too.”

My continued silence unnerved her.

“Do you understand what I’m saying?” she asked.

I nodded, and she stood up.

“Okay. You just think about it. I’ll be back tomorrow, and we’ll talk again about it.”

Jackie came to the door and hesitated, waiting to see if it was all right for her to return.

“You can come in,” Mrs. March told her. “She’s doing quite well, according to Dr. Milan.”

“Yes, she is,” Jackie said, smiling at me.

“We might only need you a few more days.”

“Of course,” Jackie said. She smiled at me. “In this case, I’ll be glad to lose my job. She’s been a delightful patient.”

Mrs. March smiled and looked at me. “Yes, she’s quite a wonderful young girl,” she said. “Continue to take good care of her,” she added, and left the room.

Jackie waited until she was sure she was gone and turned to me. “Well? What is she planning to buy you? What is she going to do for you now?”

“Have me take the place of her dead daughter,” I said.


[image: Image] 5 [image: Image]
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You mean she wants you to come live with her?”

“Yes. And if I like it, she and her husband would adopt me.”

Jackie sat, a look of amazement flowing over her face. “I have never seen her house, but when I was working for the plastic surgeon, there was always a lot of gossiping about some of the patients. Some were famous movie stars, but I remember hearing that the Marches’ house was bigger than any Hollywood movie star’s or producer’s and quite beautiful. In fact,” she said, getting more excited, “I remember someone said it cost about one hundred million dollars. It’s up in Pacific Palisades. Do you know where that is?”

“I think so.”

“Wow. Well, what are you going to do? Did you say yes?”

“I didn’t say anything,” I said. “She wants me to think about it.”

“Don’t you give it a second thought,” Jackie advised angrily. “Don’t you be bashful now. You take everything that woman is willing to give you. No matter what. You deserve more than they’re willing to give you, in fact. Take it gladly.”

I didn’t say that I would, but somehow, because Jackie had heard that I might live in the Marches’ house and even be adopted by them, she looked at me differently. I could feel the gap between us suddenly widen, and I didn’t like it.

Then, as if Jordan March had been listening in on our conversation, she sent more gifts. This time, it was clothes and shoes. Jackie unwrapped everything for me.

“This is all very expensive stuff. She wants to be sure you’re dressed properly when you leave here and enter her world,” she commented. Her voice didn’t have the same tone of joy and wonder. I sensed the bitterness and wondered if I should be feeling it as well. “I bet this all costs more than I make in a week,” Jackie added. “If this is any indication of what it’s going to be like, you’ll be fine.”

“None of that replaces my mother,” I said.

Instead of being upset, she smiled. “That’s right. You keep that in mind. Take whatever you can get, but as I said, never let her and her husband forget that they can never give you enough. Sasha, don’t ever feel like some charity case. Promise me that.”

“I won’t,” I said, but I wasn’t sure that I could keep such a promise. I wasn’t even sure that I was going to say yes. I tried to imagine what Mama would have said before the struggle. Back then, she had so much self-pride. She wouldn’t accept a nickel if she thought someone was giving it to her because he or she felt sorry for her. That’s why she had worked so hard on her calligraphy.

“One of the worst things in the world,” Mama had told me, “is being obligated to someone, especially someone who won’t let you forget why. So the best thing you can do for yourself is always earn what you get or deserve it, Sasha. That’s what it really means to be free.”

Mrs. March, however, had made it sound as if I was doing her more of a favor than she was doing for me. She was the one who was obligated. I wondered if her husband felt the same way. Would I be treated like some kind of princess? Should I ever be satisfied and happy when I was with them?

I knew Jackie gossiped a little with the other nurses about me and Mrs. March, because when they stopped by, they, too, looked at me differently. I imagined I was no longer just someone’s charity case. Was this how it would always be from now on? People would no longer look at me with disgust, disapproval, or disinterest? Should I be feeling good about it? Mama was dead and buried. Everything, all of the gifts, the clothes, the promise of a new life, was designed to make me forget what had happened. I won’t, I vowed. I never will.

With the cast on my leg, I always had a hard time falling and staying asleep, but this particular night was the worst. I dreamed that Mama was in the room with me, sitting beside my bed and looking at me. She wasn’t my mother before the struggle, either. She was just the way she was on the day of the accident.
 
She was staring at me and twisting her hands around each other. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m sorry I did this to you.”

“You didn’t do it, Mama.”

“I did. I did. I can’t sleep in my grave, Sasha. You’re alone in the street.”

“No, I’m not. I won’t be, Mama.”

“You are. I did this. You are,” she insisted, and then she began to shrink in the chair. I reached out to stop it, but I couldn’t get to her. She kept dwindling.

“Mama!” I screamed, and woke up.

I apparently woke up my night nurse, too. She came quickly to the bed. “What’s wrong? Are you in pain? What?”

I looked up at her. Her face seemed as white as her uniform in the dim light, and she didn’t look sympathetic. She looked upset.

“No,” I said. “Nothing.” I lay back, closing my eyes.

“You’d think the ceiling had caved in,” I heard her say.

“It has,” I muttered. “For me.”

The next morning, I saw how nervous Jackie was. She didn’t say any more about Mrs. March’s offer to take me into her home, but it was clearly on her mind. The more she flitted about, trying to make me more comfortable, keeping the sun out of my eyes and the room cool enough, making sure I ate well, the more nervous I became, too.

Finally, just before lunch, Jordan March arrived. She was dressed in a bright blue pantsuit and had her hair pulled back so that her opal teardrop earrings in a gold setting were quite prominent. As usual, it looked as if a professional had done her makeup and she was ready to step onto the cover of some fashion magazine.

“How’s our patient doing today?” she asked Jackie.

“Fine, Mrs. March.”

“Take a break,” she told her.

Jackie nodded and left without glancing at me, keeping her head down.

“Well, now, Sasha, have you thought about our little discussion yesterday?”

“Yes,” I said.

“How do you feel about it? Do you want to come live with Donald and me? I’ll have the therapist come to our house, and when you’re able to get around, we’ll get you into school again. In the meantime, I’ll also arrange for a tutor to come to the house and get you caught up. We don’t want you entering class behind the others, do we?”

I shook my head.

“Of course, if you’re terribly unhappy, we’ll look for other arrangements for you. What do you say? Will you come?”
 
She was sitting where I had dreamed Mama sat. It was almost as if Mama’s spirit was there, too.

“Yes,” I said.

“Oh, that’s wonderful, Sasha. It really is.” She leaped to her feet. “I have lots to do, lots to arrange. You’ll be out of here the day after tomorrow. Dr. Milan will discharge you, and then he’ll follow up on your treatment. Now, tell me some important things. What are your favorite colors? I took a guess with some of the clothes I sent up. Do you like the baby pink, the metallic blues, and this green? I love this green,” she said, holding up a blouse I had not yet put on.

“Yes. Everything is beautiful,” I said. What else would I say? I hadn’t had anything new for more than a year. Every-thing Mama and I had managed to buy during the struggle when we were on the street was used, from some thrift store. Colors were faded and dull, and the clothes were often long out of style and never quite fit.

“I’m glad. Those were Alena’s favorite colors, too. Actually, she liked anything that was bright and happy. She was a bright and happy girl, never depressed. You’ll be like that someday, too, Sasha, I just know you will. I can see that it’s not in your nature to be unhappy. You did such a good job of helping your mother, and I’m sure you weren’t crying and complaining all the time. You’ve got that same energy in you. We’ll go shopping to get you more, of course. For the time being, you’ll have plenty, however. You’re just about the same age Alena was and about her size. That’s how I figured out what to buy you, you know. I bet you were wondering how I knew.”

“No,” I said. “I thought you could just look at me and see.”

“That’s right, I could. Well, there’s a ton more to do, a ton. I’m going right over to Donald’s offices to tell him about your decision. I’ll try to stop by later, but don’t worry if I don’t. You can be sure that you’re all that’s on my mind.”
 
She moved toward me as if she were going to give me a kiss, but the look on my face slowed her down, and she paused and then smiled quickly, grabbed her purse, and left. For a moment, it was as if all the air had gone out of the room with her. I felt the blood rush to my face. Of course, I knew Mama was gone, but it still felt as if I were deserting her, leaving her to be alone on the street. My father had deserted her and now me. I couldn’t help it. I started to cry softly.

“What happened?” Jackie demanded as she stepped into the room. “Did she say she changed her mind, or her husband said no, or what?”

I shook my head. “No. I’m going,” I said.

“So why are you crying?”

“I’m not going home,” I said.

She froze and then nodded and moved to hug me.

“That’s where my mother said she was taking us when we left the beach that night—home.”

“You’ll find a place to call home someday, Sasha. You’ll make your own home when you’re old enough. You’ll marry someone wonderful and have your own children. You’ll see.”

I thanked her. Her words did give me hope. She was there the day I was discharged, and she followed Jordan March and me to the waiting limousine. I didn’t know I’d be leaving in a limousine. I had never ridden in one. At first, I thought she had rented it, but I quickly learned that it belonged to the Marches. The driver was very tall, easily six foot four or five. He was slim but with such perfect military posture Mama would have called him a flagpole. He had a thick, well-trimmed black mustache, a nose that looked as if it had been pinched by the doctor who had delivered him, and coal-black eyes. Mrs. March called him Grover, which I would learn was his first name. His full name was Grover Morrison. He had been the Marches’ limousine driver for nearly four years. I didn’t know it yet, but the Marches owned five other vehicles, and Kiera had an additional one, the one she had been driving the night of the accident.

“You take care,” Jackie told me after I had been transferred from the wheelchair into the limousine. She stood in the open doorway.

“I will,” I said. “Thank you, Jackie.”

She nodded and backed away as Grover closed the door. He opened the door on the other side for Mrs. March.

“Well, now,” Mrs. March said. “Are you comfortable?”

“Yes.”

“I could put a pillow under your leg.”

“It’s all right,” I said.

“Don’t worry,” she said, patting my hand. “Everything’s going to be fine.”

I wasn’t worried as much as I was afraid. Before Daddy had deserted us, I had slept over at a friend’s house. That was really the only time I had ever been overnight at the home of strangers, and now I was going to live with some.

“You’ll have to wear that cast for months yet, Sasha,” she said, nodding at it, “but Dr. Milan’s arranged for you to be up and about on a crutch soon. In the meantime, we have the wheelchair for you. I’ve already told Mrs. Caro that one of her duties now will be to wheel you out onto the patio in the afternoon. I want you to get some color and fresh air and not be shut up in a room like you were in the hospital.”

“Who’s Mrs. Caro?”

“Mrs. Caro is one of my housekeepers and also our cook. We have four housekeepers. The one in charge is Mrs. Duval. She’s been with us the longest and was actually Kiera and Alena’s nanny as well. Her husband, Alberto, is what Donald calls our house manager. He is in charge of the grounds people, house maintenance, that sort of thing.”

“Four housekeepers? How many people work at the house?” I asked as we started away from the hospital.

“Fourteen full-time,” she said. “There’s a lot to do. You’ll see.”

Neither of us had mentioned her yet, but I didn’t see how I could go much farther without bringing her up. “What about Kiera?”

“What about her?”

“Does she know about me?”

“She knows about you.”

“But does she know I’m coming to live in her house?”

“It’s not her house,” Mrs. March said quickly and sharply. Then she smiled and added, “Don’t worry about it.”

“But she knows?” I asked.

“Not yet,” Mrs. March said. “Right now, I’m not concerned about what she thinks or how she feels about anything.”

Her answer shocked me. How could such a thing be kept secret from her daughter? What sort of a family was this, anyway?

Maybe Mama and I, even during the struggle, had been more of a family after all.

It wouldn’t be long before I knew.
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Castle

Nothing I had seen in magazines, on television, or in a movie had prepared me for what I was about to see. I had thought castles were only in Europe and only kings and queens lived like this. We turned off a main road, went down a side road, and began to climb a hill. As we climbed, I realized there were no houses along the way.

Mrs. March sensed my curiosity. “All this land is ours,” she said, “on both sides. That’s why there are no other houses on the road.”

Eventually, we reached what I could only describe as a hidden entrance to the road on which the Marches’ house was located. There were no signs, mailboxes, or anything, just tall, full pine trees on both sides, so that when anyone drove in, he or she couldn’t see the March house just yet.

“This isn’t a public road,” she said. “My husband built it, and we maintain it.”

They own their own road? How can anyone own his own road? I wondered.

We came to a tall, solid, light orange wall at least ten or twelve feet high. Now, just over the wall, I could see the top of the house and what looked like a tower. Just looking at the wall ahead of us wouldn’t tell anyone it opened, but when Grover pressed a button by the sun visor above him, the wall began to part. It revealed a beautiful cobblestone driveway that curved upward toward what I could only call a storybook house.

“Is it a castle?” I asked breathlessly.

Mrs. March laughed. “Donald thinks so. He was determined to build something different, so he built what’s called a Richardsonian Romanesque house. It has the round-topped arches over the windows and entryway and masonry walls with a pattern of ruby and white. And yes,” she said, laughing again, “that tower makes it look like a castle, but Donald will tell you a man’s home is supposed to be his castle.”

As we approached and we could see beyond the high bushes and trees, the house seemed to unfold to my right and to my left.

“It’s so big.”

“It might be the biggest house in Southern California, for all I know. I forget, but I think Donald said it’s ninety thousand square feet. There are three floors if we count the rooms in the tower. We’ve been here nearly twenty years, but I’m still furnishing it. I suppose it will never be finished, but that’s what makes it fun to go shopping here and in Europe. There’s furniture from all over the world. Persian and Turkish rugs, French chandeliers, cabinets from England, settees and chairs from Spain, tapestries from both France and Spain. You can understand why we need so many employees.”

She pointed to her left as we drew closer. “Over there, you’ll find the swimming pool and the tennis courts. You can’t tell, but part of the house is our multicar garage. The garage entrances are all around the side, so it makes the house look much bigger. Of course, there is an apartment over the garage. That’s where Mrs. Duval and her husband, Alberto, live. There’s another maid’s apartment for Mrs. Caro at the rear of the house. Everyone else comes to work from his or her own home. We have another entrance for servants and deliveries at the west end of the property.

“There are security cameras everywhere. Donald loves his toys. He has a movie theater in the house, with the most up-to-date equipment. There’s a full gym and a small indoor swimming pool, which will come in handy for your therapy, I bet. The house has an intercom system, of course. Just think of all the fun you’ll have discovering new things in it when you’re up and about.”

As we drew closer, I looked out at the beautiful gardens and fountains, the statues and benches, the rolling lawns and trees. No wonder so many people had to work there, I thought. There was so much to take care of. How could anyone be so rich?

As soon as we pulled up to the front, a short, stout, dark-brown-haired woman came rushing out. She wore a dark blue one-piece dress with a skirt that flapped about her ankles as she hurried down the stairs. Her hair was clipped into a tight bun. Right behind her was a tall, gray-haired man with a dark brown mustache sprinkled with gray hairs. He wore a plaid shirt and jeans.

“That’s Mrs. Duval and her husband, Alberto,” Mrs. March told me.

Grover got out quickly and opened Mrs. March’s door. He went around to get my wheelchair and my things, some of which he handed to Mrs. Duval. He and Alberto unfolded the wheelchair and brought it to my door.

“Careful with her,” Mrs. March told them.

Grover looked for a graceful way to get me out and then simply decided to put his right arm under me and embrace me with his left. He lifted me out easily and gently lowered me to the wheelchair that Alberto held.

“This is Sasha,” Mrs. March said.

“Hola, Sasha,” Mrs. Duval said. “Hello and welcome.”

“Sí, welcome,” Alberto said.

He and Grover lifted me and the chair and carried me up the stone steps to the entrance. Mrs. Duval and Mrs. March followed us. At the grand door, they waited for her instructions.

“Take her in and to the elevator,” Mrs. March told them. “We’re bringing her right up to her suite.”

Elevator? Suite? Had I heard right? This did sound more like a hotel than a house.

They hurried to do so.

The entryway had a floor of golden marble, and there were small statues of ivory-white angels in niches on both sides of the darker marble walls. Above us was a large chandelier shaped like an opened hand, and ahead of us was a curved stairway with steps that matched the marble in the entrance. The banister was made of marble, too. Every-where I looked, I saw paintings and tapestries on the walls and pedestals with small statues.

Alberto wheeled me to the right, but before we went too far, a smaller, younger-looking lady with a pillbox chef’s cap came hurrying down the long hallway. She didn’t look much taller than five foot one or two, and her apron’s hem was down to her ankles, making it look as if it was meant for a much taller person.

“This is Mrs. Caro,” Mrs. March announced before she reached us. “Mrs. Caro, meet Sasha.”

“Hello, dear,” Mrs. Caro said in an accent I recognized as Irish only because Daddy had an Irish friend he had brought around from time to time. “My, what a pretty little girl,” she told Mrs. March. “I’m fixing a nice lunch for you, dear.”

“We’ll let you know when she’s settled in, Mrs. Caro. For today and perhaps tomorrow, we’ll let her rest. Then we’ll see about taking her out.”

“Oh, of course, Mrs. March. I’ll prepare some fresh lemonade,” she said, and then asked, “You like lemonade?”

“Yes, thank you.”

She smiled as if she rarely heard those words.

Mrs. March urged Alberto to continue, and he brought me to an elevator.

“We hardly use this,” Mrs. March said when I was wheeled in. There wasn’t room for Mrs. Duval, who had already gone up the stairway. “Donald thought it would be wise to have one, either to help us when we were too old or in the event of his wanting to sell, to have another attraction, an added advantage. If you ask me, it was just another toy for him, but now it does come in handy.”

The elevator was slow. I saw that it could go up to the tower, too. When the door opened, Mrs. Duval was waiting for us. “I’ll take her from here,” she told her husband. Without comment, he turned and went to the stairway. Mrs. Duval wheeled me down another long corridor. More paintings and tapestries were spaced along its walls on both sides, with pedestals holding statues and busts here and there as well. We went almost to the end before she turned me into a room on the left. I nearly gasped.

Even in movies and magazines, I had never seen a bedroom this large. The walls were done in a baby pink, and the bed, which looked even larger than a king-size bed, had a cream frame with pink spirals, four posts, and a canopy. What surprised me, however, was the headboard. Embossed on it were two giraffes.

Before I could ask, Why giraffes? Mrs. March explained. “Giraffes were Alena’s favorite animals. From the age of two or three, she was fascinated by them.”

So, this was Alena’s room, then. For someone who just weeks ago was sleeping in a carton on the beach, coming to such a house would have been overwhelming in and of itself. Even simply setting foot in it would have drowned me in amazement. The sight of it as we had approached it, the grounds, the landscaping, had taken my breath away and actually had numbed me. But now, realizing that I was stepping into the shoes and sleeping in the bed of Mrs. March’s dead little girl did more than amaze and numb me. It actually frightened me. It was beautiful, the most beautiful room I had ever seen, but for a moment, it gave me the feeling that I was invading and violating another girl’s sacred shrine. Prominent on one of the dressers was a picture of someone who was surely Alena. I avoided looking at it.

“Mrs. Duval and I have already gone through all of Alena’s things and sorted out what we think would fit you properly,” Mrs. March said as they brought me to the bed. “You don’t have to put this on right now, but here’s one of my favorite nightgowns.” She lifted it off the bed where it had been neatly placed. She laughed. “As you can see … more giraffes. I’m afraid you’re going to find them everywhere. She even had a toothbrush shaped like the neck of a giraffe with a giraffe’s head. Donald went a little overboard with that stuff.”

“Do you want her in bed right away?” Mrs. Duval asked Mrs. March. I looked up at her.

“I don’t know. Are you tired, Sasha? You can explore the suite, if you like, or get into bed and rest. I imagine it’s all been exhausting for you, considering you’ve been laid up so long and gone through so much. What would you like to do?”

Mrs. Duval pulled back the blanket in anticipation.

“I’ll stay in the wheelchair a while longer,” I said.

“Good. That way, you can have your lunch right over here,” Mrs. March said, moving to her right to show me a separate sitting area. “This will become your private classroom, too, as soon as I have your tutor arranged. I was thinking we’d get that started as soon as we can, as long as you’re up to it. You can work in here, don’t you think?”

I wheeled myself toward it. There was a small table, a desk with a computer, another television besides the one built into the wall directly across from the bed, and a very large dollhouse, large enough for a little girl to go into if she liked. Everywhere I looked, there were pictures of giraffes in different locales or just one or two close up. There was a beautiful painting of one as well.

The windows were low enough for me to look out, even sitting in the wheelchair. I wheeled to the one on the left and gazed down at the swimming pool, which looked huge, and the two tennis courts. Someone was cleaning the pool.

“That’s an Olympic-size pool,” Mrs. March said, standing over my shoulder. “Before she became very sick, Alena could do ten laps without stopping. I’m sure once you’re fully recuperated, it will be great for your physical therapy. In no time at all, you’ll be able to work up to ten laps, too, I’m sure. It’s always heated, by the way.”

There was a cabana with tables under a roof, a barbecue area, and what looked like a large hot tub, too. Around the pool were light yellow wood tables with yellow umbrellas. It looked more like the pool area in a hotel, not a home, but now that I was in it, I realized this house was bigger than many hotels. It would need everything to be larger and in bigger amounts than any normal house would. The hotel room Mama and I had slept in was probably no bigger than the wardrobe closet in this suite.

“Well, what do you think so far, Sasha?” Mrs. March asked. “Do you think you could be happy here?”

I looked up at her. Of course, there was a part of me that wanted to say, Absolutely, this is like a dream, but there was a part of me that still harbored anger and sadness. I was also reminded of the things Jackie had said to me. They could never do enough to compensate for what they had taken from me. Even all of this didn’t come anywhere close.

“I don’t know,” I said, which obviously shocked Mrs. Duval and disappointed Mrs. March.

“It’s understandable,” she said, mostly for Mrs. Duval’s sake, I thought. “You’ve been through so much so quickly. You need to catch your breath and get used to new things. I’d feel the same way,” she added. “Well, don’t hesitate to ask Mrs. Duval or Mrs. Caro or anyone, for that matter, for anything you want or need.”

From the look on Mrs. Duval’s face, I could see that she was thinking, Need? What could she possibly want or need that she doesn’t have already?

I didn’t know if I could blame her just yet for being insensitive. I had no idea how much she knew about me, about exactly what had happened or why I was there.

Another thought that was tying a knot in my brain was, where was Kiera? Where was her room? When would she and I meet? What would she say? What would I say? Did any of the people who worked there know what she had done?

“Okay, then, you look about, Sasha. Mrs. Duval will be bringing up your lunch soon. I have a few errands to run. All you have to do is pick up any of the phones in the suite if you need anything. Just picking one up rings Mrs. Duval’s pager. That’s another one of Donald’s technical toys. I know sometimes Alena drove Mrs. Duval bonkers,” she added.

“Only when she was sick,” Mrs. Duval said sharply.

“Yes. She was a very thoughtful little girl, wasn’t she?”

“The best. I can’t imagine any little girl better,” Mrs. Duval said, her eyes fixed on me.

“Well, let’s not dilly-dally, as Mrs. Caro says. See you soon, Sasha.” Mrs. March touched my shoulder and then turned and headed out.

Mrs. Duval hesitated. “Do you need to use the toilet?”

“No, not yet,” I said.

“I’ll go see about your lunch, then,” she told me, and followed Mrs. March out. She closed the door behind her and left me in a silence so deep it made me feel as if I were asleep and dreaming.

It was truly like a medieval castle, with its walled-in grounds and security, its employees, some of whom I could see now cutting grass and trimming bushes. I was certain there was everything and anything that anyone like me could possibly want, if anyone like me could forget about love, especially a mother’s love.

But to answer Mrs. March’s question fully, no, I couldn’t imagine ever calling this home. I was sure anyone else would think it strange, but as I sat there in my wheelchair and looked at all that was now at my disposal, I couldn’t help wondering how and when I could escape.
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Alena’s Room

Mrs. Duval brought up my lunch on the same sort of cart I had seen at the hospital. I was stunned by how much food was on the tray. I thought maybe Mrs. March was going to eat with me, but she didn’t follow Mrs. Duval into the suite, and I didn’t hear her coming.

“Is this all for me?” I asked.

“Mrs. Caro made you one of her delicious chicken quesadillas, but in case you might not like it, she made a ham and cheese sandwich, and under here,” she said, lifting a silver cover, “is a cheeseburger. There’s a small salad for you and this piece of her homemade chocolate cake. This is the homemade lemonade she does. Do you think you want some ice cream, too?”

I sat with my mouth open. I would eat any one of the choices, but what would I do with the others? Maybe she’d take them back.

“I’ll eat the chicken quesadilla,” I said. I couldn’t remember when I had eaten one last. “I don’t need ice cream.”

“Maybe you don’t need it, but you can have it,” Mrs. Duval said. “I’ll bring some up later.”

She turned to leave.

“But what about the rest? I can’t eat everything.”

“Just eat what you want and leave the rest,” she said, shrugging. “That’s what everyone does here.”

After she left, I sat staring at the tray of food. There had been times when we were on the street when this much food would feed both Mama and me for a whole day. The thought of it being wasted and thrown out actually turned my stomach. Despite what I had said, I tried to eat more than I should have. I ate until I thought I would throw it all up and then stopped. Not long after, Mrs. Duval returned with a bowl of chocolate and vanilla ice cream.

“No,” I said. “Please take it back. I can’t eat any more.”

She looked at me with indifference, put it on the tray, and rolled the food wagon out of the room. I closed my eyes and sat there trying to digest the food. Eating all of that food was stupid of me, I thought, but I couldn’t change into a wasteful rich person overnight, could I? I dozed off in my chair and didn’t wake until I heard voices outside. Fortunately, I no longer felt bloated and nauseous.

The voices grew louder, so I wheeled myself back to the window in the sitting room and looked out to see three teenage boys and four teenage girls getting ready to go into the pool. I had no idea what she looked like, but I knew one of them had to be Kiera March.

I concentrated on the four girls. One seemed too dark-haired and short to be Jordan March’s daughter, but of course, I didn’t know what Donald March looked like yet. I thought all four of the girls were pretty, but one did stand out more, because she looked slim and tall like a model and had Jordan March’s light brown hair, which she had similarly styled. All of the girls wore two-piece bathing suits. One of the three boys was at least as tall as the tallest girl, but the other two were short and stocky. They all jumped in ahead of the girls and started to race across the pool. The girls cheered, but the shorter boys were far outclassed by the taller, more graceful boy and fell behind quickly.

Moments later, all four girls were in the pool, too. Only one actually did any swimming. The other three bobbed and talked. I saw Mrs. Duval and Alberto arrive at the pool. Alberto carried what looked like a case of Cokes and began putting the bottles into a refrigerator in the roof-covered patio area. Mrs. Duval placed a tray of something on one of the poolside tables. No one seemed to pay any attention to them, but as soon as they left, the boys were out and at whatever was on the food tray.

Soon I heard some music start, and then the girls were out of the pool and dancing. One of the shorter boys went over to his bag and produced what looked like a bottle of some kind of whiskey. The tallest boy went to the refrigerator and filled glasses with Coke. He brought them to a table, and the shorter boy began adding from his bottle, and soon all seven of them were drinking, dancing, and occasionally embracing and kissing. No one seemed to be especially with anyone else. All of the girls kissed all of the boys.

I sat there mesmerized by the activity below me and wondered if anyone else in the house was watching from a window. None of the teenagers below seemed to worry or care. They began pushing one another into the pool, and then, to my shock, the boys, while they were in the pool, took off their bathing suits, swung them over their heads, and began swimming toward the girls, who screamed and rushed to the side of the pool. This went on until all of the girls were out and laughing.

The boys actually got out naked and put their bathing suits on in front of the girls, who, instead of being embarrassed, laughed. They all drank more, nibbled on the food, danced, and continued to tease and flirt. Finally, something drew their attention off to their right, and they quieted down. The boys went into the cabanas to change, and the girls followed. No one attempted to clean up anything. Tables were left with empty glasses and traces of what looked like half-eaten burgers, potato chips, and hot dogs. I leaned forward and struggled to see them walking off, but they were all soon out of sight.

I hadn’t been in junior high school long enough and, of course, had never been in high school, but I had read about and seen enough of teenage romance to be curious about a group of girls and boys who didn’t seem to favor anyone. None of them seemed to be boyfriend-and-girlfriend. Was this what was meant by an orgy? Nothing graphically sexual had occurred aside from the boys’ nudity, but there was something different and strange about them. I couldn’t help but be curious. Had the teenage world changed in ways I hadn’t realized while Mama and I were living in the streets?

I heard a knock on the door and turned to see another maid, an African American woman quite a bit younger than Mrs. Caro or Mrs. Duval.

“You’re Sasha, right?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“I’m Rosie. Mrs. Duval sent me up to see if you needed any help going to the bathroom. I’m leaving for the day, so I gotta help you now.”

“I don’t need any help,” I said. “I can do everything for myself.”

“Okay.” She started to turn and stopped. “Mind if I ask what happened to you? You got a disease or something?”

“I was hit by a car,” I said.

“Oh, too bad,” she said, and hurried off before I could add anything.

I was surprised she didn’t know about me. If anyone else but the Marches knew what was going on, I thought, he or she certainly didn’t gossip. Now that Rosie had mentioned the bathroom, I realized I did have to go. Because of the cast, it was hard to shift from my wheelchair to the toilet. I nearly fell twice but somehow managed to get it done and get back into the chair. At least I wouldn’t have to depend on anyone for that, I thought happily, and went to watch television.

I tried to distract myself with a movie, but I kept my eyes and ears tuned to the door, anticipating Mrs. March and either her husband or Kiera. Hours later, Mrs. March did return, but she was alone. She burst in with an armful of packages.

“How are you doing, Sasha?” she asked, but before I could answer, she added, “I just had to buy these things for you.”

She put everything on the table.

“Come, look. I was told that this is the newest iPod. Of course, I didn’t know what songs you’d like on it, but I had them download everything that’s popular now.”

“But you already bought me one of these when I was in the hospital.”

“Yes, but the salesman told me this one is the latest version, and you can do so many more things with it. I’ll leave it up to you to read about it. You teenagers are so much more adept at figuring out all this technology. Donald says we were brought up with pages to read, and you guys are being brought up with megabytes or some such thing. Anyway, that’s that.”

She handed it to me. One of those would have probably paid for food for Mama and me for a month or so, I thought.

Mrs. March held up the first wrapped box. “I stopped at what used to be my favorite clothing store for Alena’s things, and they just got in these darling outfits for the fall and winter.”

She began to unwrap the box, and before I could really see what was in it, she had unwrapped the next and the next, pulling everything out quickly. There were skirt-and-blouse outfits with matching caps, jeans with sequins, and two leather jackets, one light pink and the other light green. They felt butter-soft.

“What do you think?” she asked when she was finished unwrapping and showing it all.

“It’s all beautiful,” I said. I wanted to sound grateful, but she was flooding me with so much I didn’t have a chance to appreciate any of it.

“I thought so, too. Now, more news. I had the guidance counselor at the school Kiera attends contact the tutor he had recommended for us. Her name is Mrs. Kepler. She retired two years ago but is bored to death. Her husband does nothing but play golf. She’ll be perfect, I’m sure. I’ve arranged for her to stop in tomorrow to meet you. Is that all right? We want you to be up to speed when the new school year begins.”

“Where do I go to school?”

“You’ll go to the private school Kiera attends, of course. It’s just outside Pacific Palisades. Grover will take you and pick you up every day when that starts. I’m going to speak with Dr. Milan in a little while,” she continued, barely taking a breath. “Do you have any complaints, pain, headaches, anything I need to report to him?”

“No.”

“That’s wonderful. It’s so important not to linger in the hospital around all those other sick and injured people. It keeps it on your mind. There’s plenty to distract you from that here.”

She stood smiling down at me so long it made me feel a little uncomfortable. I deliberately turned away to look at the new iPod.

“Well,” she said, “let’s get your new clothes put away.”

She gathered it all in her arms. I wheeled behind her to the walk-in closet. I had not yet looked into it, but now, when I did, I laughed to myself. I had imagined the hotel room that Mama and I had lived in not being much larger than a walk-in closet in this house. I was greatly underestimating. The closet was at least twice as large as that hotel room. It had a mirror and a vanity table in it and rows of clothing that probably rivaled the stock in most stores. How could any girl have been able to wear so much?

She paused as she hung up my new skirts and blouses and suddenly grew teary-eyed. She lifted one skirt, and I saw that it was hanging there with its label still attached. For a moment, it was as if she had forgotten I was there. Then she turned to me, still holding the skirt. After a deep breath, she nodded and said, “I’m being stupid again, I know.”

“What do you mean?”

“When Alena was very sick, I went on a buying spree as I just did for you. Most of this,” she said, pointing down the row of clothes, “she never had the chance to wear. I guess buying her new clothes, new shoes, anything, was my way of trying to deny what was happening to her. Here I am doing the same thing to you. I’m sorry. There is so much here that’s still brand-new that will fit you. But I can’t help it when I see something darling. When Alena was gone and I’d go into stores and see things she could wear and that would make her happy, I’d be tempted to buy them. In fact, I did buy some of this after she was gone. I know that sounds crazy to you, but … it helped me get by.”

“I understand,” I said. I really thought I did.

She looked at me and smiled. “I know you do. You’re an exceptional young girl and will be an exceptional woman someday. I am determined to make you happy, healthy, and safe again,” she said with such firm determination in her eyes that I couldn’t help but believe her.

She hung up the rest, and we left the closet.

“Will I meet your husband tonight?” I asked.

“No. He’s at a conference in Texas, something about new home-building materials. I’m not sure when he returns. I don’t pay much attention to his work. It will just be you and me for dinner.”

“But what about …”

“Kiera is at a friend’s tonight,” she said, almost before the words were out of my mouth. “I wasn’t going to let her go, but I thought it would be nicer if you and I had your first night here alone. Okay?”

I nodded. Did she know that Kiera and her friends had spent the afternoon at the pool? Should I mention it? I felt funny about spying on them. What if she asked me what I had seen?

“Did you take a nap, at least?”

“I dozed off for a while. I don’t feel tired.”

“That’s amazing. I know the excitement of going somewhere new can wear you out, but I forget how much energy you young girls have. I’ll come up later and help you decide what you’d like to wear to dinner.” She moved toward the door.

Why was it important what I would wear to dinner if it was going to be just the two of us?

“Enjoy your new iPod,” she said, and left.

I simply sat there staring after her. My head was spinning. I looked at the closet, the sitting room, the magnificent bed, the television on the wall, everything I could have ever dreamed of having up until now was there. We hadn’t had very much before my father deserted us, but it still had been sad to leave it. How much more difficult had it been for a little girl to lie here and know she was dying and would leave everything, especially parents who adored her?

I embraced myself as if I could feel the cold sorrow closing in around me, even in the wonderful suite full of color and warm things. Then I looked at the bed. Could I sleep in that bed, and when I did, would I hear Alena March’s voice, maybe her sobs and cries? Would I dream her dreams?

I could feel what Jordan March was hoping for when she brought me there, and it intrigued me and yet at the same time made me feel sick and afraid. She wanted to look at me, blink her eyes, and see her daughter returned.

I wasn’t all that different from her.

I’d want to look at her, blink my eyes, and see my mother returned.

Either we’d both be happy or, in the end, both of us would end up blind.
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Dinner

I fell asleep again in my chair. I had wheeled myself to the window in the sitting room and sat gazing at the pool, the tennis courts, and the beautiful grounds. I opened the window slightly and could hear the drone of the lawn mowers. Because the house was so high up on the hill, I could see the ocean just behind the tops of the trees. At this time of the day, it looked like blue ice but gradually reddened with the sinking sun.

When I was eight, my father brought home a doll he had found on a job site. It was in a basement next to a washing machine he was repairing, and he just put it into his tool kit. Although it was old, faded, and dusty, I cherished it, because it was one of the only times I could remember that he thought of me while he was working and brought me something. Mama bawled him out for giving me something so dirty-looking and seized it to put into our washing machine. I never saw another doll like it.

The doll was a sailor girl. Daddy didn’t know what it really was, but Mama did. She admitted it was something of a collector’s item, because it was a doll depicting a member of the WAVES. She said she had a great-aunt on her father’s side who had been a member of the Women Appointed for Voluntary Emergency Service, which was a U.S. Navy organization during World War II.

Once it was washed, the blue uniform had faded even more, but I thought it was the most beautiful doll in the world, and when I understood more about the WAVES, I began to fantasize about myself on boats and ships. Even during the struggle, when Mama and I were on the beach selling her calligraphy and my lanyards, I would look out at the sailboats and the bigger ships, and I would recall my fantasies.

Sailing off toward the horizon always seemed to be an escape from sadness and hardship. Nothing was as promising as the distant horizon. I envisioned myself standing at the bow and looking ahead toward a new life full of brightness and happiness. Mama was always on the boat with me, standing beside me or right behind me, with just as big a smile on her face, just as much hope in her eyes. We would never look back at the dark clouds.

I thought about my doll now as I looked out at the Pacific Ocean. I had played with it so much and kept it with me so much that the uniform thinned and the doll began to come apart. Mama tried sewing it a few times, but the threads would break. When I was older, I put it aside. Somewhere along the way, with our packing quickly, dragging our belongings along, it got lost. I told myself the doll had gone back to sea, back to that boat, to seek a better place than the places I could take her.

Now, I imagined her out there, sailing toward the horizon. I could vaguely make out a boat and watched it until I could see it no longer. At least she’s safe, I thought. I smiled to myself and relived some of my childhood moments talking to my doll.

Mrs. March’s return to help me decide what to wear for dinner broke the spell and ripped me out of the happier moments in my past and pulled me back to cold reality. It was as though I had lost my doll again.

“Let’s look for something comfortable for you,” she began, and headed back to that enormous closet. I wheeled myself to the doorway and watched her rake through the garments, pausing at some, shaking her head at others. What was she looking for? How could this be so important? I almost came right out and asked, but she plucked a blouse and a skirt off the rack as if she had found something she had tried and failed to locate many times. I saw the look of delight spread over her face.

“Yes,” she said, talking more to herself than to me, “this was it.”

When she turned and held it up to show me, I nearly fell out of my wheelchair. It was a sailor girl’s outfit. I felt a hot flow move up from my chest and into my neck and face. The words crackled when I spoke. “Why that?”

“Alena was so excited when Donald bought our boat that I went right out and bought this outfit for her. When she tried it on, she didn’t want to take it off. Donald and Kiera were away that evening, so it was just Alena and me for dinner. Even though we were alone, it was a very special night. I remember how talkative she was, how happy, and this was shortly after she had been diagnosed. Just like you, she refused to be depressed.”

Just like me? What had I done to lead her to believe I wasn’t depressed and unhappy? Did she think that just because I was overwhelmed with the house and the gifts, all of my sadness was dead and buried? Could she possibly believe that I had already forgotten what had happened to my mother?

I think she saw the look on my face and understood. Her smile flew off, and she grew serious as she approached me with the outfit.

“Oh, I know how unhappy and terrible you must feel,” she began. “I don’t want you to think for one moment that I don’t know or don’t care. I want you to remember and love your mother forever. I promised I would have whatever you wanted written on her tombstone, remember? As soon as you think of it, you tell me, and we’ll have it done, and then you and I will go there to see it. But in the meantime, you’ve got to survive and grow and be healthy again. Don’t blame me for trying to help you do that. I know you must hate me always talking about my Alena, but …”

“No, I don’t hate you for that,” I said quickly. I glanced at the framed photograph of her. “She was a very pretty girl, and I’m sure she was very nice.”

“Thank you, dear. If you don’t want to wear this,” she added, holding up the skirt and blouse, “you don’t have to. You can pick out something else.”

“No, it’s all right,” I said. I almost told her about my doll but somehow felt that there were things so private that they still belonged only with Mama and me. Despite what Jackie called her charity, Mrs. March had not earned that trust. She was not my mother; she was not even a friend yet. She was simply someone who felt sorry for me and felt guilty because of what her daughter had done. It was I who was being the charitable one. I was letting her live with the guilt. That’s what Jackie had told me, and it made sense to me now more than ever.

I reached for the outfit.

“Can I help you get dressed?” she asked.

I nodded, and she began by helping me take off the blouse I wore. She moaned at the sight of the fading black-and-blue marks and mumbled, “Poor child. What a horror you’ve gone through.” She looked as if she was going to burst into tears, so I made sure to tell her that none of it hurt as much as it had.

After I was dressed in the sailor outfit, she wheeled me in front of the vanity table. I was amazed at how well it fit.

“Let’s do something with your hair,” she said, and began brushing it. “You do have beautiful hair, and thick, too. I bet your mother’s hair was beautiful.”

“Yes. She used to wear it down to her wing bones.”

“I wish I could have long hair, but Donald says it makes me look older, and if there is one thing Donald hates, it’s my looking older.”

“What about him?”

“Men can always look older and call it distinguished, didn’t you know?” she asked, smiling.

She opened a drawer in the vanity table and chose some hair clips. When I saw how she had shaped my hair, I looked at the framed photo of Alena and realized it was very similar.

“There now,” she said, stepping back. “Don’t you look very pretty?”

“I hope someday I’ll be half as pretty as my mother was,” I said.

She kept her smile, but it lost its excitement and warmth. She nodded and turned me away from the vanity table. “I do hope you like Irish stew. Mrs. Caro makes the best.”

“I don’t remember ever having it,” I said as she pushed me to the doorway.

“Well, you eat just what you want. She’s made a special dessert for us, a surprise, too. Here we go,” she said, and turned me down the corridor toward the elevator.

I had seen only a small part of the house when I arrived. When the elevator door opened, she pushed me to the left and around a corner. The hallway seemed endless, but along the way, she pointed out the game room, the formal dining room, the den and library, the entertainment center, and then a hallway that branched off to the right. She said that was where the indoor pool was located.

Right off the kitchen was what she called their informal dining room. No room in this house was small to me, but she called it one of their smaller rooms. It had a beautiful dark hardwood table with twelve cushioned hardwood chairs. The walls were paneled in a lighter wood, and a large window looked toward the rear of the property.

“Is that a lake?” I asked, looking out.

“Donald’s lake, yes. It’s man-made. He says he’s going to stock it with fish. What fun is that, right? It would be like shooting fish in a barrel, but once Donald sees something someone else has, he wants it, too. There are two rowboats. That’s fun, at least.”

She pulled a chair away next to the chair at the end of the table and fit me into that place. Two dinner settings, glasses, and silverware were already there. Almost as soon as Mrs. March took her seat, Mrs. Duval came through the door that led from the kitchen. She carried a bowl of rolls and a jug of water.

“Good evening, Mrs. Duval,” Mrs. March said, sounding very formal all of a sudden.

“Good evening, Mrs. March.”

“Doesn’t our little girl look pretty tonight?”

Mrs. Duval paused after she poured Mrs. March’s glass of water and looked at me as if I had just arrived. I caught the slight tic in her eyes, the little moment of surprise. She glanced at Mrs. March and then forced a smile and said, “Sí, muy bonita.”

Mrs. March looked satisfied. She leaned toward me as Mrs. Duval returned to the kitchen. “That means ‘very pretty’ in Spanish,” she whispered. “Do you know any Spanish?”

“Not really,” I said. “I mean, I know some words.”

“Alena spoke fluent Spanish, because Mrs. Duval had been her nanny since birth. I’m sure you’ll learn quite a bit just being around her. It’s the best way to learn a language, better than in a classroom. That’s what Donald says.”

“I know some Chinese words because of my mother,” I told her.

She didn’t look that excited about it. “That’s nice. Educating yourself as much as possible is important. I bet you are a good reader, too, right?”

Mrs. Duval brought in our salads and set them down without looking at me or speaking.

“I haven’t read that much for a while,” I said

“Of course. I understand. But you’re going to see that Alena had a wonderful library in her sitting room. Unless you’ve already explored those shelves.”

“No, I haven’t yet.”

“Getting Kiera to read anything is like trying to feed her cod-liver oil. She has barely passing grades. Donald’s at his wit’s end with that, and it isn’t because we haven’t paid for tutors. She never liked any, but I’m sure you’re going to like Mrs. Kepler. Doesn’t this salad look good? You like figs in your salad? We all like that. Alena loved it.”

“I never had it before,” I said, but I nodded. It did taste good.

That pleased her, and she became even more talkative, telling me about her own youth, her high school years, and her years at a private college she called “more of a charm school than a real educational institution. But I wasn’t meant to have any sort of career,” she added. “I was born to be who I am.” She laughed. “That’s what Donald says.”

Everything was what Donald said, I thought. I couldn’t help but wonder what he was really like and what he would think of me.

“Is he coming home tomorrow?” I asked.

“No. He’ll be away the rest of the week, but that’s all right. We’ll have plenty of company, with your tutor coming tomorrow, your doctor checkup, lots to do. No worries,” she said. I was waiting for her to add, “as Donald would say,” but she didn’t.

The Irish stew was delicious. I had eaten so much for lunch that I couldn’t eat as much of it as I would have liked, especially with Mrs. March continually warning me to leave room for our special dessert. After the dishes were cleared off the table, I sat in anticipation. Moments later, Mrs. Duval returned, carrying a tray with something on fire. Mrs. Caro was right behind her, smiling. It remained in a flame until Mrs. Duval lowered it to the table.

“It looks beautiful,” Mrs. March said.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Banana flambé,” she said.

Mrs. Duval served us each a dish, and Mrs. Caro added scoops of vanilla ice cream. I couldn’t remember anything so delicious.

“Wait until Kiera finds out we had this. She’ll be sorry she wasn’t here,” Mrs. March said, and then clapped her mouth shut and lowered her eyes.

“It’s wonderful,” I said. It brightened her face.

“I’m so glad you enjoyed your first dinner here, dear. I hope there will be many, many more, and all happy and delicious.”

After dinner, she gave me a more detailed tour of the rooms we had passed on our way to dinner. There was so much to see. I simply couldn’t take it all in, and I was very tired by then. This did seem to be one of those days that Mama called longer than twenty-four hours. Mrs. March realized I was getting very tired and brought me quickly to the elevator. In fact, she fell into a kind of frenzy as she rushed to get me up and into bed.

“I know I shouldn’t get you this tired,” she said as we went up in the elevator. “I just forget. I’m sorry.”

“It’s all right. I’m fine,” I told her, but she had the look on her face that people have when they realize they’ve done something terrible.

She hurried me down the corridor to my bedroom. “I’ll help you get ready for bed,” she said. “I know you’re exhausted.”

“It’s all right,” I insisted, but she was at me, getting me out of the sailor outfit. Then, after I had on the nightgown she had laid out earlier, she pushed me to the bathroom.

“There’s a brand-new electric toothbrush here for you, and different kinds of toothpaste. Alena hated the peppermint-flavored ones. She said they burned her tongue. This one is sort of plain. She liked it the best,” she told me. “You should have had a sponge bath. I’ll send Mrs. Duval in first thing to help you have one in the morning.”

“I can bathe myself,” I said sharply.

“It’s no disgrace to have help when you need it.”

“I don’t need it,” I insisted.

“Okay. She’ll be available if you do. Remember, if you need anything, you simply pick up the phone, okay?”

“Yes.”

She stood watching me brush my teeth for a few moments. “Let me help you get into bed, at least,” she said when I finished.

I didn’t say no. I thought I might need her to do that. Despite someone’s having come in to turn down the sheets while we were at dinner, the bed was a little high, and I was afraid of putting any pressure on my right leg. Mrs. March put her arms around me and guided me into the bed. Then she fixed the blanket and the pillow.

“Would you mind very much if I gave you a kiss good night?” she asked.

“I’d rather you not,” I said, even more sharply than I intended.

Her face seemed to melt into a look of deep sadness. She forced a smile and wished me a good night’s sleep.

How mean, I thought I heard my mother say.

“Mrs. March,” I called. She turned abruptly at the door. “I’m sorry. You can kiss me good night.”

She smiled and returned to kiss me on the cheek. “You’re a brave little girl,” she said. “Braver than I would be at your age. You must have grown very strong during your desperate time.”

This is still my desperate time, I thought, but said nothing.

She turned and walked out slowly, shutting off the light and closing the door softly. There were so many lights on outside that the glow kept the room from being totally dark. I was glad of that, not that I was afraid of darkness. Mama and I had slept in too many dark and dingy places over the past year for me to have that sort of fear. Most of the time, the darkness had been more like a friend, keeping us from being seen by people who might prey upon us and take what little we had. Darkness became our cocoon.

But it wasn’t like that now. There were probably not many safer places in the world to be than in this house, surrounded by its walls, lit brightly and protected by security cameras. Darkness made little difference. No, what frightened me the most was the utter loneliness I sensed, not only in Mrs. March’s face and voice but also in the faces of her employees. When they looked at her, they, who had far less and were her servants, seemed to be pitying her.

I had come there to escape from loneliness, to escape from becoming no one in some orphanage or foster home. I wanted to hold on to my name and cherish my memories of Mama, but Alena March still haunted this house, this room. The thing was, she didn’t haunt it because she wanted to haunt it.

She haunted it because her mother would not let her go.

Maybe she would never let me go, either.

Maybe I should be more afraid of that than of anything else.
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Mrs. Kepler

Mrs. Duval was there first thing in the morning to wake me and ask me if I wanted her to help with my bathing. I was prepared to refuse any help, but I saw something different in her face. Yesterday she seemed not only quite indifferent to me but even a bit resentful. Perhaps she had been thinking, Who is this poor nobody who has stolen her way into Alena’s world? Perhaps she thought I wanted to take Alena’s place and was taking advantage of Mrs. March. Maybe, like that maid Rosie, she didn’t know the whole story. Maybe now she had learned about it all. There was warmth in her eyes, a welcome in her smile.

“Yes,” I said. “Thank you.”

Dr. Milan had made sure that I left the hospital with plastic bags to put over the cast. Mrs. Duval took one out of the case and fastened it so that the cast would not get wet. She then helped me into the bathroom, and together we managed to get the rest of me washed and dried. She brought me one of my new outfits to wear and then called down and had Rosie bring up my breakfast, which she set out on the table in the sitting area. Even with Jackie in the hospital, I hadn’t gotten that sort of treatment.

While I was having breakfast, Mrs. March came in to tell me that my tutor, Mrs. Kepler, would be arriving in about an hour.

“After I introduce her to you, I’ll leave and let you two work, unless you want me to stay.”

“I’ll be all right, I think,” I told her.

I couldn’t imagine why she would want to stay, unless she wanted to see how smart or how stupid I was. If I didn’t do well, perhaps she would change her mind and send me away. I hadn’t been much of a student during the last year when I was in school. Mama took some interest in my work, but she was always overwhelmed with something herself, even when Daddy was still with us, or maybe because he was. The fighting took its toll on her, and I recalled many mornings when she was too tired or depressed to get out of bed before I left for school. Often, I made my own lunch to take. I never blamed her. I always blamed Daddy.

Despite my attempt to be indifferent about my tutoring, I couldn’t help but be nervous. Even when we were living in the streets, I didn’t like being thought of as stupid. No matter what the circumstances, most people who looked at the homeless thought their failures were their own fault. How could anyone not manage a roof over her head for herself and her child? How could she not find enough food and clothing?

Mrs. March expressed her pity and her sympathy for Mama and me, but what did she really think about Mama? Certainly, if her daughter had not been involved, she wouldn’t have been there at the hospital to help me and wouldn’t have seen to Mama’s funeral arrangements. Perhaps she sent checks to charities or attended affairs as she told me, but did she really see the people the money was meant to help? More important for me right then was the question Does she really see me?
 
When Mrs. Kepler first appeared, I thought she was going to be as stern and as unsympathetic as the people who had walked past Mama and me on the street and either shook their heads in disgust or looked away quickly. Mrs. March had told her I had been out of school for some time, but she didn’t say that her daughter had caused the accident. I could tell when we spoke afterward and I heard the way Mrs. Kepler made Mrs. March sound charitable.

“This is Sasha,” Mrs. March said. “We want to get her up to speed so she can enter school on par with the other students who will be in her class. Sasha, Mrs. Kepler.”

“Hello,” I said.

Mrs. Kepler nodded, fixing her hazel eyes on me as intently as a doctor. She was a full-figured woman with dark-brown hair that showed gray roots. Nevertheless, she looked as if she had just come from a beauty salon. Her hair was nicely styled about her ears, with trimmed bangs. She stood about two inches shorter than Mrs. March but held herself stiffly erect. The weakness in her face was her far too thin lips, which looked in danger of disappearing entirely if she stretched them.

“What do you think of our little sitting area, Mrs. Kepler? It’s quiet up here.”

She studied the room for a moment as if it really mattered. It occurred to me that in her mind, she was being tested as much as I was and knew it. She was trying too hard to be a perfect schoolteacher.

“Yes, this will be fine,” she said.

“I could have a blackboard brought up.”

“No, that’s not going to be necessary. There’s just the two of us.”

“I did try to make sure there were enough pens and pencils, paper, and such. Of course, the computer is there if you need it.”

“I don’t teach on a computer. Everything I need for now is right here,” she said, patting her black leather briefcase. She walked into the sitting area to place it on the table. Then she looked around again and nodded. “Would it be all right if I opened these drapes to get more light?”

“Oh, of course. Let me help you,” Mrs. March said, rushing to open the drapes.

“Why don’t you come to the table, Sasha?” Mrs. Kepler said. She turned to Mrs. March. “I’ll test her to see what levels she’s at in math, science, reading, and history, and from there we’ll know just how much we have to do to bring her up to speed.”

“Yes, good idea. Would you like tea, coffee, a soft drink?”

“Not right now, thank you.”

“Okay. Well, then, I’ll have Mrs. Duval check back in an hour or so?”

“That would be fine,” Mrs. Kepler said.

I noticed that after she said something, she pressed her lower lip tightly against her upper one, crinkling her chin. It was a small gesture, but one I thought she had used on her students in her classroom, because it made whatever she said sound like words chipped in cement. Arguing or challenging her was out of the question.

“All right. Good luck, Sasha,”

Mrs. March said, and left. Mrs. Kepler opened her briefcase and began to take out some papers. “Come closer,” she told me, and I wheeled myself right up to the table. “Are you comfortable?”

“Yes.”

“All right. You were in what grade before you left school?”

“Seventh.”

“So you’ve basically missed the entire eighth-grade year?”

“I guess so.”

“Either you did or you didn’t. Did you attend any school after you left the seventh grade?”

“No.”

“Then you missed a whole year, which would have been your eighth-grade year. I like to start with reading skills,” she said. “Everything we do requires a good foundation in reading.”

“I still read a lot even though I wasn’t in school.”

She looked at me long enough for me to feel she was finally seeing me. “What did you read?”

“Books other people on the street gave me from time to time. Sometimes we went into the library to get out of the rain, and I read there.”

“What people gave you books?”

“Street people,” I said, and she widened her eyes.

“I can just imagine what sort of things to read that was,” she said.

“No, you can’t,” I replied sharply. She raised her eyebrows. “Unless you’ve been there,” I added. “Not everyone was a bum. There were college graduates and people who had good jobs once. Someone gave me a copy of Huckleberry Finn, and someone else gave me a copy of A Tale of Two Cities.”

“Really?”

“Yes, really. I have no reason to lie about it. Not all street people are thieves and liars. Many try to keep themselves clean and have clean clothes, too.”

I felt the heat in my face. I had never spoken to any of my teachers like that, but in my mind, any criticism of the street people was criticism of Mama, and I wouldn’t permit it.

For a moment, I thought she was going to shove her paperwork back into her briefcase, shut it, and walk out, but she surprised me by finally smiling. “Well, you’re not easily intimidated. Do you know what intimidated means?”

“Yes. Pushed around, made to give up or give in to someone or something,” I recited.

“Okay, then. Maybe I’ll be happily surprised. Let’s get started.”

She began explaining the tests she wanted me to take. We worked for hours. When Mrs. Duval stopped by to see if she wanted anything to drink, she had barely opened her mouth before Mrs. Kepler snapped, “Nothing, not now.” She wouldn’t tolerate the slightest interruption. I thought she would even make me work through lunch, but she agreed to stop so we could eat.

Mrs. Duval came up with the cart. Mrs. Caro had prepared chicken salad for us. I was afraid there would be a duplication of yesterday’s mammoth lunch, but apparently the order had been put in earlier. We cleared the table, and Mrs. Duval served from the cart. It was when we began to eat our lunch that Mrs. Kepler stopped being the school-teacher and spoke with warmth and concern. She wanted to know where I had lived and gone to school. I didn’t know how much Mrs. March had told her about me and why I was there, but from the questions she asked and the way she spoke about Mrs. March, I was convinced that nothing had been said about Kiera.

“I’m sure this is all overwhelming for you,” she said. Then she smiled and added, “It certainly is for me. I heard about this house, but until now, I had never set foot in it. I bet you feel a bit like Cinderella.”

“Except there’s no prince,” I told her, and she laughed.

“No, I imagine not. There’s not even a pumpkin.”

Now we both laughed, and I finally relaxed. I hadn’t thought I would, but I liked her. Even after lunch, she was different, warmer and more complimentary.

Mrs. March tiptoed into the room at about three o’clock. We were just finishing, and Mrs. Kepler was putting papers back into her briefcase.

“How is it going?” Mrs. March asked. Mrs. Kepler sat back and was silent for a long moment. I could see that Mrs. March was expecting bad news.

“I’m afraid I’m not going to earn very much money here, Mrs. March.”

“Oh. Why not?”

“She’s not as far behind as one would expect. Her reading skills are better than those of most of the students going into the ninth grade, I’m sure. She certainly has a very good vocabulary, and she picked up very quickly on the math, too. There are some weak areas with history and science, but most of that she’s going to strengthen with her own reading.”

“That’s wonderful,” Mrs. March said.

Mrs. Kepler rose. “I’ll prepare the work assignments to help her catch up quickly. I’ll start her off tomorrow and then stop by every other day for a few hours at most. I hope she’ll get out a bit, get some fresh air and sun.”

“Oh, yes. For sure. Mrs. Caro will be taking her out after lunch in the afternoons. You certainly can work on one of our patios, if you like.”

“We’d like,” Mrs. Kepler said, winking at me. “I’ll be by tomorrow, then, same time. I’ll bring the books.”

“Wonderful,” Mrs. March said. “Are you happy, Sasha?”

“Yes,” I said, even though I thought she meant about everything and not only Mrs. Kepler’s tutoring.

“I’ll see you out,” she told Mrs. Kepler.

“’Bye, then,” Mrs. Kepler told me, and followed Mrs. March out of the suite. I heard Mrs. March’s melodic laughter echo down the hallway.

Part of me didn’t want her to feel better. Part of me wished she’d be suffering as much as I was, even though it wasn’t literally she who had hit Mama and me. Just as Mama had once been responsible for everything I did, Mrs. March and her husband were responsible for everything Kiera did. Maybe her husband was more responsible, if I believed what she had told me, but still, it felt strange making anyone happy in that house. In that house, the cause of Mama’s death resided.

From that house, Kiera March had emerged carefree and reckless, arrogant and self-centered. She had taken her drugs and, like some asteroid, come flying out of space to smash two people who had never done her any harm. Also like that asteroid, she was indifferent and unrepentant. Look at how she was at the pool, I thought. She laughed and frolicked right beneath me.

No, I hated the sound of laughter in that house. I even hated the sound of my own laughter. Eating well, trying to improve my education, wearing beautiful clothes, enjoying everything in that magnificent suite, suddenly felt more like a terrible betrayal. I almost wished I would never get better. I had to suffer in order to honor Mama’s memory.

Try as hard as she will, I thought, Mrs. March will not take the pain away from me. When and if she did, it would be like me burying Mama again and again. These thoughts overwhelmed me. I sat there sobbing and made no effort to stop the tears from dripping off my cheeks. It reminded me of that night when the rain came pouring down over us, pelting us so hard that it was as if the heavens were expressing their anger.

Or maybe it was meant to be a warning, to make us stay on that beach and not dare try to cross that highway, not dare try to go home.
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Family of the Blind

Probably because Mrs. Kepler had made an issue of it, Mrs. March sent Mrs. Caro up immediately to wheel me down and onto the patio. She found me crying and rushed to me.

“What’s wrong, dearie? Are you in pain?”

“No,” I said, wiping my face quickly. Not the kind of pain you mean, I thought.

“Oh, I know,” she said. “Being brought like this to a strange house ain’t easy, I’m sure.”

I didn’t say anything, but strange seemed to be the perfect adjective.

“Well, let’s get you out in the sunshine and fresh air. It’s no good being indoors so much, anyway. People heal better and faster when they get into fresh air.”

She turned my chair toward the doorway.

“I grew up in Cork, Ireland, and I can tell you it wasn’t always easy getting into the fresh air. When I tell my family back home that I live in a place where the sun shines at least three hundred days a year without rain, they’re amazed.”

She pushed me onto the elevator.

“You always live in Southern California?” she asked.

“Yes. My mother was from Portland, though.”

“Don’t say? Weather there can be like weather in England, I hear. You have any of your people still there?”

Her question didn’t surprise me. I was sure everyone who was working there wondered why I wasn’t with family.

“I don’t know,” I said.

“Yes, it’s a shame how fast we all lose track of each other in this world. I have a sister I haven’t seen in nearly twenty years now. She married a man who lives in South Africa. You know how far away that is?”

“Yes. It’s at the tip of Africa.”

“I bet you’ve been a good student. How did your schoolin’ work go today?”

“Good,” I said.

“You’ll be up and around in no time, I’m sure. Right now, it looks like forever to you. I can’t think of a better place to recuperate from anything,” she added.

I looked up at her. Was it really possible that no one in the house except the Marches knew what Kiera had done and why I was there rather than with some relatives or in an orphanage? Mrs. Caro looked sincere. I wondered if Mrs. March believed that I would never say anything, or was she so confident that even if I did, no one would risk repeating it or discussing it? From the way she described her husband and how he always excused and buried whatever wrong things Kiera did, I imagined that he had given Mrs. March strict orders to keep it all from their servants.

It didn’t take me long to understand that it was a house built on secrets and whispers. There was more living in the shadows than in the light, despite the bright chandeliers and lamps. A family that lived more in the shadows was a family of the blind.

The patio Mrs. Caro wheeled me to faced the pool and the tennis courts. There were two tables with chairs, a settee with a small table, and what looked like a pile of stones in a circle with benches around it. I asked Mrs. Caro what it was, and she said it was a fire pit to keep people warm when they sat out there on cooler nights. Right then, the sun was still high in the blue, nearly cloudless sky. It was about the same time of day as when I had seen those teenagers there. Would they return? What would happen when they saw me, if they did return?

“I’ll set you in this shady spot,” Mrs. Caro said. “Not too warm for you?”

“No. I’m fine.”

“Will you be all right here by yourself for a while? I have to check on some things in the kitchen for tonight’s dinner,” Mrs. Caro asked. “It could be twenty minutes.”

“Yes, I’ll be fine,” I said.

“I’ll bring some fresh lemonade when I return,” she said, and left.

I sat staring out at the beautiful grounds. There was so much to see. It was still hard to believe that one family owned all of this. Just a short while ago, the only space Mama and I had had to ourselves was bordered by the cardboard walls of some box. It almost felt as though I had been taken to another planet.

The Marches’ estate wasn’t just big; it was busy. Judging by the short time I had been there, it seemed there was never a time of day when someone wasn’t working on something. Right then, two men were repairing a pole lamp on the driveway to my right, and two others were working around the cabana. One was touching it up with some paint, and the other was adjusting a door.

Wheeling myself out a little farther, I could look to my left and see part of the long driveway that curved around the side of the grand house to where Mrs. March had said the garages were. When I heard the sound of a vehicle, I leaned as far as I could to see if it was the limousine that had brought me. If so, it was probably Mrs. March returning. Instead, I saw what I knew to be a gold-colored Rolls-Royce. I had seen a few of them in Santa Monica, and Daddy used to vow that he was going to have one. Mama always mocked that and made him angry.

“You’re lucky you can afford the old truck you drive,” she had told him. “If you’re going to have a dream, at least have the sense to dream about something relatively possible.”

As the Rolls approached, I could make out a good-looking, light-haired man driving. He didn’t look my way and followed the driveway around the house. Was that Mr. March? I was sure Mrs. March had said he would be gone longer. I watched and listened but heard and saw no one. When Mrs. Caro returned with my lemonade, I asked her if Mr. March had returned.

“Yes,” she said.

“Is Mrs. March here?”

“She is. I told her you had been out here about twenty minutes, and she told me to take you up in a little while so you could rest, maybe take a nap before dinner. I’ll have to get started in the kitchen soon myself.”

I drank the lemonade and nodded. I couldn’t make myself ask about Kiera, and Mrs. Caro said nothing about her. She offered to wheel me around to see the garden before we went up to my suite. Gardening had been and still was a passion for her. She bragged about the way flowers grew in Ireland, and she said, “My duties here make it difficult to get my hands into Mother Earth.” The garden was so big. It looked like something in a park. Mrs. Caro knew the names of every flower, when they bloomed, when they should be planted, even how they should be nurtured.

“Here I am going off at the mouth when I have to get you upstairs,” she said, realizing the time. She pushed me back into the house.

When we entered, I anticipated either seeing or hearing Mr. March, but there was no one around. We went directly to the elevator. I expected that I might meet him when we reached the bedroom floor, but again, the hallway was quiet and empty. I was a little tired and let Mrs. Caro help me into bed. She wasn’t gone two minutes before I did fall asleep. I didn’t wake up again until I heard the cart in the hallway. When Mrs. Duval entered, pushing it with my dinner tray, I sat up quickly. Why wasn’t I going down to the dining room?

“Let me help you get up and to the table,” she said.

“How come I’m not going downstairs for dinner?”

“Dinner’s being served later,” she said. “The Marches don’t normally have dinner until eight-thirty, and Mrs. March said that would be too late for you.” She saw the look on my face and added, “That’s what she told me.” She said it the way someone who didn’t believe it might say it.

I got into my wheelchair, and she pushed me to the table, where she had set out the dishes.

“This is Mrs. Caro’s special chicken dish, and she prepared a pudding for you, too. Just leave everything when you’re done. Rosie will come to clean up,” she said. “I’ve got to get down to prepare for the Marches’ dinner.”

Mrs. Caro’s food was delicious, but I didn’t have as big an appetite as I had expected. I listened for sounds of footsteps in the hallway but heard none. I had no idea where the Marches’ bedrooms were but imagined they couldn’t be too far away. This had been Alena’s bedroom. I was sure Mrs. March would have wanted to be close. Finally, I did hear a door open and close and some footsteps, but they weren’t heading in my direction. Moments later, there were more footsteps, but again, they didn’t bring anyone my way.

After I finished eating what I could, I watched television but kept listening for someone coming. Finally, someone did, but it was only Rosie to clear away my dinner dishes.

“You left a lot,” she remarked. “Mrs. Caro will be upset.” To my surprise, she began to eat some of my leftovers. “This is much better than what we get,” she told me. “Didn’t you like this pudding?”

“I ate what I could.”

“Can’t let it go to waste,” she told me, and finished it.

“There,” she said. “Now Mrs. Caro won’t be upset. Just don’t tell anyone I finished your dinner.”

She started to push the cart out and stopped.

“So, how did you get hit by a car?” she asked. “What, were you running where you shouldn’t?”

“No. I didn’t do anything wrong, and neither did my mother.”

“Your mother? What happened to her?”

“She was killed,” I said.

“Where’s your daddy?”

“I don’t know. He left us years ago.”

She opened her mouth slowly and raised her head. “Oh. Well, now it makes sense,” she said.

“What makes sense?”

“Mrs. March has been sponsoring little girl orphans, sending tons of money to these worldwide charities ever since her daughter died. She sits in her office and studies the pictures of those poor kids and compares them with the picture of her dead daughter. I’ve seen her doing it. She only sends money to those who look a little like her. You don’t, but you’re about her daughter’s age and size, I guess.”

She paused and looked at the doorway before turning back to me.

“Don’t let her talk you into dyeing your hair.”

“Dye my hair? Why would I do that?”

She shook her head. I watched her leave and then turned back to the television, but it was as if I could hear nothing, as if Rosie’s words had put me into a daze. Hours passed. I prepared for bed and was just wheeling myself up to it when Mrs. March appeared.

“Oh, you’re not asleep yet. Good. I’m so sorry I didn’t get up here earlier, but Donald came home unexpectedly, and I had to spend all my time with him. He’s always got a lot to tell me and new things for me to do.”

I looked past her through the doorway but heard no one else. She saw where I was looking.

“Oh, Donald had some work to do in his office. He’ll stop by some other time. Let me help you get into bed,” she said, and moved quickly to my side. “Did you enjoy your dinner? Mrs. Caro said you ate almost everything.”

“Yes.”

“Good. Dr. Milan will be stopping by in the morning to check on you, so if there’s anything to complain about, you make sure to tell him, okay?”

“Okay,” I said.

She tucked me in, stood back, and smiled down at me. “Girls look so much smaller than they are when they’re tucked into bed. No matter how old they are, they look like they could use a bedtime story. I used to read to Alena quite a bit. Would you like that?”

“Thank you, but I’m tired enough to fall asleep,” I told her.

It didn’t make her happy, but she kept her smile and then leaned down to kiss my cheek. “Sweet dreams,” she said, then turned off the lights and closed my door as she left.

My second night there didn’t feel any less strange than my first. I lay there with my eyes wide open and listened. There was a stronger breeze that night. I could hear it searching for nooks and crannies in the house, places, as Mama might have said, to scratch its back. The darkness seemed quite different from the darkness I had known when we lived in our apartment, stayed at the hotel, and then slept at the beach. There were no street sounds or sounds of the ocean. Oddly enough, I missed all that. Street sounds gave me the comfort of knowing we were not alone, completely lost and forgotten, and the ocean was reassuring.

The silence enhanced my sense of loneliness. There was not only too much emptiness in this family; there was too much emptiness in this big house, too many places unused, untouched, unnecessary. Cemeteries weren’t only for dead people; there were cemeteries for the living, as well, and despite all that was there, I felt encased in a tomb. I wasn’t shut in because of any lock. I was shut in because there was simply nowhere else to go.

What good would Lazarus’s resurrection have been if he had had no family to embrace him?

Thinking of Lazarus reminded me of Mama quoting from the Bible, reminding me that her father was a Bible thumper, but I was tired of crying for myself and for Mama. Sleep was the only balm to soothe the pain in my heart. I closed my eyes and waited as eagerly as someone waiting for a train that would take her home. It came mercifully quickly, and I was deep in it when the sound of my door opening and footsteps woke me abruptly. The lamp by my bed was snapped on. I wiped my sleepy eyes and blinked to focus on the beautiful tall girl who stared down at me.

“What are you, Chinese, Japanese?” she asked. When I didn’t respond quickly enough, she added, “Don’t you speak English?”

“I speak English. I’m part Chinese, yes,” I said.

“What part?” She laughed. “I can’t believe this,” she said, looking around. “She put you in my sister’s room. If she was going to do this, she should have at least put you in one of the guest bedrooms. There are enough of them, for crissakes.” She stared at me a moment and then reached down to feel the sleeve of my nightgown. “What, are you wearing one of my sister’s nightgowns, too? Jesus.”

I pulled out of her grasp. “I didn’t ask to be put in here and be given your sister’s clothing.”

“I bet you didn’t. I bet you didn’t ask for anything.” She paused and shrugged. “Actually, I’m not saying you did. I’m sure it’s all been my mother’s idea. This is all just one of my mother’s new ways to punish me. She thinks this really bothers me, her taking you into the house, giving you Alena’s things, and letting you sleep in her bed. Who cares? Half the time, I don’t know who the hell is in this house, anyway.”

She paused again and stared at me. I stared back at her. I was disappointed. When I first had heard Mrs. March say her daughter had caused the accident because she was on Ecstasy and was a selfish girl who had been in trouble often, I had expected the face and body of some spoiled rich girl, overweight and even ugly, with distorted features.

Instead, this girl was the one I had picked out yesterday, the one with the model’s figure and, now that I saw her close up, a model’s attractive facial features, too. She had soft, not cold, azure eyes, beautifully shaped full lips, and high cheekbones. When Mama and I would watch television together, she would always remark about the good-looking actors and actresses and say it was much more difficult for them to portray bad guys.

“We want our bad guys to look bad, have scars or ugly faces. It’s not the way it really is, Sasha, not out there,” she would say, and she would nod at the window.

Out there was always a desert, a jungle, a rocky cliff to climb. We were always safer inside, even inside a dingy hotel room.

Looking up at Kiera March, I especially didn’t feel a bit safer in that castle of a house with its walls and security. She was beautiful, but she was bad.

She smirked and shook her head. “I bet you’re really enjoying yourself immersed in all this,” she said, lifting her hands. “This suite’s actually a little bigger than mine. Where were you sleeping before the accident, in a carton?”

“Yes,” I said. “We were. On the beach.”

She dissolved her smirk, widened her eyes, and lost her arrogance for a moment. But it soon came rushing back into her face. “Well, I don’t care. It was your and your mother’s fault. No one crosses that highway there. That’s why there’s no crosswalk.”

“The light was green for us,” I said.

“So what? It was still stupid. It was raining too hard to see anything. Anyone would have hit you two. I was just the unfortunate one to be there at the wrong time.”

“Weren’t you on some drugs?”

“Who says? My mother? No one proved that.” She smiled. “My attorney is confident. He’ll make things right.”

“He can’t make things right.”

“Oh, yeah, why not, smart-ass?”

“He can’t bring back my mother,” I said.

Her lips trembled. “You know what? Go to hell.” She turned and marched out of the bedroom, slamming the door behind her.

“I’m already there!” I shouted. “That’s how come you’re here!”

I waited, but she didn’t return.

That silence I was beginning to hate was the only thing that returned.
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Kiera

Mrs. March came into my room before anyone else arrived in the morning. I wasn’t even out of bed. She was visibly upset.

“Was Kiera in here last night?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“I thought so. I heard her complaining to her father. Did she say terrible things to you? What did she say?”

“She said you were punishing her by having me live here.”

Mrs. March nodded. “She’s right about that. Not that I want you to feel bad,” she added quickly. “But I don’t want her to forget and ignore what a terrible thing she has done. Don’t worry. She won’t bother you or do you any harm. I’m so sorry. She snuck in here without my permission. I’m going to tell her father to speak with her.”

“Maybe I shouldn’t be here,” I said. “Maybe it’s only causing more trouble.”

“Oh, no, no, no. Don’t you ever, ever, ever let that girl make you feel bad or think such a thing. Of course you should be here. If you left, you’d only be making her feel good about what she did. You’re doing both Donald and me a favor by being here. Sometimes I think that girl has no conscience whatsoever. I look at her and wonder how I gave birth to her. Alena was so different. No, don’t you think about leaving. Dr. Milan will be here in a few hours. Let’s just think about that for now, okay?”

“Okay.”

“Good. Do you want any help getting up and dressed?”

“I can do it.”

“I’ll go see about your breakfast and talk to Donald about Kiera before he leaves the house. I’m so sorry.” She hurried out.

I rose and went to the closet to choose something to wear. I wondered how anyone could decide with all of these choices. How important had this been to Alena? I didn’t want to keep thinking about being in her room, using her things, but at the same time, I couldn’t help but be curious about her. Was she spoiled, too? Did she get along with Kiera? How could anyone? What did she think when she realized how sick she was, or did they keep the seriousness of her illness a secret from her until she was near the end of her life? Secrets were very comfortable living here. It seemed only natural for the Marches to lie to one another.

And yet, I thought, surely she must have felt very sick and knew because of all the things she couldn’t do any longer that she was in danger of dying. Even a doctor like Dr. Milan couldn’t keep the truth from peeking out of his eyes.

I realized, however, that death is not something someone so young thinks about very often and probably not until he or she hears about a relative or a friend dying. I didn’t, not even when life was so difficult for Mama and me. Somehow I always thought we’d get through it. Something would happen to change things and make us healthy and whole again. Even when I saw her get hit just before me on the highway, I still believed it would be all right. The ambulances were there. Someone was helping Mama.

And when that woman told me she was dead, that she had been killed instantly, it didn’t set right in. I kept hoping and thinking that there was a mistake. Alena must have been the same way when she was getting sicker and sicker. She must have thought the doctor would make her better. One morning, she’d wake up and it would be all over, just the way a cold ends. The younger you were, the more of a surprise death had to be, I thought.

After sifting through some of the clothes, I chose a light-blue skirt and the blouse that went with it. Everything fit well, but the more comfortable I was in Alena’s things, the more frightened it made me feel. I almost took the blouse and skirt off and put on what I had worn the day before, but before I could do that, Mrs. Duval brought me my breakfast.

“What time does everyone else eat breakfast?” I asked her.

“Mr. March is the first down always. He eats very early and leaves for work before Kiera even gets up and dressed most of the time, especially during the summer months. Sometimes, like today, he takes a little longer, and Mrs. March joins him. On weekends, it’s usually different. Everyone sleeps in. You look very nice this morning,” she added. She smiled and left.

About an hour after I finished breakfast, Mrs. March returned with Dr. Milan. He examined me and said that one of the nurses at his office would stop by with a crutch for me to use.

“She’ll show you how to use it so you can keep the pressure off that leg for a while.”

“How long will I have to be in the cast?” I asked.

“We’ll see. I’ll get you over to my office for X-rays in three or four weeks. In the meantime,” he said, looking around the suite, “you’ll be fine. It doesn’t look like you’ll be lacking anything.”

Nothing except love and a family, I thought. He and Mrs. March left together. I could hear them whispering in the hallway until they went down the stairs. Immediately afterward, Rosie came up to get my tray and dishes. She asked me how I was feeling and told me she thought Kiera was jealous.

“Jealous of what? Me?”

She laughed. “Well, she claims she’s not feeling well and locked herself in her room. Mrs. Duval had to bring her breakfast, too, but it ain’t the first time, and I’m sure it ain’t the last.”

After she left, I wheeled myself to the door and looked down the hallway. No one was there, so I continued a little until I heard music and laughter behind the door of the room next to mine. I imagined it was Kiera’s and paused to see if I could hear anyone else. Perhaps one of her friends was already there. Whether she heard me or could see through some keyhole, I don’t know, but suddenly, the door was thrust open and she was standing there in her bathrobe. She was holding a portable phone in her right hand. It happened so quickly that I flinched and wheeled myself back a few feet.

“What are you doing, spying on me?” she asked.

“No. I didn’t even know this was your room.”

“Right. You don’t know anything. Just keep out of my face,” she said, and slammed the door. I heard her tell whoever was on the phone that one of the annoying maids had come to check on something.

Still trembling, I wheeled myself back to my room and closed the door. Just knowing that Kiera was so close made me nervous. She had already shown that she could burst in on me anytime, even when I was sleeping. I doubted that Mrs. March could stop her.

Moments later, I heard someone else coming, and I was happy to see that it was Mrs. Kepler. She could see I was upset.

“Are you feeling all right? I know the doctor was just here.”

“I’m fine,” I said, but I didn’t say anything more. What good would it do to tell her about Kiera March?

“Would you rather we work outside?”

“No.”

“You’re probably right. There are too many distractions out there. Let’s get to it,” she said.

She went through the history and science workbooks with me and set out the books she wanted me to read. Finally, she paused and said, “You do look worried, Sasha. I hope I didn’t lead you to believe that you must finish all of this in a week.”

“I’m okay,” I said.

She still looked suspicious but continued with her explanations and instructions. I tried to pay attention as well as I had done the day before, but I couldn’t help anticipating Kiera March again. Perhaps she would come in to interrupt us and mock me. I could see that Mrs. Kepler wasn’t pleased with my responses.

Mrs. March stopped by to see if Mrs. Kepler was going to stay for lunch. She told her she thought we had done enough for the day. From the looks they were giving each other, I knew Mrs. Kepler wanted to speak with her privately. She said she would return about the same time tomorrow and then left with Mrs. March. I hoped she wasn’t going to tell her that it was too soon to have me do the schoolwork. I was happy to have it, to have something that would take my mind off everything. In fact, by the time Mrs. Duval stopped in with my lunch, I had already done everything Mrs. Kepler had assigned for the day. I knew that would both surprise and please Mrs. March.

When she returned, because of what Mrs. Kepler had obviously told her, she wanted to know if she was rushing me too fast. “With your recuperation and all that’s happened, maybe we should wait on your schooling and …”

“Oh, no. I like it,” I said. “I’ve done everything she left for me to do.”

“Really? Well, that’s wonderful, Sasha. She’ll be pleased. If you’re not too tired, I thought I’d replace Mrs. Caro today and take you out. I’ll wheel you along and show you more of the property. Would you like that?”

“Yes.”

“Good. I’ll be back in about a half hour.”

Almost as soon as her footsteps died away down the hall, Kiera came into my bedroom. I had my back to the door and was looking through the science workbook. I caught her reflection in the window and held my breath. She was still in her robe, but her image appeared so silently that she looked more like a ghost. I turned around slowly.

“So, Mother is going to show you the grounds. How sweet,” she said, coming into the sitting room.

How did she know that? Did Mrs. March tell her, or could she hear what went on in my bedroom? Was she always going to be spying on me? She looked at my workbooks and the books on the table, tossing them aside as if they were someone’s garbage.

“And you’re getting private tutoring, too. I’m sure you need it.” She stopped and put her hands on her hips. “So, what, do you expect to live here forever?”

“I don’t expect anything.”

“Yeah, right.” She continued to inspect everything in the suite and saw my new iPod. She picked it up. “What’s this? My mother bought you this? This is better than mine,” she said, and dropped it. “Oh, sorry. I hope it didn’t break.” She didn’t make an effort to see or to pick it up.

She continued to stroll through the suite.

“It’s been some time since I’ve been in here for any length of time, actually. Mother kept it locked up, you know. She had it cleaned regularly but wasn’t keen on anyone else but the maid being in here. I see nothing has been changed for you.”

She wandered past the bed to open the closet.

“I heard she’s been buying you some new clothes, too.” She turned to look at me more carefully. “But that’s not new. That’s one of Alena’s outfits you’re wearing. Aren’t you ashamed to wear a dead girl’s clothes? No,” she said before I could respond, “you were probably finding clothes in garbage heaps to wear.”

“I’m not doing anything your mother told me not to do.”

“I’ll bet. You know, my father’s not happy that you’re here. They had a big fight about it. She tell you that?”

“No.”

“I wouldn’t count on being here much longer.”

“I told you. I didn’t ask to come here.”

“You won’t ask to leave, either, but you will.”

I turned away from her. She returned to the sitting room and looked out the window.

“You know, I saw you watching us the other day. I didn’t tell the others, because I didn’t want anyone to know you were here. They’d have all sorts of stupid questions. It’s embarrassing.”

“Embarrassing? I think what you did was more than embarrassing.”

“Aren’t you smart. Anyway, did you get a good look at everything going on at the pool, a good look at all of my friends?”

I didn’t answer.

“You’d better not be telling my mother about anything you saw out there. It’s none of your business.”

“I don’t tell on people,” I said. “I don’t care what you do, anyway.”

“You don’t tell on people? You told her I came into the bedroom last night, didn’t you?”

“She knew you had come in, but don’t worry. I won’t tell her about what you and your friends did at the pool.”

“Probably jealous. You liked what you saw, though, didn’t you? Ricky and Boyd and Tony? But I guess you’ve seen naked boys plenty of times in the streets, huh?”

“No.”

“You still a little virgin?”

“Now, that’s none of your business,” I fired back.

She laughed. “I forgot you’re a street kid,” she said. She said it as if she admired it.

“I’m not a street kid. We didn’t want to be living on the street.”

“We all have to do things we don’t want to do,” she replied. I waited to see what she meant, but she stopped talking, looked out the window, then turned and walked out of the bedroom quickly.

I felt like shouting something nasty after her but wheeled myself back to the table, picked up the iPod she had deliberately dropped, and looked at my workbook again. But it was harder than ever to concentrate on anything. What am I doing here? I wondered. Maybe I’d be better off in some orphanage after all. Maybe I’d be happy to have her father kick me out.

“Ready?” I heard Mrs. March ask. She returned wearing a different outfit and a wide-brim hat. “Don’t laugh at my hat,” she said, seeing where my gaze went. “It’s beautiful out there, but I’ve got to be careful in the sun. When you’re my age, it only makes you look older, makes wrinkles come faster.”

She stepped behind my wheelchair and started to turn me toward the door.

“When I was a young girl like you and like Kiera, I never thought about it. Now, when I think about all those days I spent on the beach without any protection, I shudder. How stupid we were. I tell Kiera that all the time, but does she listen? No.”

In the elevator, I wondered if she was going to ask me if Kiera had come into my bedroom again. She didn’t, and I didn’t tell her.

She smiled at me and nodded. “You’re doing a lot better, I can tell, and Dr. Milan thinks so, too. Where you are when you recuperate can make a great deal of difference.”

Mrs. Caro had said something similar. Was everything anyone said to me planned?

The elevator opened, and she pushed me out and toward the French doors that opened to the patio Mrs. Caro had taken me to the day before.

“I used to wheel Alena out here when she was bedridden. Even though the poor thing had a hard time sitting up, she looked forward to it. Those were my last beautiful days with her, and I know she lived longer because of it. Look at what a beautiful afternoon we have for you, Sasha. There’s even a breeze coming in off the ocean today. Feel it? I’ll take you for a ride to the ocean soon, too. We’ll go to lunch. I used to take Alena to lunch before she became too ill to travel.”

“Did you take Kiera, too?”

“Kiera never liked to go with us. Kiera may act tough, but she wasn’t able to deal with her sister’s illness and death. None of us really was, but we did what we had to do and for Alena’s sake tried not to show our sorrow. It was better not to include Kiera.”

“Didn’t Alena want her to come along with you?”

“Oh, yes, but I found an excuse for Kiera not to be coming with us most of the time. Neither Alena nor I would have enjoyed ourselves. Now,” she said, firmly changing the subject, “if we follow this path here, we can go around to the lake. I want you to see it close up. As I told you, Donald’s very proud of our lake. He’s always bringing someone in the construction industry here to see it, and it was featured in a prominent architecture magazine. When you are up and around, you can take one of the rowboats out. Did you ever row a boat?”

“No.”

“Well, maybe I’ll go with you the first time to be sure you’re safe,” she said. “After you start school, you’ll probably make lots of friends and ask to bring them here. We’ll ask that everyone wear a life vest, of course. The lake is seven feet deep and maybe deeper in some places.”

Friends? I thought back to when I did have friends at school and when I would go to their homes or they would come to mine. It seemed so long ago that it was more like something I had dreamed. Would I have school friends again? All of them would surely be impressed if I brought them to the March house. The very idea of doing that set off all sorts of fantasies, but then I thought about Kiera and her threats and predictions. Maybe my days there were numbered. Maybe as soon as I was up on my feet again, I’d be sent away. Why even think about it?

We stopped at the dock, and I looked out at the lake. It was so still. Down on the left, the trees were reflected in the water, giving it a greenish tint. Toward the other side, I saw terns. They were visitors from the ocean. The two rowboats tied to the dock looked brand-new. Mrs. March stepped up beside me, folded her arms, and looked out as if she had never seen it until now.

“Isn’t it beautiful?”

“Yes,” I said. I hesitated but then asked, “Does Mr. March really want me here?”

She spun around and seemed about to say, Of course. Something she saw in my face made her pause. “Did Kiera say something terrible last night about her father?”

When you first meet someone, you can’t help but wonder how much of the truth you should tell and how much you should hold back. It was something I had learned from the way Mama spoke to people, especially after Daddy had left us. Lying seemed to be an important way to protect yourself, and most people didn’t seem to know or care that she was lying.

What should I do now? I wondered. Get Kiera in more trouble?

“I just wondered,” I said.

“It’s not for you to worry about,” she replied quickly. “The reason I brought you here is to have your recuperation managed well so that you’ll be up on your feet and get the opportunity to have a new, wonderful life. You let me worry about the rest of it, Sasha.” She looked out at the water again for a moment before turning back to me. “I made a promise to your mother,” she said.

“My mother? When?” Had my mother been alive for a while and no one had told me?

“At her burial, at the cemetery,” she replied.

“Oh.”

“I promised her that I would look after you, and I won’t let anyone stop me from fulfilling the promise.”

My daddy had made a lot of promises, I thought, and after we were thrown out on the street, Mama had made lots of promises, too. What was the real difference between a promise and a dream? Just like dreams, the day after, no one remembers them.

“Put your promises in writing,” Mama would tell Daddy. “Not that it would mean much more,” she would mumble to me.

A promise was a wish made of smoke, I thought. You could see it, but you couldn’t grasp it, and you couldn’t take it anywhere. You had to wait for the wind to see where it would go or if it would just disappear.

I had no doubt that Mrs. March wanted to fulfill her promise to Mama, but even she, sitting on top of that beautiful, rich world, was helpless when it came to putting her fingers around the promise of happiness when it was for herself and her family.

What could she really do for me?
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Two nights later, I finally met Donald March. Mrs. Duval came up to my room to tell me that dinner would be served earlier than usual, and that Mrs. March had requested that I be brought down to the dining room.

“She said you should choose anything you would like to wear except a tank top. Do you need help with anything?”

“No,” I told her.

“Then I’ll be back for you in twenty minutes,” Mrs. Duval said.

I couldn’t help being very nervous, so nervous I could feel myself trembling. Kiera told me that her father would send me away, and although Mrs. March told me not to be concerned about it, that it was her problem, I still felt I’d be more uncomfortable in Donald March’s presence than I would be sleeping in a cardboard carton. Maybe because we had had so little that anyone would want, neither Mama nor I had been terribly afraid out there. Everyone living in the street appeared just as unconcerned. Perhaps we all thought nothing more could happen to us. Now I was in what had to be one of the most expensive homes in the whole country, if not the whole world, and I knew deep in my heart of hearts that much more could happen to me there.

I had a difficult time deciding what to wear. When I started to choose something, I stopped to wonder if it was too fancy or not fancy enough. I had no doubt that Kiera would laugh at me, even ridicule me, in front of her father if I made the wrong choice. He might look at Mrs. March and smirk as if to say, How could you bring someone so common and stupid to our home? I don’t care what your reasons were.

Because of my cast, I could only wear skirts or dresses, and I wasn’t sure which dresses of Alena’s were formal. Mrs. March had made such a thing of what I would wear when it was only the two of us. Why wasn’t she helping me choose tonight? Wasn’t this a more important dinner? Perhaps she wanted me to prove that I could make the right choice without her.

A full ten minutes had gone by, and I still hadn’t decided. Mama would surely laugh at my panic attack, especially over something to wear, I thought, and finally reached out and took a plain-looking dark blue skirt and its matching short-sleeved V-neck blouse. I was surprised at how well the blouse fit me. Earlier, I had brushed and pinned back my hair with one of Alena’s clips. I hesitated to take any more of her things. There was a beautiful gold watch, bracelets and earrings and rings, but I touched none of it.

Mrs. Duval looked pleased with my choices when she returned. “Ready?”

“Yes,” I said, and she wheeled me out to the elevator.

“Mrs. Caro has made an Irish dish that Mr. March favors. It’s called Dublin Lawyer. It’s made with lobster. Have you eaten lobster?”

“Once,” I said.

“Once? Well, you’re in for a delightful surprise.”

The elevator doors opened. My heart felt as if it was shrinking in my chest as Mrs. Duval wheeled me toward the formal dining room. When we entered, I saw that they were all there and seated. Kiera wore a yellow keyhole-bust cap-sleeved top and a black skirt. I had seen other teenage girls wearing something like it lately and had wanted one for myself. She looked as if she had been born in hers; it fit her that well. As we drew closer to the long, dark wood table, I saw that her skirt was barely below her knees. She wore the most beautiful turquoise necklace I had ever seen and looked as glamorous as any young movie or television star.

How plain I look in comparison, I thought, but then again, I never imagined ever competing with her, especially for her father’s attention. I couldn’t help but wonder if Alena had felt the same way. Two daughters not all that many years apart must have been vying for their father’s favor constantly. Once Alena became seriously ill, that competition had surely ended with Mr. March doting on Alena. I remembered reading a story about two sisters in which one did become ill and the other, jealous of the attention she received, pretended to be ill herself.

Being an only child, I often wondered what it would be like to have a sister or a brother and to share my mother’s love. How could any mother have enough? It was clear to me that Mrs. March favored Alena, and Kiera perhaps still couldn’t forgive her, even now, even with her sister dead and buried. Was that why she was afraid of my being there so much? I knew I wasn’t any weight on her conscience, as Mrs. March had hoped I’d be. I wasn’t sure she even had a conscience.

My gaze shifted to Mr. March, who sat at the head of the table with his elbows on the table, his hands clasped together, and I noticed his striking gold pinkie ring with a lapis, which I would find out later was his birthstone. He wore a dark blue velvet sports jacket and a black shirt opened at the collar. There was a gold chain around his neck with whatever was on it hidden under his shirt.

His light brown hair looked closer to blond. It was beautifully styled, with a slight wave in front. Against the color of his hair and his tanned face, his dark blue eyes were more prominent. They nearly matched his lapis ring. I could see that Kiera inherited most of her good looks from him, because the features of his face, his perfectly shaped nose and strong mouth, seemed as sculptured as hers were. He looked athletic, and later, when he stood, I’d see that he was a good four inches taller than Mrs. March.

He sat back when Mrs. March rose to take me from Mrs. Duval.

“Here she is,” Mrs. March said. She put me to the right of Mr. March. Kiera sat across from him, and Mrs. March sat on his left. “Sasha, this is my husband, Donald.”

“Hello,” I said, or at least I thought I did. My voice seemed trapped inside my trembling body. I saw that Kiera had a look of disgust on her face.

Donald March sat back, still studying me. “How’s your leg doing?” he asked as a greeting.

“It doesn’t hurt anymore.”

“Ugh,” Kiera said. “Couldn’t she put a shoe on that foot?”

Mrs. March pushed me closer to the table. My broken leg just slipped under it so she wouldn’t have to look at my foot. She glared at Kiera and took her seat across from me.

“You’re putting her in Alena’s place, you know,” Kiera said.

Mr. March raised his eyebrows as if he’d just realized that himself. The table could easily seat a dozen people. Why was Kiera sitting at the end? Shouldn’t Mrs. March be sitting across from her husband?

“You could sit closer, Kiera.”

“I’m fine where I am,” she said. Then she smiled. “I can look at Daddy better.”

I glanced at him. He obviously liked that and smiled back at her.

Mrs. Duval began to bring in our salads. Mr. March sat forward again and lifted his salad fork. Was that all he was going to say to me? I wondered as he began to eat.

“Sasha is off to a wonderful start with Mrs. Kepler, who says she has no doubt she’ll have her up to speed before the end of the summer,” Mrs. March said.

“Who’s Mrs. Kepler again?” Mr. March asked.

“Her tutor, Donald, remember?”

“Oh, yes.” He looked at me and nodded.

“I hate talking about the end of summer. I can’t stand the idea of it ending,” Kiera muttered. She pushed some of her salad off to the side. “Look at this! I keep telling her I don’t like beets and artichokes. Why can’t they remember?”

“Why can’t you remember to hang up your clothes, especially those that we have dry-cleaned and pressed for you?” Mrs. March countered.

“I thought that was what servants are for,” Kiera said.

“If you don’t cherish the things we buy you, we shouldn’t buy you so much.”

“Whatever,” Kiera said, shrugging. Then she smiled. “I’ll buy my own things.”

Mr. March seemed not to hear the exchange. He was too involved in his wine, bread, and salad. I began to eat my salad and thought it was wonderful. It had so many flavors and was crunchy, just the way I liked it. The hospital salad and the salads I had eaten at the March house before were not as good, I thought. Maybe special things were saved for dinners with Mr. March.

“We’re going to have to do something with your fingernails,” Mrs. March told me, smiling. “I’ll take you to my manicurist.”

I looked at my fingers. My nails were uneven, but the idea of trimming them and putting on nail polish was something I hadn’t thought about for quite a while. Ages, it seemed. It was almost a foreign concept. Mama used to do them for me, but that was so long ago that it was like something I had seen in an old movie on television.

When Mr. March finished his salad, he sat back and turned to me again. “How long were you and your mother homeless?” he asked.

“Nearly a year.”

“She lived in a carton, you know. Didn’t you? You told me you did,” Kiera added before I could admit to it or deny it.

“Yes, we did,” I said.

“How did you bathe?” Kiera asked. “Or didn’t you?”

“We bathed in the public restrooms. Mama always tried to keep us both clean.”

“Yeah, right,” Kiera muttered. “You need to take a bath as soon as you walk out of those places. I’d rather go in my pants.”

“Kiera,” Mrs. March snapped.

“Well, Kiera’s not all wrong. It is quite difficult for people like that to take good care of their hygiene,” Mr. March said. “It’s lucky she didn’t suffer from some disease.”

“Who knows what she’s brought into this house—or what Mother has brought into it, I should really say,” Kiera said.

“I think, of all people, you should know what I brought into this house, Kiera, when I brought Sasha here,” Mrs. March responded, her face reddening.

“No, Mother, I don’t know. Do tell me.”

“Please. Let’s enjoy the dinner,” Mr. March said sharply.

Rosie came in and began to clear away the salad dishes. Mrs. Duval followed with a tray holding the main dish, which she had called a Dublin Lawyer. She served it to Mr. March first and then to us.

“You’re in for a special treat,” Mrs. March told me.

“Just eating indoors is a special treat for her,” Kiera said.

Mr. March poured himself some more white wine and then looked at Mrs. March.

“I’m fine,” she said.

“Daddy, can I have some, please?” Kiera asked in a sweet, syrupy voice.

“I don’t think …” Mrs. March began.

“White wine goes perfectly with this,” he said. “It’s harmless,” he added, and looked to Mrs. Duval. She took the bottle and went around to pour a glass for Kiera.

“Thank you, Daddy.”

He nodded. “This is as fantastic, as usual,” he said after eating some Dublin Lawyer. “Give my compliments to Mrs. Caro, please, Mrs. Duval.”

“I will, sir,” she said. “Anyone need anything else?”

“My water glass is empty,” Kiera said.

The bottled water was right in front of her. Mrs. Duval picked it up and put some in her glass. I waited to hear her say thank you, but she simply drank her water. Mrs. Duval looked at me and then went back to the kitchen. I started on my meal. It was delicious. I remembered the lobster Mama and I had had, but it was nothing like this.

“What did your mother do before things fell apart for you?” Mr. March asked me as he ate.

I looked at him. Fell apart? Did he mean before the accident or after Daddy left or before she met Daddy? I didn’t know what to say.

“Before you were out on the street,” he added, seeing my confusion.

“She was a waitress and she did her calligraphy.”

“Really? Calligraphy?” He turned to Mrs. March. “You have something from our trip to China five years ago, don’t you, Jordan?”

“It’s in our bathroom,” she replied.

“Right. So your mother did that sort of thing?”

“Yes. There’s one hanging on the wall in the Grave-diggers bar,” I said proudly.

Kiera laughed. “Gravediggers. What is it, a bar in a cemetery?”

“I’ve heard of it,” Mr. March said, and Kiera lost her smile.

“Well, what kind of a place is that for whatever she called it?”

“She called it ‘heaven,’” I said.

“The bar?” Mr. March asked me.

“No, the word she had drawn and painted, the calligraphy. She would tell me that people go to the Gravediggers to see heaven.”

He stared a moment and then burst out laughing. “That’s really clever,” he said.

I looked at Kiera. She pressed her lips together and dug into her food as if she hated it and wanted to kill it first. Mrs. March laughed, too. “It is clever,” she said. “Can you do calligraphy?”

“Yes,” I told her. “I often did it with my mother, just as she had done with hers.”

Mr. March’s eyebrows rose.

“Well, we’ll have to get you what you need so you can do some,” Mrs. March said.

“I thought you said you sold lanyards on the beach,” Kiera quipped.

“I did,” I said. “My mother sold calligraphy.”

What have you sold, I wanted to ask her, besides unhappiness?

But I didn’t. I looked down at my food and continued to eat, thinking only of Mama and how pleased she would be to see me having such a wonderful dinner in so elegant a dining room with what was obviously expensive silverware and dishes.

She would have said, “You’re in the pink, kiddo.”

I was sure I heard it.

“What’s so funny?” Kiera asked.

“What?”

“You’re laughing. What are you laughing at?”

I shook my head. I hadn’t realized I was smiling so widely.

“Well, there you are,” Kiera said, nodding at me. “Smiling like an idiot. May I be excused, please? I have an important phone call to make.”

“You haven’t had dessert,” Mrs. March said. “Mrs. Caro has made a very special cake in honor of Sasha.”

“I don’t need it. This was fattening enough,” she said, pushing her plate away. There was at least half of her meal left. I had eaten every bit of mine. “Daddy?”

“Go ahead,” he said. Mrs. March widened her eyes. “She’ll only spoil our enjoyment pouting there, Jordan.”

Mrs. March glanced at me. I could see that she wanted to respond but lowered her eyes instead.

“Thank you, Daddy,” Kiera said. She rose and went over to give him a kiss. She looked at her mother and then brushed past me on her way out.

Both Mr. and Mrs. March were very quiet.

“You made a very nice choice of something to wear tonight, Sasha,” Mrs. March told me.

Mr. March looked at me. I could see in the movement of his eyes and his mouth that he was just realizing that I was wearing one of Alena’s outfits. I waited to see if he would say something, but he shifted his eyes down quickly and then turned to Mrs. March.

“I can’t put off that trip to Hawaii any longer,” he told her. “It’s too big an opportunity for us to lose. Are you or are you not coming along?”

“I can’t just now, Donald,” she said, nodding at me.

“You have doctors, tutors, servants looking after her, Jordan.”

“I just can’t,” she said.

Mrs. Duval came in with the cake. It was chocolate with raspberry and looked scrumptious. Mrs. Caro had drawn my name with the raspberries. Now I was glad Kiera had left. She would probably have thrown it up later.

“How beautiful,” Mrs. March said.

After we had dessert, Mr. March said he had to make some calls and rose. He looked down at me and said, “It was nice meeting you.”

He had been quiet the whole time we were eating dessert. Before he reached the door, Mrs. March said, “I’ll be right back,” and followed him.

I wheeled myself away from the table and turned toward the door, too. I thought I might wheel myself outside to the patio. I stopped before I reached the door, because I could hear them arguing in the hallway.

“Can’t you be nicer to her, Donald?” Mrs. March said.

“I don’t know why you’re making us do this.”

“We can’t escape our responsibility, Donald.”

“Who says we should? We can simply set up a trust for her and have her live with some foster family, can’t we? You can involve yourself in all that, if you like.”

“That’s what she’s doing here now, Donald. We’re her foster family, but you’re right. We should set up a trust for her as well.”

“I don’t know, Jordan. You saw how Kiera’s reacting to all this. I don’t know.”

“I do. It’s good that she isn’t permitted to forget, to ignore and minimize what a terrible thing she has done, Donald.”

“How can she forget with you harping on it so much?” he said sharply. I heard him walking away.

I knew I would be embarrassed to be caught listening and started to turn. Mrs. Duval was standing right behind me. She had heard everything, too.

“People say things they don’t really mean,” she told me.

Mama did, I thought, but she was half out of her mind with cheap gin.

What’s his excuse?
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Why stay here now? I asked myself. For the big room, the clothes, the food, my tutoring, and my doctor, another part of me replied. Remember Jackie’s advice. No matter what, take everything they want to give you. You deserve more than what they give you. Take it.

I really didn’t know what I should do. Except for Mrs. March’s obvious sense of guilt over what Kiera had done and the servants speaking some kind words to me, I felt not only unwanted but in some ways even more invisible than I was when Mama and I lived in the streets. How lucky other young girls my age were to have loving parents and caring friends to whom they could go for advice and sympathy. I had only the memory of Mama when she was healthy and strong, now speaking to me from the grave.

“Oh, did you want to go up to your room?” Mrs. March asked when she returned to the dining room. She saw Mrs. Duval standing there, but Mrs. Duval went immediately to supervise the cleaning of the dining room. I saw that Mrs. March suspected that I had overheard the argument she had just had with her husband.

“I was going outside for a while first,” I said.

“That’s such a good idea. Let me take you.” She got behind my wheelchair and started pushing me through the hallway, but this time she turned right. “We’ll go to a different patio this time,” she said. “This side of the house is better lit, and if we look east, we can see the lights of downtown Los Angeles.”

She continued to talk, almost babbling, as we proceeded to another exit. The house did seem like a hotel to me. No wonder I couldn’t think of it as someone’s home. She pointed out some guest bedrooms and another, smaller living room.

“Donald had it designed just for the guests. He doesn’t mind our having guests,” she continued explaining, “but he likes us to have our private areas. Do you know who Citizen Kane was?”

“No,” I said.

“It’s a movie, actually, but in it, this man Kane builds an enormous mansion, which is actually modeled on the Hearst Castle. Have you ever seen that?”

“No.”

“I keep forgetting how limited your life was,” she muttered, more like someone chastising herself or someone else living inside her. “Well, anyway, Donald always got a kick out of a line in the movie suggesting that there were guests still there, guests Kane and his wife had forgotten. Can you imagine a house so big that you’d forget your own guests were still there? It could almost happen here, I suppose. At least, some of Donald’s friends tease him about it.”

I could see myself very easily being forgotten here.

She turned us through the smaller living room, which was surely bigger than the living rooms in almost all of the other houses in America, and then to the French doors that opened onto the other patio. She was right about the lighting. The grounds were illuminated like some major league ball field. There were more beautiful gardens, pruned bushes, and an area that seemed to be under construction. I asked about it.

“Donald’s building a hedge maze,” she said. “Like the one in Hampton Court in England.” When I didn’t say anything, she added, “Oh, but you probably don’t know anything about that yet. You’ll learn about such things in history when you return to school. There,” she said, pushing me to the far left corner. “See downtown Los Angeles? Isn’t it beautiful to be able to see it from here?”

“Were you always rich?” I asked.

“Rich?” She laughed. “Oh, well, yes, I suppose I was—or my family was, I should say. My father always says Donald interrupted my education. I was just graduating from Marlborough and on my way to attend Smith when I met Donald at a charity gala in Los Angeles. I had never met anyone like him. He was basically just starting out, but he was so sure of himself. You know how people often say there are no guarantees in life? Well, Donald behaved as if he had been given a guarantee of major success.

“But it wasn’t only that. He was and is a very attractive man who believes your presentation is of paramount importance. My father believes the same thing. People usually, whether rightly or wrongly, judge you on first impressions, so it’s essential to make the best first impression always. You’ll never notice Donald looking sloppy or unkempt. He’s never off duty, so to speak, whereas I’ll let my hair down occasionally. Needless to say, my father loves Donald. In fact, he fell in love with him before I did.”

She gave a trickle of a laugh. “I don’t mean anything like gay love. He loved who Donald was and wanted to be. Can you imagine a father telling a girl just out of high school that this was the man for her? Oh, I know some people thought that was because my father believed I could never succeed at anything but being a wealthy man’s wife.” She laughed again. “Maybe that’s true. So what?”

I don’t know if she realized how much she had said so quickly or not, but she stopped talking and just stood there beside me looking out at the lights in the distance.

“What about your mother?” I asked, since she never had mentioned her.

“My mother was a rich man’s wife,” she replied, as though that answered everything. “Whatever my father said was gospel. She doted on my younger brother far more than me, anyway. He’s a lawyer working for the Justice Department in Washington, a great success. They think he might become attorney general someday. I think every other sentence out of her mouth begins with his name, Gerald. Gerald Savoir Faire, his friends call him. You know what that means in French?”

“No.”

“To know how to do … everything. Sophisticated,” she said, but she didn’t say it with pleasure and pride. “I’m just kidding,” she quickly added. “He’s terrific. His real name is Gerald Wilson. We’re supposedly descendants of President Woodrow Wilson, you know. That’s almost royalty in America.”

“What about Mr. March’s parents?”

“That’s a different story. Donald’s father was married to someone before he married Donald’s mother, and he has children with his first wife. He and Donald’s mother had only Donald, and his mother died two years ago while on holiday with Donald’s father and two of his three other children and their families.”

She sighed deeply. “Aren’t families complicated sometimes?” she asked, but she didn’t look at me. She looked out, as if she were asking someone else.

We were both quiet, and then, after a few moments, she turned sharply and said, “Don’t let Kiera’s behavior at dinner and Donald’s tolerance of her discourage you. You belong here now. I’m determined about that. Give it time. Everything takes time. Otherwise,” she continued with a smile, “babies wouldn’t need nine months.”

What was she thinking and saying? That I was going to be reborn in nine months?

“I’m so happy we had this little chat. We have to do it more and more so we get to know each other better. Soon Donald will open up more, as well, and before you know it, we’ll be like a family, a family for you. Okay? Don’t be discouraged, okay?”

I saw that she wasn’t going to stop until she got me to agree. I nodded, and she smiled.

“Good. What was it Scarlett O’Hara said? ‘Tomorrow is another day’? Well, tomorrow is another day, and every tomorrow thereafter. Would you like to watch television in the entertainment center? We have a screen as big as some small movie-theater screens. When was the last time you went to a movie?”

I thought about it and realized that it had been soon after Daddy had left us. Mama had taken me to a movie to cheer up both of us. That was years ago, because we never spent money on a movie after that, and my school friends had stopped asking me to go to movies with them.

“Years ago,” I replied.

“Years?” She got behind my wheelchair. “Years, and you live in the movie capital of the world? We’ll do something about that, although once you see a movie here, you might not care about going to a theater.”

As she wheeled me along, she described some of their theater parties. She said that her husband knew an important movie executive at one of the studios, and he brought them first-run films to watch. The elaborate parties she described and the things they had done were as foreign to me as rituals in Africa or the Far East.

When we turned into the entertainment center, she stopped my wheelchair abruptly. Kiera was there with one of the girls I had seen at the pool, but what they were watching on the screen was more surprising. A naked man and woman were embracing as they lay on a beach. Mrs. March adjusted the lights so the room was blazing.

“What the hell!” Kiera cried, and turned around. She and her girlfriend were snacking on popcorn. They sat on two large red leather seats with a wide arm between them on which they had the bowl of delicious-smelling popcorn.

“What are you watching? Why didn’t you tell me Deidre was coming here tonight?”

“Daddy said we could,” Kiera said. “And for your information, this picture is going to be nominated for an Academy Award. You’re ruining it for us. Please turn off the lights.”

“Hi, Mrs. March,” Deidre said. She had auburn hair, smartly shaped, and was one of the prettiest girls I had seen.

“You can leave her here to watch if you want, Mother. I’m sure she’s seen worse on the street.”

Mrs. March seemed at a loss for words. She didn’t move me or herself. The couple on the screen got up laughing and charged into the ocean, splashing each other.

“Deidre’s mother would not like her watching this, I’m sure,” she finally said.

“Are you kidding? She was jealous that she was getting to see it. Right, Deidre?”

“She was, Mrs. March.”

Without further comment, Mrs. March turned me away and started out.

“Turn down the lights again, Mother!” Kiera screamed.

Mrs. March didn’t. She continued to push me out and down the hallway.

“Thanks, Mother!” Kiera shouted after us.

“I’ll take you up to your room. You can watch television in your own suite,” Mrs. March said. I didn’t look back at her, but from the way her voice trembled, I knew she was shaken.

As we went into the elevator, I realized that Kiera finally had told at least one of her friends about me, and surely once one found out, others would, as well. I wondered how she explained my presence in their home. Surely by now, her friends knew about the accident she had caused. One or two of them might have been with her in the car and probably high on drugs as well. They and their parents would have good reason not to let other people know what had happened.

After she had settled me in my suite, Mrs. March said that before going to bed herself, she would stop by again to be sure I was fine. She looked anxious to leave and hurried out, to speak with her husband I was sure. When she returned hours later, she didn’t look much calmer. In fact, she looked as flushed as someone who had been in a nasty argument. I let her help me undress and get ready for bed, more out of sympathy for her than because of any need of my own. It seemed to help settle her down. After I was in bed, she tucked the blanket in around me, but she didn’t leave. She pulled up a chair beside the bed and smiled.

“Did I tell you that when Alena was younger, she would often describe dreams she had? She loved telling stories, and to her, the dreams she had were often her best. Even Donald, as busy as he seemed, enjoyed having her go on and on. Only Kiera would complain that Alena didn’t leave much time to talk or hear about anything else. Did I tell you about all that?”

“No,” I said. What made her think she had told me? We didn’t speak that much about Alena.

“Anyway, to help her get to sleep the next night, I would sit here just as I am sitting now, and we would think of ways the dream story could continue or how it might lead to another dream. Sometimes Donald would stop in and participate. Who’d ever think that something so terrible would happen to such a lovely little girl?”

She continued after a little pause of sadness, “It seems I keep apologizing to you for what goes on here. It will get better. I promise.” She patted my hand and started to get up, but then stopped and looked at me. “You didn’t have any storylike dreams last night, did you?”

“No,” I said.

“Well, if you ever feel like talking about a dream you’ve had, don’t hesitate to tell me, okay? Good. Sweet dreams, then.” She leaned over to kiss me on the forehead. She put the chair back, smiled at me, and put out the lights on her way out, closing the door softly behind her. The house was quiet, but when I adjusted myself to get a little more comfortable, I heard the music start in Kiera’s room. It was so loud that I was sure Mr. and Mrs. March had to hear it, as well, but it continued.

She’s doing that deliberately, I thought. Why couldn’t she use earphones? Perhaps her friend Deidre was still there and in the room with her. Maybe she was showing off, showing her how she could annoy me. I imagined her bragging about how she would drive me out of there soon. Finally, the music was turned down or turned off, and the silence returned.

It was still difficult for me to fall asleep. I anticipated Kiera bursting in on me again to make more threats, but she didn’t. I also thought about what Mrs. March had said about Alena’s dreams. I wondered if her dreams would somehow become mine if I remained there. Maybe dreams lingered like cobwebs. They were floating about looking to settle in another young girl’s mind.

I half wished they would. My interest in knowing more about Alena seemed to grow stronger with every minute I was in the suite. Whether it was wishful thinking or not, I half expected that someday, she would reach out to me to tell me that she would help me.

“Don’t worry,” she would whisper, “I’m here.”

I so needed a friend.

Even one who had died.
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Unchained

Soon my days became more ordinary, or at least as ordinary as days living in such an enormous estate with servants could be. For the time being, Kiera seemed to lose interest in me and didn’t come bursting into my room again. Often, she wasn’t at dinner, and if she was, she acted as if I weren’t even there. Perhaps she was convinced that my being sent away was only a matter of time and didn’t require her interference or involvement. Mr. March was often gone on business or very involved in some project he was developing. I had seen little of him since our first dinner together. There was much to keep me busy, however.

Mrs. Kepler came to tutor me five days a week and always stayed the same amount of time. Dr. Milan came once more, and then I was taken to get the X-rays he wanted. He told Mrs. March and me that it was too soon to see if my right leg would continue to grow as normally as my left. I was instructed in how to use the crutch he promised, so the wheelchair was put away. The doctor wanted me to get more exercise and move about as much as possible, and I did feel myself getting stronger every day. As Mrs. Duval was fond of saying, there was light at the end of the tunnel.

Toward the end of the summer, Dr. Milan finally took off the cast, and I felt like a prisoner who had been unchained. But I was walking with a limp. The doctor said I would for a while, if not forever. Still, I was so happy not to have something attached to my body that I almost didn’t care. Suddenly, the world seemed bright again, and hope dared show its face on my horizon. How I wished Mama would have lived to see my recuperation.

On the way back from Dr. Milan’s office, I told Mrs. March that I had finally decided what to have written on my mother’s tombstone. From the way she reacted, I had the feeling she thought I had completely forgotten about it.

“Oh, you have? Why, that’s very nice, Sasha. What have you decided?”

“Under her name and the dates of her birth and death, I want to write ‘who showed her daughter a little bit of heaven.’”

I could see she didn’t fully understand. How could I want to write something like that after being on the streets for nearly a year before her death?

“I don’t know if it can be done,” I added, “but I’d like to see her calligraphy of the word heaven right under that.”

“Oh. Oh, yes,” she said, now realizing why I wanted that. “That work she has on that bar’s wall. How clever. Well, we’ll just find someone who can get it done for us. Do you think that calligraphy is still on the bar wall?”

“I don’t know. I saw it only once when she took me there to see it.”

“Of course. How stupid of me to ask. How would you know, after all? I’ll make some calls when we get home,” she said. “But right now, I thought I’d have Grover drive us to your new school so you can see it. It won’t be long before you’ll be attending. Mrs. Kepler says you’re ready for day one right now.”

I sat back, nervous and excited. I used to love school. Before Mama and I ended up on the streets, it was a wonderful escape from the dreariness of the life we were living. Even when my girlfriends stopped including me in things, I still enjoyed being in my classes. The girls I used to consider my closest friends had still talked to me. They just didn’t suggest anything that would bring us together after school, and then, when they learned that Mama and I had lost our apartment and were living in a hotel room, they had even stopped talking to me unless I spoke to them, and even then, they would answer quickly and look to get away. It was as if they thought what was happening to me and Mama was as infectious as some terrible disease. In the end, I almost didn’t mind not attending school.

When we made a turn and Mrs. March said, “Here we are,” I thought she was mistaken. All I saw were beautiful green lawns, trees, and bushes, but then the building just at the top of a small incline appeared. Right at the bottom was the sign, “Pacifica Junior-Senior High School.”

“Turn in, please, Grover,” she told him, and we started up the driveway. It wasn’t like any school building I had seen, and it looked very new. Everything around it sparkled. Our building at my old school had graffiti smeared on some of the walls, and almost as quickly as it was removed, it reappeared. The windows never looked as clear and as clean as the ones in this building. The frames here looked freshly painted.

The building had two floors, and as we drew closer, I realized it was in an L shape. Off to the right, I could see the ball fields. One had goals for field hockey or soccer, and the other was a baseball field. There was a parking lot on the left with only a half-dozen cars in it.

“The school has a very nice cafeteria and tables outside if you want to eat your lunch outdoors,” Mrs. March began. “At the rear to the left is the gymnasium, and right next to that is the theater.”

“Theater?”

“Well, it’s a really small theater, but it’s equipped with the most up-to-date sound system. I should tell you now that Donald’s … our company … built this school.”

“He builds schools, too?”

“Just this one,” she said, laughing. “It was almost done as a favor. A group of well-to-do people, including two state senators, decided to establish it about twelve years ago and practically begged Donald to take charge of construction. So, if you hear Kiera tell people that it’s her school, that’s what she means. Actually,” she added after a moment’s thought, “I think she believes it really is her school.”

“How many students go to it?”

“I think it’s just less than three hundred now. It’s only for grades seven to twelve. There’s a sort of sister elementary school that both Alena and Kiera attended. I’m sure you’ll love it here. The classes aren’t very big, so you’ll get lots of personal attention.”

Grover stopped, and I gazed out at it all.

“It looks better than any school I’ve ever seen,” I said.

“The principal is a very nice woman named Dr. Steiner. She has a doctorate in education and has been the principal since the school was established. You’re in Mr. Hoffman’s homeroom class, and he’s your math teacher, as well. I made sure you were in that homeroom. Your homeroom teacher is your personal adviser, too, and he’s one of the best teachers in the school. So you can see, I’m getting everything set up perfectly for you. Doesn’t it look wonderful?”

“Yes,” I said.

“I thought you’d be impressed. Grover, you can take us home now,” she said, and he started back down the driveway.

“Will Kiera go to school with me?” I asked.

“We’ll see. That’s something Donald has yet to decide. Seniors are permitted to drive to school. There’s a parking lot for them.” After a long moment, she added, “Her court hearing has yet to happen. Donald’s lawyer has successfully delayed it, which is a legal tactic, but as I tell him, you can postpone and postpone, but inevitably you have to face the music. But let’s not talk about any of that, Sasha. It only brings back terrible memories and pain for you.”

I sat back and was quiet. Her saying not to talk about it didn’t do any good. It was like unringing a bell. It couldn’t be done. I had been wondering for months what was going to happen to Kiera. How could what had happened be completely swept under the table? Were rich people that powerful?

Perhaps to cheer me up further, Mrs. March delivered on her promise to get me whatever I needed to do calligraphy. She even bought me a beautifully illustrated book about it, and I saw some of the words Mama had copied. I had told her exactly what I needed, and it was all set up in the sitting room. I began to work almost immediately. I wanted to do a copy of Mama’s “heaven.”

“Don’t make me sorry I got you all this,” Mrs. March told me two days after I began work. I had done little of anything else. “You can’t shut yourself away all day, you know.”

She was right, of course. Now that I was free of my cast and did not have to depend on a crutch, Dr. Milan wanted me to take daily exercise. Mrs. March had a physical therapist come to the house to work with me every other day. “We’ve got to get your muscles strong again so you won’t have any problem getting around in school,” she said. The therapist, Sheila Toby, was very impressed with the Marches’ indoor pool and, after some initial days of stretching exercises, decided we would do all of our work in the water.

One afternoon, Mr. March suddenly appeared to watch us. He was there for quite a while but said nothing. Later, when I was going up to my suite, he appeared in the hallway. I realized that this was the first time since I had come to his house that he and I were alone.

“You seem to be doing very well,” he began. “I’m sure you feel stronger every day.”

“Yes, I do.”

I waited, expecting him to say, Okay, since you’re better and stronger, you don’t have to live here anymore, and this idea of your going to Kiera’s school is not really a good one, but he didn’t say that.

“I happened to glance in at the calligraphy you’re doing,” he continued, walking along with me toward my suite. “It’s pretty impressive.”

“Thank you.”

“Tell me about it,” he said.

“What do you want to know?”

“I’m not that familiar with it. Jordan bought something once, as I said, but I must admit, I didn’t pay much attention to the explanation the salesman gave us at the gallery. I gather you told her exactly what you needed. What is needed?”

“I work with an ink brush, ink, a special type of paper, and an inkstone. Together, they are known as the Four Treasures of the Study.”

“Really?” He smiled. “Go on. Tell me more.”

We reached my doorway.

“The paper is weighed down with paperweights. Anything can be a paperweight, but my mother used to have wooden blocks that had pictorial designs on them, too. They had been her mother’s.”

“What happened to them?”

“I don’t know. One day, they were gone and she used rocks we found on the beach instead. I think she might have sold them.”

He nodded. “Go on in,” he told me, and then he followed me in and went to my desk. “So, what is this ink-stone?” he asked.

“You have to rub the ink stick on it with water to make the paint.”

“Your mother did all this while you were homeless?”

“Yes. For her, it was more like … more like …”

“Therapy, relaxation?”

“No, I think something religious,” I said, and his eyes widened and brightened.

“And for you?”

“The same,” I said.

He smiled. He picked up the brush and studied it a moment.

“It has to be held a special way,” I said.

“Show me.”

I did.

“See, it’s held vertically with the thumb and the middle finger. My mother told me you should be able to put an egg in your palm if you’re holding it correctly.”

He laughed and then tried it. I adjusted his fingers so that his ring finger and pinkie touched the bottom of the brush handle.

“This is hard,” he said. “Must take a lot of practice.”

“Yes. You start by practicing the Chinese character yong to master the eight basic strokes.”

“And what does yong mean?”

“Forever,” I said.

“Now, what does the one you’re working on represent?”

“It means mother,” I said.

“I know you must really miss her.”

“Yes.”

He nodded, keeping his eyes on my calligraphy. “Well,” he said, “your art teacher should be happily surprised once he learns what you can do. He’ll probably have you teach the class.”

“Oh, I couldn’t do that,” I said.

“Sure you could. Let me see this when it’s finished,” he told me, and started to turn to leave. He stopped, and I looked at the doorway.

Kiera was standing there. From the look on her face, I knew she must have been there for a while and heard what we had been saying.

“What’s up?” he asked her.

“Nothing,” she said sharply, and hurried away.

He hesitated, and then he walked out.

Not long before our accident, after Mama and I had spent most of our day on Venice Beach’s boardwalk selling her calligraphy and my lanyards, she had paused while we were getting our things together and just sat there staring at people.

“What’s wrong, Mama?” I had asked. “Are you feeling sick again?”

“No, no,” she had said. She’d smiled at me, and for a moment, I saw through her bloated face and tired eyes and saw the smile on her face years ago when she was beautiful and energetic. Nothing made me happier. I could go all the rest of the day without food and still feel content because I saw this smile.

“Then what, Mama?”

“I was just thinking how when they look at the calligraphy, they change.”

“Who changes?”

“The people, the ones who pass by. It isn’t until they’re looking at the calligraphy that they suddenly see us as people. They look at both of us then, Sasha. Did you notice that?”

Now that she had said it, I realized it was true, and I nodded.

“Why is that, Mama?”

“The calligraphy, like anything beautiful, reminds us all about what we share as people. That’s what your grandmother once told me,” she had said. “But it wasn’t until just now, today, that I realized what she meant.”

She had smiled again and then continued gathering her things.

I looked down at my unfinished work and nodded, thinking about Mr. March, his softer tone of voice, his curiosity, and his smile.

“Now I understand, too, Mama,” I whispered.

It was truly as if she had reached from beyond the grave to speak to me through my own calligraphy. It filled my heart with warmth and gave me the strength even to face the jealous face of Kiera March.

Someday, I thought—no, vowed—I wouldn’t hate her as much as I pitied her.

But I knew that the journey to that place would be a long one and over a road full of many traps and dangers. I just didn’t know how soon it would all really begin.
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Judgment

A few days later, I learned that despite how powerful and influential Mr. March was and despite how good his attorney was, they couldn’t put off Kiera’s court hearing again. With only a week left before school began, she would have to go to court. No one discussed it in front of me, but I overheard enough to know the details, and by now, I understood that both Mrs. Caro and Mrs. Duval knew everything. In fact, Mrs. Duval apologized to me one day when I was sitting out on the patio that faced the pool, reading. Without my asking, she brought me a glass of Mrs. Caro’s famous lemonade.

“Thank you very much, Mrs. Duval,” I said, surprised. I started to drink, expecting her to leave, but she stood there looking out at the cabana. I could tell that she wanted to say something, and I waited.

“When you were first brought here,” she began, “we all thought some organization had chosen you or singled you out for a special opportunity because of your accident and terrible loss and that Mrs. March had volunteered to take you in. She and Mr. March have done many wonderful charitable things. No one told us what or who caused the accident you and your mother suffered. We had some suspicions, but no one thought it was necessary for us to know the truth, so no one asked any questions.”

I didn’t say anything.

She shook her head. “If we had known the truth, we would have treated you better when you first arrived.”

“You treated me just fine, Mrs. Duval. Everyone has.”

“Not as fine as we would have if we had known how you lost your mother and who was responsible,” she declared, and left.

I appreciated what she had told me, but I was worried that it would now cause even more friction between Kiera and me, especially now that her court hearing was scheduled. I felt the way Mama had always felt when she told me she was waiting for the second shoe to drop.

“What does that mean?” I had asked her.

“It means that when the second shoe drops, the whole ceiling comes down on you,” she had told me. “The problem is, it doesn’t happen right away, so you’re always waiting for it, and that’s nerve-wracking. That’s the way my life has been with your miserable father. Every time the phone rings or someone comes to the door, I expect trouble.”

Maybe that was why she had hated answering the phone and always made me look out the window to see who it was when someone came to the door before she would open it. I wished I had someone to do all that for me now, run interference. I had no doubt that the second shoe was about to drop.

Two days later, the Marches went to court. I practically locked myself away in my suite, reading, working on calligraphy, and watching television. The minutes went by like hours and the hours like days. Finally, a little before six o’clock, I heard footsteps in the hallway. I heard Kiera’s door slam closed, and then I heard the recognizable click-clack of Mrs. March’s stiletto heels on the tile floor as she headed in my direction.

“Well, that’s over for now,” Mrs. March said as she entered. I shut off the television. She came all the way into the sitting room and stood there looking at me. “The judge put her on probation, but only if she goes to serious therapy. If she doesn’t go, she loses her driver’s license indefinitely, so you know she’ll go. What she’ll get out of it is anyone’s guess.

“I just don’t want to think about it anymore,” she continued. “Donald will handle the arrangements with the therapist. This is what we’ve come to in this country. A child will listen to a therapist but not her own parents. At least, that is what the judge believes. I can’t say he’s wrong.”

I could see that she was waiting for me to say something, but I didn’t know what I was supposed to say. Good? That’s all the punishment she gets? What?

“I’m telling you all this so she doesn’t tell you that the judge decided she was not at fault or something,” Mrs. March continued. “She will probably tell her friends that, the ones who know the truth, but you should know different. I don’t imagine any of this makes you feel any better, Sasha.”

I realized that she thought I wanted to see Kiera get a far more severe punishment. It certainly wouldn’t have bothered me if she had, but on the other hand, it wouldn’t have brought back my mother. At this point, I really didn’t care. I didn’t like her, and I didn’t expect that any therapist would, either. He or she would have to have a magic wand to turn Kiera into a different person, turn her into someone who wasn’t selfish and spoiled.

“Let’s just concentrate on happy new things, okay, Sasha?” Mrs. March said. She smiled, looked around the sitting room as if she was worried that something had been changed, and then left.

Kiera said nothing to me about the judge’s orders. In fact, she made more effort to avoid me, often finding excuses not to be at the table for dinner and then getting herself away from the house as much as possible so that we wouldn’t even cross each other’s path. I did learn that Mr. March had forbidden her to have any friends over to party. However, I wasn’t sure whether he did that as a punishment or out of concern for me. Ever since Kiera had given me her logic for defending herself, a logic that essentially blamed me and Mama for being there in the rain, I imagined that she used the same argument with her father and maybe even with the judge. At least I was sure the judge hadn’t accepted her excuse.

Perhaps Mr. March had ordered Kiera to avoid me so as to avoid any more conflict. After all, not only was I still there, but I had been enrolled in her school. She could no longer barge in to tell me her father was going to throw me out. I was sure that she was upset about that, as well as what happened the day after I completed my calligraphy of mother.

I brought it down to dinner the following evening, an evening when I was sure that Mr. March was going to be there. Kiera was there, too, this time. She looked as if she was going to burst out laughing when I arrived carrying the framed calligraphy, but Mr. March’s exclamation of “Wow!” stopped her dead in her tracks. He rose and came to me to take it and hold it up.

“Isn’t this something?” he asked Mrs. March.

She smiled. “Amazing.”

“You know,” he said, still holding my calligraphy and looking at it, “this gives me an idea for something. I’m doing this co-development deal with some South Koreans. We should do a logo in calligraphy.” He smiled at me. “Maybe we’ll hire you to do it, Sasha.”

I didn’t know what to say. He laughed and handed the calligraphy back to me.

“No,” I said, handing it back. “I brought this as a gift for you and Mrs. March.”

“Oh, how sweet,” Mrs. March said.

“It’ll look good in the entertainment center,” Mr. March said. “Thank you.”

He took it back with him to his seat and set it aside.

“How can you hang that up in the house? I don’t know what it’s even supposed to be,” Kiera said. “No one will.”

“We’ve got a number of works of art that few can figure out in this house that your mother bought,” Mr. March said, laughing. “But at least we do know what this means,” he said, lifting the calligraphy.

“What?” Kiera demanded.

“Sasha?” Mr. March said, looking at me.

“It means mother,” I said. “Love.”

Kiera looked as if she had swallowed an apple whole for a moment and then began to stab at her salad. I took my seat and, during most of our dinner, answered questions that Mr. and Mrs. March asked about calligraphy. It was actually the happiest and most pleasant dinner I had had at the March house. Afterward, Mr. March asked me to follow him to the entertainment center to help choose the wall space for my art. Kiera went directly up to her room.

The day before school was to begin was the last day that Sheila Toby, my physical therapist, came to the house. By now, I was doing twenty laps in the indoor pool. Toward the end of the session, Mrs. March came in to watch, and when I got out of the pool, she handed me my towel and said, “That was terrific, Sasha. I bet you can do ten laps in our outdoor Olympicsize pool now, just like Alena could do before she got sick.”

Before I could say anything, she turned to Sheila Toby to compliment her on the job she had done with me.

“It wasn’t hard working with a young girl who is so cooperative and determined,” Sheila said.

“Exactly. She starts the ninth grade tomorrow,” Mrs. March said. “Come, let me give you your check,” she told Sheila, and they left together.

I dried myself and dressed and then went outside to walk over to the lake. I was still limping, but I had no pain and did feel much stronger. I probably could swim those ten laps Mrs. March wanted me to swim one day, I thought, but I felt conflicted about it. Almost everything she had done for me and wished for me were things she had done and wished for Alena.

I imagined that was only normal for a mother who had lost her daughter and had someone else wearing her things and staying in her room. There was no way for her to look at me and not think of Alena, but that also told me that as long as I lived there, I wouldn’t be Sasha. I wouldn’t be my mother’s daughter. No matter what Mr. and Mrs. March did for me, I thought, the moment I could leave and be on my own, I would.

Did that make me ungrateful? Did it make me as self-centered as Kiera? Whenever I thought that, I had to remind myself of what my private nurse in the hospital, Jackie Knee, had told me. I could never be ungrateful, because they could never do enough for me.

I sat on the dock and dangled my feet over the water. The breeze drew ripples in the surface of the lake. I saw water bugs navigating through some floating leaves and blades of grass. The rowboats tied to the dock bobbed and swayed gently, and on the far end of the lake, those terns I had seen sailed what seemed to be inches above the water before lifting toward the tops of the trees.

Tomorrow, I would return to school. I’d be back in a classroom but sitting among boys and girls who came from wealthy families. When they looked at me, would they immediately see how poor and lost I had been, despite my living now in the March house? Not my tutor, my physical therapist, my clothes and shoes, my manicured fingernails and styled hair—none of it could disguise the pain of the past and the loss I had suffered. If anything, I’d be more of a curiosity than any other new student would be. How did this one get here? they would surely wonder. She doesn’t belong here. She belongs out there.

Despite what Mrs. Kepler said, would I look inadequate? Would my voice falter and crack when I was called upon to answer questions aloud? Would I do so badly on tests that I would quickly become the class dunce? And when they all talked about their possessions, their family travels, their rich parents, and brothers and sisters who might be in expensive colleges, fashions and styles, famous people they had met and seen, shows they had gone to and were going to go to, what would I do? What would I say?

My silence would reveal everything. No matter how well Mrs. March dressed me, despite my being brought to the school in a limousine every day and living in a bigger house than any of them, they would recoil and whisper, “She’s an imposter. She doesn’t belong here. She’s not really one of us.”

If I thought I had been lonely during my final days at my last school, what did I think I’d be at this one? Lonely would probably be a choice I would take rather than what I would find now. Wouldn’t it have been better, wiser, for Mrs. March to enroll me in an ordinary public school? The other students wouldn’t seem so superior. I’d be more comfortable. Why hadn’t she thought of that?

And then there was Kiera, waiting and watching, hoping for me to fail. If I did something wrong or did poorly in class, she would pounce on her mother. I could almost hear her claiming, “This is embarrassing, Mother. She’s dragging me down with her. You’re making us the laughingstock of the school. Put her in a public school, at least.”

I certainly wouldn’t argue about it. I half hoped that was exactly what would happen. Of course, I expected that when any of the other students went to Kiera to ask about me, she would tell them that I was her mother’s charity case, a girl from the streets, homeless, carrying some contagious disease. I could see her whispering in ears, especially the ears of the other girls in my class. She would sabotage me anyway. What chance did I have to succeed? Why even bother to try?
 
When I heard her say my name, I thought I was thinking about her so hard that I had imagined it, but she said it again, and I turned around to see her standing there. The sight of her startled me, and I got right to my feet.

“What do you want?” I asked her.

“What do I want? I want you to disappear,” she said, and then smirked. “But that’s not going to happen.”

“So? What do you want?”

“Chill out,” she said, and walked to the edge of the dock to look down at the rowboats. “I used to take my sister for rides,” she said. “Especially when she first got sick.”

Was she going to invite me to go for a ride? Maybe to drown me?

She turned to face me. “I’ve had two sessions with my therapist. Don’t try to look surprised. I know Mother has told you everything.”

“I’m not surprised that you’re seeing a therapist, but I am surprised that you’re telling me,” I said.

“It wasn’t my idea.”

“Whose idea was it?” I asked, expecting her to say it was her mother’s.

“My therapist’s.”

“The therapist’s? Why?”

“It’s part of my therapy, something I have to do.”

“What is?”

“Talking to you. Not to get you to forgive me or anything like that,” she added quickly.

“Why, then?”

“I told you. It’s part of my therapy. I don’t understand half of it myself, but if I don’t do it …” She took a breath. “If I don’t do it, he says the therapy won’t work. Whatever that means. It could mean I would have to return to court, and then who knows?”

“What do you want from me?”

“Nothing. Just … I’ll just talk to you,” she said. She turned to walk away, then stopped and turned back. “Not that many people know about us, about what happened. I mean, what really happened. Just a couple of my very close girlfriends know. I’d like to keep it that way.”

“What does that mean?”

“Don’t you understand anything? I mean, keep your mouth shut in school. Just don’t talk about it. No one has to know anything.”

“They’re going to want to know why I’m here, aren’t they? They’ll ask questions. They’ll see that I come from a different world.”

“They probably would. That’s why I told Mother how hard this was going to be for me and that I wasn’t going back to school unless she did something. Daddy agreed, and they made up a story about you.”

“What story?”

“You’re the daughter of one of my cousins who was killed in a car accident. My mother, who is a walking soap opera, wanted to take you in, and so you’re here. That way, no one will know you were homeless and sleeping in a carton.”

“Why didn’t your mother ever tell me this?”

“She waits until the last moment for anything. She’ll tell you about it tonight. We agree that it will make things easier for both of us.” She started to turn and stopped again. “But I’m not driving you to school, and don’t expect me to hang out with you there.”

“I don’t think there’s anything I expected less,” I said.

“Ha ha. Aren’t you hilarious,” she said, and walked off.

I smiled.

It was as if she had really been listening to my thoughts and had heard my fears.

Maybe I would do well at this school.

I sat on the dock again to watch the bugs and the birds and the ripples and the trees and all the clouds that floated softly across the blue sky like great white birds migrating to another horizon.

Just like me.
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Mr. March wasn’t at dinner. He had a dinner meeting in San Francisco. Kiera obviously had not told her mother that she had revealed the story the Marches had created about me. When we were all seated, Mrs. March told Mrs. Duval to wait in the kitchen. She said she would let her know when to begin serving our dinner. Then she folded her hands on the table, looked down at them, and began.

“Both Mr. March and I have decided that it would be easier for both of you, but especially for you, Sasha,” she said, raising her head to look at me, “if the other students in the school were not completely aware of your situation.”

I looked at Kiera. She smiled and looked down.

“Situation?”

“What I mean to say is that it would be easier for you to assimilate if they all just assumed that you were part of our family. Which is something I am hoping you will actually become someday soon,” she quickly added. “Anyway, for now, it would be better if you told your classmates that you were Kiera’s cousin on Donald’s side. That side is so mixed up no one would not believe it; not that many people know the details concerning his family.”

“Don’t forget the Chinese part, Mother,” Kiera said.

“Please, Kiera, don’t interrupt,” Mrs. March said sharply. She turned back to me. “The story Kiera is referring to is simple. One of Donald’s half brothers married a Chinese woman. You were born, and everything was fine until they were both killed in a car accident. That’s when you came to live with us. Now, tell me, where have you visited outside California?”

“Nowhere,” I said.

“Your story won’t pass gas, Mother,”

Kiera sang. “Kiera. You’re not helping.”

“All right, then,” Mrs. March said. “Where have you been in California?”

“My father once took us to Santa Barbara, but I barely remember it.”

“Wow, Santa Barbara,” Kiera said.

Mrs. March glared at her. “That’s fine. That’s perfect. You’ll just say that’s where you had lived. If anyone wants more detail, you just tell him or her that it’s too sad for you to talk about it. That should work.”

“But what about my teachers, the principal?” I asked. “Don’t they know the truth?”

“Dr. Steiner, the principal, knows, but no one else does or will. I can assure you of that.”

“Unless she tells them,” Kiera muttered, nodding at me.

“Why should she do that?” Mrs. March smiled at me.

“We just want you to succeed and be comfortable and happy at school, Sasha. Okay? you understand?”

“Yes,” I said, and then suddenly thought, I’m betraying Mama again, pretending she never existed. “But I don’t like lying,” I added.

“Oh, please. Give us a break,” Kiera said. “I can just imagine the things you told people when you were living on the street.”

“That was different.”

“Right. It’s always different when you do it,” she said. “I use the same excuse when I’m caught.”

“I don’t mean it to be an excuse. You just don’t understand,” I told her.

“That’s the first thing you’ve said that makes any sense,” she replied. “Who would understand?”

“Stop. Let’s not talk about this anymore,” Mrs. March said. “She understands, and that’s that.” She called for Mrs. Duval.

At first, I was happy when Kiera told me the idea about what other students and my teachers would be told about me, but now that I heard it from Mrs. March, I was more nervous about it. I was entering my new school life on a raft of lies. I’d have to be very careful about what I said to anyone about my past, where I had been, what I had been doing. One slip, and I would fall out of the raft and into the sea of turmoil that raged around someone like me.

Mrs. March was eager to change the subject. During the remainder of our dinner, she went on and on about how wonderful it was going to be for me at this new school.

“Are you getting her out of PE, Mother? I don’t expect she can play any sport with that limp.”

“She certainly can swim better than you can,” Mrs. March said. “She’ll do fine. Her teacher will be understanding.”

“Miz Raymond? The only thing she understands is a vibrator.”

“Kiera!” Mrs. March screamed.

“I don’t think she has innocent ears, Mother. Look where she’s been.”

“I don’t want that kind of talk at the dinner table. Your father is going to hear about this.” She glared at her again and then turned to me and smiled. “Did you learn how to play an instrument when you were at your old school, Sasha?”

“Yeah, she played the lanyards, remember?”

“Kiera.”

“No,” I said. “We didn’t have any instrumental music classes.”

“Well you will here. You’ll be in the senior high band. Alena played the clarinet.”

“You’re going to give her that, too?” Kiera asked.

“If she wants to play the clarinet, it would be foolish to let it just rot away, Kiera. No one stopped you from learning how to play an instrument.”

“Yeah, right, the school band. There’s nothing more appetizing than watching kids wipe their spit off mouthpieces.”

“Don’t listen to her. The band is highly regarded and goes on trips and is often asked to play at public events.”

“Whoop-ti-doo,” Kiera muttered. “You forgot to tell her she can wear the band uniform. There was nothing I hated more.”

“I know you’ll enjoy playing the clarinet, Sasha,” Mrs. March insisted. “It will be wonderful hearing that sound in this house again. And with your artistic talent, you might consider joining the theater group and working on sets, too.”

“She’d be better as an actress,” Kiera said.

“Is that how you got your training?” I asked her. She actually reddened, especially after Mrs. March laughed.

“Alena could give it back to you just like that, too,” Mrs. March told her.

Kiera pressed her lips together hard. Her face puffed up and looked as if it might explode. She pushed her plate away from her and stood up. “I have things to do,” she announced, and walked out.

“If your father was here, you’d remember to ask to be excused, Kiera,” Mrs. March shouted after her. Kiera did not respond. “He’ll hear about this, too,” she added. I heard Kiera pounding the steps on her way up the stairway.

Mrs. March shook her head, and we continued eating. It took her a while to calm down, and then she talked more about the school and how sad it was that Alena never got to graduate.

“When you arrive at the school tomorrow, go directly to the principal’s office,” she told me after we finished dinner. She walked with me to the stairway. “Grover will be waiting for you right outside after breakfast, and he’ll be at the school precisely at the end of the school day. I’ll be waiting to hear all about your day.”

I nodded and turned to go up the stairway, but she reached out to stop me.

“Don’t let Kiera’s silly remarks disturb you, and don’t be nervous, Sasha. You’re going to do fine.” She released my arm and smiled. “I always loved the first day of school. There’s such excitement, such expectation. Go to sleep early,” she added. “I’ll be there to make sure you get up early enough.” She looked up the stairway. “Half the year, I’m banging on Kiera’s door to get her up.”

I started up the stairway again.

“Oh,” she said. “I’ll have a wonderful surprise for you. I’ll have it with me in the morning.”

“What?”

“Well, it wouldn’t be a surprise if I told you, now, would it?” she said. She smiled and walked away.

What would it be? More clothes? Shoes? Jewelry? Gadgets? Or a special lunch on the beach to celebrate my finishing my first week at school? I never thought I’d see the day when I would be so disinterested in all of that. How different I was from Kiera. She never saw a day when she wasn’t interested in all of that.

Her door was closed as I passed her room, but she must have been listening for me, because the moment I entered mine, she was right behind me. I turned as she closed my door.

“What do you want?” I asked.

“Rules,” she said.

“Rules? what rules?”

“Rules for you regarding me,” she replied with her right hand on her hip. “I told you that Mother was going to tell you the way my parents were explaining you to everyone at the school, but that didn’t include my rules.”

I folded my arms and squinted at her. “I didn’t think you followed any rules,” I said and she laughed.

“You really are a scrappy street kid.”

“Stop saying that.”

“Okay, rule one. Never tell any of your little ninth-grade friends anything about me. I don’t mean just about the accident. I mean anything you see here or hear here, especially. I’m never to be a topic of discussion between you and the other infants.”

“That’s easy. You’re the most uninteresting person I’ve ever met. I won’t be talking about you. There’s nothing much to say.”

“Rule two,” she said, ignoring me. “Don’t dare come over to me in the cafeteria or if I’m outside eating to ask for anything. My friends already know what I think of my so-called cousin coming to live with us. As far as I’m concerned, you don’t exist. You’re not there.”

“That works for me,” I said.

“Rule three. Do not come home blabbing about anything you see me do, especially if I have someone in my car with me after school. My father has forbidden it for now, but he’ll change his mind about it soon.

“Rule four,” she added quickly, to prevent any comment I might have about that. “Don’t dare ever mention to anyone that I’m in therapy.”

“I imagine most people who know you probably expect that you are,” I said.

She glared at me and then smiled like someone who had just discovered a big secret. “How do we know how old you really are?”

“What?”

“Maybe you’re stunted or something, and you’re really seventeen or eighteen.”

“You mean because I seem to be as smart as you are? That’s easy. You’re not mentally seventeen.”

“Keep it up, but remember this. Don’t break any of my rules, or you’ll be sorrier than you are.”

She left, and I stood there for a few moments looking at the closed door. Alena couldn’t have been happy to have her as an older sister, I thought. I went into my sitting room to watch television and get my mind off Kiera and the next day. I did go to bed early, but I didn’t fall asleep for a long time. Would I be able to pull off the story Mr. and Mrs. March had created about me? That, plus wondering whether or not Mrs. Kepler was right about my readiness, was enough to keep me tossing and turning. Finally, I fell asleep, but I slept so deeply that if it weren’t for Mrs. March shaking me in the morning, I wouldn’t have gotten up in time. She looked more excited than I was.

“Although you’re much older than Alena was when she first went to school, I feel as if it’s the same sort of morning. She was such an independent little girl. She didn’t want me to come along. ‘I’ll be just fine, Mother,’ she told me. ‘It isn’t necessary for you to be there.’ Can you imagine a five-year-old saying that? she never knew, but I was there watching her from a little distance to be sure she was all right.

“Well, don’t worry,” she continued, bringing my uniform in from the closet. “I won’t be following you. I’m absolutely positive you’ll be fine. Come right down to breakfast as soon as you’re dressed. Now, I’ve got to see if Kiera is up. Just because her father has permitted her to drive, she’ll wait until the last minute for everything. I’ll be waiting for you in the breakfast dining area,” she said, and left.

I washed and dressed and fixed my hair quickly and then hurried down to breakfast.

“Was Kiera up?” I asked, taking my seat and seeing that she wasn’t there.

For a moment, I thought Mrs. March hadn’t heard me, she was that deep in thought. But she had.

“Surprise of surprises. She wasn’t only up and ready, but she was on her way out. Seems she and a few of her friends decided to have breakfast on the way to school.”

Mrs. Duval came in with orange juice, Mrs. Caro’s home-baked rolls, and a tray of jams.

“Mrs. Caro’s preparing your scrambled eggs just the way you like them,” she told me. I had mentioned once that I liked them with cheese, and she often made them for me that way. “Mrs. Caro says a good breakfast is the best way to start at a new school,” Mrs. Duval added.

“I agree. I’m sure Kiera and her friends won’t have half as good a breakfast as you will,” Mrs. March said.

I started to drink my juice. “Is Mr. March back?”

“No,” she said. “He had to stay over an extra day.”

I thought she was angry about it, but then she smiled. “That’s okay,” she said. “I’m busy today with charity committee meetings, a lunch at the golf club, and then some quick shopping at Saks in Beverly Hills before I rush home to hear about your first day. Here,” she said, reaching down to take something out of her purse. It was a cell phone. “This is yours. My number is right here already,” she explained, showing me. “You simply press one, and it calls me. So, if you need anything, don’t hesitate.”

“Thank you,” I said, taking it.

“That’s a very sophisticated cell phone. It takes pictures, but I’m sure you know all about those things.”

“No. We never had one,” I said, looking at it.

“Oh. Here’s the booklet for it,” she said, and gave it to me. “But for now, all you need to know is how to call me if you need me.”

“This is the surprise you promised?”

“No. That’s waiting in the limousine,” she said.

Now I was really curious.

Mrs. Duval brought in my scrambled eggs and stood back to watch me gobble them up. My nervousness made me hungry. Afterward, when I went out to get into the limousine, I saw that Mrs. Duval and Mrs. Caro had joined Mrs. March to watch me go. Grover opened the door for me, and I looked back at them.

“Good luck, dearie,” Mrs. Caro called.

“Yes, good luck,” Mrs. Duval said.

Mrs. March stood, smiling but looking like someone who was smiling through tears.

I got into the limousine. All alone in the big automobile, I felt even smaller and more helpless than ever. Grover got in, looked back at me, winked, and then drove us away.

Then I turned and saw the gift on the seat. Slowly, I unwrapped it.

Mrs. March had bought me a leather book bag, which she had filled with pens and pencils, pads, paper clips, almost anything any student would need. On the outside of the bag, embossed in gold, she had my name, but because of the fictional biography, it read “Sasha March.”

She had managed to justify changing my last name. Now I wondered if she would find a way to change my first name.
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No one seemed to pay any particular attention to me when I stepped out of the limousine, even with a uniformed driver holding my door. Perhaps to the students at that school, it was nothing out of the ordinary to see one of them dropped off in a limousine. From the looks on their faces as they hurried into the building, shouted to each other, embraced, shook hands, and even kissed, I could see that most of the students knew one another. Except for the ones coming into seventh grade from elementary school, I wondered how many new students like me there were.

Since they didn’t take much notice of my limousine, I wondered if they would take much notice of my limp. Even though it had been a while, I was still quite conscious of it. I walked as if the bottom of my right foot was stepping on hot coals.

When I entered, I saw the sign on the marble wall pointing to the principal’s office. Everything looked immaculate, from the polished tile floors to the gleaming windows and the glittering desktops I could see through open classroom doors. It wasn’t a very big school lobby, so the chatter reverberated all around me. A small blond boy, probably a seventh-grader, bumped into me and then turned to flash an excited smile, apologizing. Before I could respond, he was gone. I walked slowly to the principal’s office.

The front desk was already crowded with other students who had questions and problems and two young women, dressed almost as stylishly as Mrs. March, were answering questions and passing out papers. I stepped up behind the last student in line.

The lady on the right saw me and whispered something to the other woman. Then she went around to the counter gate and beckoned. I wasn’t sure she was beckoning to me, but she kept doing it until I pointed to myself and she nodded. All of the students waiting suddenly paused to look at me as I went up to the gate.

“You’re Sasha March, right?”

“Yes.” I imagined she had been told that I was someone with Asian features.

“I’m Mrs. Knox. Dr. Steiner wanted me to bring you to her as soon as you arrived. Come through,” she said, stepping back.

I followed her to the principal’s office door. She smiled at me and knocked.

“Yes,” we heard.

She opened it enough to peer in and told Dr. Steiner I was here.

“Send her right in, Louise,” I heard her say. Mrs. Knox stepped back and held the door open for me.

Dr. Steiner was a stout woman with a heavy bosom. She wore a dark brown skirt suit with a frilly-collared blouse. She had curly, gray-stained dark brown hair and looked about five foot two at the most. Except for lipstick, she wore no makeup, not even to cover what looked like tiny freckles or age spots on the crests of her cheeks. She was standing behind her desk when I entered and for a few moments simply stared at me the way someone would study a stranger to see if he or she was what was expected.

“Welcome to Pacifica High School, Sasha,” she said, and nodded at the chair in front of her desk. “I’m Dr. Steiner.”

I sat. I didn’t realize it, but I was clutching my new book bag against my stomach as if I was afraid someone would steal it. It reminded me of the way Mama had worn her purse in front to avoid it being stolen when she walked through the streets. Dr. Steiner looked at the way I was holding my book bag, smiled, and sat. I relaxed my grip.

“I imagine you’re a little frightened about entering a new school, but I want you to know you needn’t be. I have a wonderful, bright, and caring staff working here. You’ll discover we’re like one big family,” she said.

When she spoke, she sounded a little nasal, like someone with a bad cold. Her grayish blue eyes widened at the ends of her sentences. She had her left hand palm down on the desk, but she held her right hand up with her index finger out and pumped it up and down to emphasize what she was saying. When I didn’t say anything, she continued.

“I’ve spoken with your tutor, Mrs. Kepler, and she is confident that you are ready for the ninth-grade work ahead of you. I have a high regard for her opinion, so I’m sure she’s correct. This is your class schedule,” she said, lifting a card no bigger than a pack of cigarettes. “Your classes and your teachers’ names are on it. On the back is our motto.” She turned it over and read, “Pacifica High School, where everyone strives to be all he or she can be.”

She leaned forward.

“Despite your recent history, Sasha, there is no reason for you not to be all you can be. I want you to know that I personally will do all that I can to help you achieve that, and I feel confident that your teachers here will do so, as well. They’re a dedicated bunch.

“Now, then,” she continued, sitting back. “I promised Mrs. March that I would personally see if you had any problems and personally escort you to your homeroom. There is a very nice young lady classmate of yours, Lisa Dirk, who has volunteered to be your big sister for today. She has the same schedule you have and will show you around, okay?”

I could see that it was bothering her that I hadn’t spoken.

“Is there anything you’d like to ask me before we go to your homeroom and meet Mr. Hoffman?”

“No,” I said.

“No? Well, I’m sure there will be things as you get started, and if you can’t get the answers from your teachers or other students, you come knocking on my door, okay?”

I nodded.

“I have been told you are artistic. I know that Mr. Longo, our art teacher for the senior high, will be excited about that.”

“I don’t know if I’m artistic.”

“Sasha,” she said, leaning toward me and smiling, revealing tiny teeth. “You will quickly discover that at this school, modesty is a disadvantage. Take pride in what you can do. Of course,” she added, “many of our students take pride even though they can’t do. I don’t know all that much about you, of course, but I’m willing to bet that self-confidence doesn’t come easy to you right now. I hope that will change.” Her eyes narrowed. She sounded and looked as if it had better change. “Okay, then, come along,” she said, rising. “Let’s get you started on a wonderful school year. I’ll take you right to your locker first and give you the combination.”

She reached out for me as she came around her desk and surprised me by putting her arm around my shoulders. When she opened the door, I saw that the students who had been in the outer office were gone. Mrs. Knox and her associate both turned and looked at us with a surprised smile. Dr. Steiner still had her arm around me.

“Mrs. Knox. Mrs. Frazer, this is Sasha March, our newest student. Please make her feel at home. We’re going to her locker and then to Mr. Hoffman’s homeroom,” she told them. “Man the fort.”

They both nodded and looked at me as if I, not Kiera March, were the rich man’s daughter. Was Dr. Steiner giving me this special treatment because of Mrs. March or because of what Mrs. March had told her about me? Whichever reason it was, I didn’t feel good about it. I hoped this would be the first and last time I’d be singled out for any privileged treatment. It wasn’t that long ago since I was last in school, and I remembered all too well how students would resent others whom their teachers favored.

When we stepped into the lobby, it was empty and very quiet. So was the hallway we entered. Where had everyone gone so quickly? Dr. Steiner saw the confused look on my face.

“The bell for beginning of homeroom has rung, but the bells don’t ring in my office,” she said. “I have enough outside noise as it is. Loitering in the hallways after the bell rings will get you into detention as quickly as anything else.”

I couldn’t help but wonder if Kiera had made it to school on time. After Dr. Steiner showed me my locker and gave me the combination, we continued down the long corridor. We walked to the last room on that wing of the building. When we entered, the dozen or so students all turned to look. Mr. Hoffman, a man Mama would have called as slim as a butter knife, stopped what he was reading and looked at us.

“Mr. Hoffman, here is your new student, Sasha March. Miss Dirk is to be her big sister today.”

A chubby, dark-haired, light-skinned African American girl stood. She looked to Mr. Hoffman, who nodded, and then she came around the end of her row to us. She wasn’t much taller than I was, and if it were not for her full, round, bloated face, she could be very pretty, I thought. She had unique-colored eyes that were like a very dark blue. Every-one else continued to watch us as if we were about to begin some traditional ritual of greeting.

“Hi. I’m Lisa,” she said, extending her hand. I took it and nodded. “You’re sitting right behind me,” she added loudly, and the boy who was sitting there stood up and moved to the back of the row.

Dr. Steiner watched it all unfold and smiled with satisfaction.

“You’re in good hands now, Sasha. Everyone be sure to make Sasha feel at home,” she said, her voice, though still with that nasal quality, sounding very authoritative. She nodded again at Mr. Hoffman, handed me my class-schedule card, and left.

I followed Lisa to my seat.

“Welcome, Sasha. I was just explaining that this home-room period will be extended so we can go through some of the rule changes at the school,” Mr. Hoffman told me, and then said, “Number three.”

The only rule change that made the students around me groan was the prohibition against cell phones being on during classes. Texting during class would result in suspension.

The redheaded boy across from me leaned over to whisper. “That’s because Jean Trombly was caught cheating. Someone was texting her the answers on the test.”

I just widened my eyes. And then I realized that the phone Mrs. March had give me was on. I quickly dug into my book bag, took it out, and shut it off. The phone made a musical sound as it went off, and everyone looked at me, most smiling and laughing. Mr. Hoffman didn’t crack a smile. I shoved the phone back into my book bag quickly.

“Number four,” he said sharply, and they all turned back to look at him. He went through five more rule changes before finishing.

When the bell to end homeroom finally rang, Lisa spun around quickly.

“Let me see your class schedule,” she said. I handed it to her. “Oh, good, you’re in instrumental music next. I was afraid you weren’t.”

“Instrumental music?” I hadn’t looked at the card. She handed it back to show me.

“Room fourteen,” she said. “It’s a bit of a walk. What instrument do you play?”

“I don’t,” I said.

She tilted her head and pressed her lips deeper into their corners. “Weren’t you playing an instrument in the school you attended before you came here?”

“No. We didn’t have a school band.”

“We have an orchestra. Not a band,” she corrected, and I followed her out. “We have three full minutes between classes, so being late is considered serious. Two times late for classes will result in one day’s detention. And you don’t want to be in detention here. Mr. McWaine runs it, and he doesn’t let students do anything for the whole hour. No reading, no homework, nothing but sitting up straight with your hands clasped. Not that I’ve ever been in detention,” she added. “Have you?”

“No.”

“You might get away with it because of your limp.”

“I don’t want to get away with anything because of my limp,” I said sharply, but she didn’t notice my annoyance, or if she did, she ignored it.

“That’s the way to the cafeteria,” she said, nodding to our left. “On Tuesdays and Wednesdays, they have pizza. It’s thick and full of cheese, and you can ask for pepperoni to be put on it if you like. I love pepperoni. The juniors and seniors have their classes mostly down on this end,” she continued. Then she leaned in to say, “Everyone’s going to be asking me all sorts of questions about you. For starters, who was Chinese, your father or your mother?”

“My mother.”

“Did you eat with chopsticks? I hate it. It takes too long to eat. My fingers are too fat and clumsy, anyway.”

“We didn’t eat with chopsticks at home,” I said. “But always in an Asian restaurant. You shouldn’t eat fast, anyway. It’s not good for you.”

“Oh, are you one of those health nuts?”

“No,” I said. “I’m just nuts.”

She looked at me and laughed. “You lived in Santa Barbara?”

I nodded.

“I’ve been there, of course. It’s very nice. Do you miss it?”

“I miss a lot,” I said sharply. I did, of course, only it had mostly to do with Mama.

She saw the tears in my eyes. “Oh, let’s hurry. We’ve only got another thirty seconds.” she began to walk faster. Keeping up with her made me limp more dramatically, and for some reason, I felt pain in my hip.

Just before we turned into the music room, she paused and said, “The music teacher’s name is Denacio. Everyone loves him, but they still call him Mussolini. You know who that was?”

“Yes.”

“Then you know not to fool around in here,” she said, and we entered.

Nothing could have made me more curious. Why was I assigned to instrumental music? Didn’t I have a choice?

Room fourteen was a bigger classroom, but the class was half the size of my homeroom. Mr. Denacio was tall and lean, with coal-black hair and a coal-black thick mustache. He had piercing ebony eyes as well. He had his jacket off and the sleeves of his white shirt rolled up to his elbows.

“Let’s not waste time,” he said when the bell rang. “I want to see how many of you really practiced over the summer, and don’t think any of you can fool me about that.”

The students around me went to their instruments. I stood there, feeling foolish.

“Okay,” he said, nodding at me. “Sasha March?”

“Yes.”

“I’m Mr. Denacio. I understand you’re here to learn how to play the clarinet.”

I stared dumbly. Before I could say anything, he reached back and picked up an instrument case.

“It’s a pretty good piece,” he said. “Just take your seat over there.” He nodded at an empty desk on my right. “I’ll get to you in a little while.”

“I never played the clarinet,” I said.

“No kidding. That’s why you’re here to learn, Miss March. Look around you. None of these geniuses knew anything much about the instruments they play now when they began here. This is why we call it an educational institution.”

No one laughed, but everyone smiled. He handed me the instrument case, and I went over to my desk. Lisa was at the rear of the classroom, taking out a flute. I opened the case and saw the inscription on the inside cover.

Alena March.

Under that was her address, and at the very bottom was a tiny goldplated plaque that read, We love you. Dad and Mom.

I closed the case. Why hadn’t Mrs. March told me she already had this for me? I had never said I wanted to play the clarinet. Would it be ungrateful of me to refuse?

I watched Mr. Denacio test every student. He complimented only two and told the others they had to make up for ignoring their instruments. Everyone was given something to do, and then he turned to me.

“Now, then,” he began, “it just so happens I can use another clarinet in the senior orchestra. Hey, stop looking so worried. You’re making me nervous.” He finally smiled.

“I’m not nervous. I’m just surprised,” I said.

“Surprised? Why?”

“I didn’t know this was here waiting for me.”

“Oh. Your aunt brought it in last week. She didn’t tell you?”

I shook my head

“Well, I guess it is a surprise, then, but a nice surprise, right?”

I looked at the case and shrugged.

“Enthusiastic, I see. Okay, you’re what I call a challenge, and why shouldn’t I have one the first day of school? Why should anything come easier to me?”

He opened the case and began to show me how to put the clarinet together, set up the reed, and hold the mouthpiece correctly. He told me to hold it between my teeth, pretend to say “doo,” and blow.

“That’s it,” he said. “Blowing long tones will get your abdominal muscles used to the pressure.”

I did it again and again, and he smiled.

“That’s a pretty good sound. Something tells me I have my new clarinet player,” he said. He said it as if he had been waiting for me for a long time.

It gave me chills, because sometimes that was just the way Mrs. March made me feel.

I looked back at Lisa, who lowered her flute and smiled. Maybe it was my imagination, but it looked as if everyone was looking at me and smiling.

It was as if everyone from Dr. Steiner down had been waiting for me, as if they had all known that what would happen some rainy night on the Santa Monica highway would deliver me to this very place.
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You were a big hit with Mr. Denacio,” Lisa said after the bell rang. I put the clarinet in the locker assigned to me. She put away her flute, and we were on our way to English class. “I could tell, because he always looks annoyed when he gets a student to start from scratch. He’d like everyone who enters his class to be concert-ready.

“So tell me the truth,” she said almost in a whisper. “You really did play the clarinet at your previous school, right?”

“No. I didn’t.”

“Then why was an instrument left here for you?”

“It was meant to be a surprise.”

She nodded as if she understood why I wasn’t telling the truth. “Everybody tells little white lies here,” she said.

“I don’t.”

She smiled coyly again and continued walking silently. I had little opportunity to speak with any of my other classmates until our lunch break. All the time I was with her in my classes and on the way to them, I could see that Lisa was using me to make herself look more important. When we entered the cafeteria, that was even clearer. Students who were eager to learn more about me looked up from their tables in expectation. She took her time deciding where and with whom we should sit and finally decided on a table with three other girls.

We set our books down first, and Lisa introduced me to Charlotte Harris, Jessica Taylor, and Sydney Woods. Charlotte and Jessica had light brown hair cut and styled almost identically. Sydney had auburn hair brushed shoulder-length. I didn’t think any of them was particularly pretty, but after Lisa introduced them all to me and me to them, they acted and spoke as if they all had won teenage beauty contests.

Lisa began by telling them as much about me as she knew. I was a little more nervous, because all of them had been to Santa Barbara frequently, and I thought they would be asking me detailed questions about stores and places to go. I waited to hear what they liked about it and quickly agreed.

“Isn’t there a place you liked more?” Sydney Woods asked me.

I pretended to think about it and then shook my head. “We didn’t go out to eat that much, and my father hated the beach.”

That was certainly true about Daddy, I thought. Mama practically had to drag him the few times he did come along, and all he did was complain about hot sand or the water being too cold.

“So, how did you get that limp? Born with it?” Jessica Taylor asked me.

“No, car accident,” I said quickly.

While I was eating, I saw Lisa lean over to whisper in her ear. How long was it going to take for everyone in the school to hear the story the Marches had created for me?

“My parents know your aunt and uncle,” Charlotte Harris said. “They say they are one of the richest families in Southern California. Is that true?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t know the other rich families.”

Everyone laughed, and when they saw that I didn’t mean it to be funny, they looked at each other and laughed harder. Later, that was the information that flew around the school: “Sasha doesn’t know the other rich families.”

I told myself I didn’t care, but who doesn’t want to make new friends? Before the day ended, I saw Sydney Woods talking to some of the girls in PE and obviously imitating my limp as she recited my now-famous line: “I don’t know the other rich families.”

New girls are a threat, I thought—not that I saw myself as prettier or smarter or even simply nicer than the girls in my class. For a while, at least, I was a bit of a mystery to them and the boys. It was practically impossible for me to enter any room or even walk down the hallway to class without being watched and studied. I was even more self-conscious of my limping, and by the time the bell rang to indicate that the last class was over, I felt like a clam that had crawled completely into its shell.

Apparently, Lisa had decided that she would be better off not clinging so closely to me after that day.

“I guess you can get around yourself now, huh?” she asked as we headed toward the parking lot.

I had books in my new book bag and carried my clarinet in my other hand. Mr. Denacio had given me instructions on what to do. He said I had to practice every night for an hour at least and added that he would know if I hadn’t.

“Yes, thank you for helping me today,” I told Lisa.
 
She flashed a smile and then hurried to catch up with the other girls. They all laughed as they exited the school. Before I got to the door, Dr. Steiner called to me from the doorway of the principal’s office.

“I hear you had a good first day,” she said.

I thought, Yes, I wasn’t stoned to death. I simply looked at her.

“That’s what your teachers have been telling me. I didn’t speak to Mr. Cohen yet, your history teacher, since you just finished the class, but all of the others think you’ll do just fine, and Mr. Denacio is quite impressed. Did you enjoy the day? Was Lisa a good big sister?”

I tried to sound enthusiastic, but I could almost see her brain clicking.

“It’s not easy for anyone to start somewhere new,” she said, lowering her voice a bit, “but it has to be especially difficult for you, Sasha. I understand, and I’m confident you’ll blend in well here. Concentrate on the schoolwork. Everything else will come in due time.”

I thanked her and walked out. A few of the girls in my class had been watching us through the door. They rushed to catch up with Lisa and the others. Everyone turned to look my way. Did they think I had complained about them? They weren’t laughing. They looked like a coven of witches mumbling curses in my direction. I watched them continue to their cars. Mothers waited in most of the cars, but I saw a few fathers. Grover stood by the limousine waiting for me, so I hurried toward him.

Before I reached him, Kiera caught up with me. Her girlfriend Deidre was with her, as well as one of the boys I had seen at the pool. Kiera deliberately bumped into me, and I turned.

“Oh, sorry, coz,” she said. “So how did your day go? Feel like a little fool yet?” She walked off laughing. The boy smiled but turned to see my reaction. I lowered my head and continued to the limousine. Suddenly, it had become my cocoon, and I couldn’t wait to be shut away inside.

Mrs. March was waiting for me when we drove up. She came toward us so fast that for a moment, I thought she was going to be the one to open my door and not Grover.

“I couldn’t wait to hear how it went,” she said when I got out. “I spoke with Dr. Steiner. I was so happy with the good reports about you. Did you like the school, your teachers? Isn’t it wonderful?”

“Yes,” I said. Anything else might have caused an earthquake. “But you didn’t tell me you had brought this clarinet for me.”

“Oh. Didn’t I mention that? I thought I had. Apparently, Mr. Denacio thinks you could be a natural. I’m so happy for you. I bet you can’t wait to go up to start your homework. Alena was like that. Kiera couldn’t stand it. No matter what Kiera did or said, she couldn’t get Alena to put off her work. She was such a responsible little girl, as I’m sure you are.”

For a moment, I wanted to do something that would change her mind about me, even though she was right. I did want to get right to my homework. I was so happy to have it. After all, it had been a year since I had been asked to do anything for school.

“Did you make any nice friends?” she asked as we entered the house.

“Not yet,” I said.

“Oh, I’m sure you will. Mr. March will be calling soon. He was anxious to hear about you, too.”

“Was he?”

“Why, of course, Sasha. That school was his precious other child. He takes personal interest in it.”

“Oh,” I said. I thought he wasn’t so interested in me, per se. He wanted to be sure the school lived up to its reputation for excellence. Mrs. March didn’t realize the difference, I thought, and I went up to my room, where I did go right at my assignments.

I was so involved in it all that I didn’t realize how much time passed. Mrs. March came in to tell me that we would be having dinner soon, but that wasn’t the main reason she had come.

“Did you see Kiera at all today?” she asked.

“Yes, at the end of the day.”

“Thank goodness for that,” she muttered. “I was afraid she had cut school the first day. Last year, she and some friends did that, as if it were some sort of great accomplishment. Her father was furious.”

Not furious enough to take away her driving privileges, I thought.

“Do you have any idea where she might have gone after school? Did she say anything to you? She doesn’t answer her cell phone.”

I shook my head.

She looked concerned but then shook it off to smile at me. “Well, let’s concentrate on you for now. Come down to dinner in ten minutes, and tell me all about your homework. We’re not holding up dinner for Kiera,” she said, and left.

When I went down, Kiera was still not home, and Mr. March wasn’t there, either. It was once again just Mrs. March and me. She asked more questions about school and my teachers, but before I could really answer, she would go on again about Alena and her first days. I thought she was babbling to keep from showing how nervous she was about Kiera still not being home. Finally, just before we were going to have dessert, we heard her come in. Instantly, Mrs. March rose, intending to greet her before she went upstairs, but Kiera surprised her by coming quickly to the dining room.

“Sorry I’m late!” she cried.

“Where have you been? Why didn’t you answer your cell phone?” Mrs. March demanded.

“I didn’t see you had called until I was on my way home and thought you’d be at dinner, Mother. I was being considerate. See? When I am considerate, you complain.”

For a moment, she threw Mrs. March off, but then Mrs. March got right back on track. “Where have you been? Why didn’t you come right home after school? Both your father and I told you to do so. You didn’t take anyone in your car, did you?”

“Oh, no, and that was such an inconvenience. I had to go with Clarissa in her car so no one would ask me why I couldn’t take anyone.”

“To where?” Mrs. March practically screamed.

“To Paula Dungan’s house. I told you we had all decided to form a homework club.”

“What?” Mrs. March looked at me to see if I knew. I said nothing, and she turned back to Kiera. “You never told me such a thing. A homework club?”

“We’re seniors, and this is a very important first half of the year, Mother. Most of us will be sending out college applications soon.”

For another long moment, Mrs. March just stared at Kiera.

“I’m hungry,” Kiera said, and she went to the kitchen doorway to tell Mrs. Duval she was ready to eat. Then she went to her seat and poured herself some water. Mrs. March had still not returned to the table. She stared at her. “What?” Kiera asked.

“You never told me about a homework club.”

“I did so. I told you that it was going to be difficult for me, because I have to go to that stupid therapy every Tuesday and Thursday after school. If I don’t do well this first half, it’s because of that.”

Mrs. March returned to the table silently.

Kiera smiled at me. “I bet you haven’t even started your homework,” she said.

“I’m almost done,” I told her.

“She went right to it after school, just like Alena,” Mrs. March said, quickly coming to my defense.

Kiera shrugged. “They probably made it easier for her.”

“Of course not,” Mrs. March said.

Kiera shrugged again. “The kids will be coming here every other Wednesday until I get out of this therapy junk. Then I can have them here two or three days a week.” she turned back to me. “I heard you made quite an impression on some of the girls in your class.”

“Oh?” Mrs. March said.

“Yes,” Kiera said. “She’s got them all limping.”

She laughed at her own joke just as Mrs. Duval brought in her dinner. Mrs. March sat back, looking as if all of the air had gone out of her lungs. I began to eat my dessert. Kiera was an expert when it came to throwing her mother off, I thought. First, she frustrated her with her responses, and then she went on to talk about things that she knew would interest her mother: what the other girls were wearing, what she had learned about where their parents went for the summer, and who had bought what for their homes.

I began to feel invisible again and asked to be excused.

“I want to finish my homework and practice the clarinet fundamentals,” I said. They were like magic words for Mrs. March. I, too, knew how to manipulate her when I wanted to do that, but it didn’t make me feel any better to compare myself with Kiera. She looked at me with a mixture of anger and awe. She realized then that I was more than a street girl. I could play on her field. I was a much faster learner than she had expected, and for the first time, I thought she might be afraid of me. I could almost hear her concerns.

For the first time in a long time, since Alena’s death, actually, there was real competition in the house for her parents’ attention. Soon it might be for their love, as well, and that was more than she could stand.

Maybe, Mama, I thought, this is how we get our revenge, our justice.

Why else would I be there?
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Because I really believed I had seen those things in Kiera’s face that night, I began to settle more comfortably into school, as well as into the mansion. I made some acquaintances in my classes, but no one struck me as a possible best girlfriend. Maybe it was because of my limp. Maybe it was because of my looks. Or maybe it was because of the rumors that circulated about me, rumors Kiera probably had planted. Whatever the cause, I felt a gap between me and the other girls, a gap that seemed to be widening and not narrowing with every passing day.

As the first weeks and then months went by, I heard of parties some girls in my classes had, but no one ever invited me to any. I knew there were girls who got together on the weekends and went to movies or to hang out in malls, where they could flirt with boys, but no one had asked me to join them. Sometimes I felt that girls were friendly to me just in the hope that I would invite them to the March house. When they talked about it and I said nothing, they usually drifted away.

Mrs. March continually asked me about my days at school and how I was getting along with the other girls. I tried to sound as upbeat as I could, and she accepted it, either because she believed it or because she wanted to believe it. Reports about my initial work began to flow back to her and Mr. March. When he was home for dinner, he would compliment me about it, and Kiera would either sulk or try to ignore it. What really got to her, I thought, was how quickly I was picking up the skills to play the clarinet. Mr. March was even more impressed than Mrs. March and came to my suite a few times to listen to me practicing.

Kiera tried her best to make my accomplishments sound insignificant, especially after I played my first piece of music just before dinner one night in the living room. She didn’t want to listen, but both Mr. and Mrs. March insisted. I tried not to look her way, because her sour expression was enough to make Mr. Denacio himself fumble the notes.

“I can’t believe how quickly she learned how to read music,” Mr. March said when I finished.

“Maybe she already knew,” Kiera suggested. “From her old school.”

“We had no orchestra, no band,” I said. “The school had major cutbacks in financing, and art and music were dropped.”

“We know that to be true,” Mr. March said.

“Well, her mother might have taught her stuff,” Kiera insisted.

“I don’t think so,” Mrs. March said, her eyes fixed on me with such adoration I had to blush. “She had other things on her agenda.” She turned to Kiera. “Like survival.”

Frustrated, Kiera went into retreat. She didn’t say anything more about me or my past. When our first report cards came out and I had all A’s, she was practically a candidate for a straitjacket. She had nothing higher than a C and had two C-minuses. Mr. March looked disappointed, but it was Mrs. March who went after her at dinner that night.

“You told me you and your friends formed this homework club for after-school sessions because the first half of your senior year was so important, didn’t you?”

“These teachers hate me,” Kiera moaned. “They resent us because we’re so rich.”

Her father looked up. “Why, did someone say something to you that would indicate that?”

“They don’t come right out and say it, Daddy. They’re too smart for that, but I can see it in their faces.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Mrs. March said. “Every girl and boy in that school comes from a wealthy family. How else could they attend with the tuition being as high as it is? No one would single you out for that, Kiera. It’s a pathetic excuse for your failure to care about your work.”

“Your mother’s right, Kiera,” her father said. “If a girl like Sasha can do so well, considering her background, you can, too. I want to see more of an effort from you.”

Her face deflated. Her eyes filled with tears. She looked at me and bit down on her upper lip. “It’s the therapy!” she cried. “It’s driving me nuts. I can’t think.”

“You could go to prison if you don’t follow through on that,” her mother said.

Kiera looked to her father, but he didn’t disagree.

“Well, you’ll just have to put up with me until I’m finished with it, then,” she said in the exact manner and tone of a spoiled girl. She went back to her pouting and pecked at her food.

I didn’t gloat, but inside I felt good about myself for the first time in a long time. It inspired me to work even harder. I was beginning to enjoy the clarinet, as well, and some nights I practiced for close to two hours. I overheard Kiera complain to her father about the noise, but he told her just to put on her earphones like she did most of the time. That brought a smile to my lips.

Kiera wasn’t yet at the point where she would talk to me during the school day, but I did often notice her watching me when I was with other students in the cafeteria. A few times, I ate outside with some of my classmates, and I thought she was going to come over to say something, but she didn’t. I thought she was looking at me differently, too. I didn’t see the disdain or disrespect as much. It was more as if she was curious about me, which only made me feel even better about myself.

Usually, if she did say anything to me after school, it was sarcastic or biting, but one day, she followed me out and said, “You’re hanging around with nerds and losers. If you stop, the other girls might invite you to something.” She didn’t wait for me to reply. She kept walking to catch up with her friends.

Did I hear right? I wondered. From her tone, it sounded as if she was trying to give me good advice, looking out for my interests. What was she up to now? Had Mr. and Mrs. March come down on her for not being friendlier to me? Had she been promised something if she was? I couldn’t imagine ever trusting her or believing her, and yet there was a part of me that wanted to do just that.

All I should want to do is hate her, I thought. It was easier to hate her when she was so aggressive and arrogant and mean. I hated her for being rich and pretty and popular with her friends, too. However, somehow, no matter how I tried to fight it back, I was beginning to pity her. In her mind, she was losing her father and had already lost her mother. Maybe she was becoming more of an orphan like me.

With all that I was being given materially as well as emotionally now, it was sometimes hard to remember that I was an orphan. One afternoon, whether she had intended it or not, Mrs. March reminded me. As usual, Grover was there to take me home at the end of the school day, but when he opened the rear door for me, I saw Mrs. March sitting there smiling. I was so surprised that I didn’t move.

“Get in, silly,” she said.

I did, and Grover closed the door. Mrs. March had said nothing the night before or at breakfast to indicate that she would be with Grover. I first thought she was on her way back to the mansion and had timed it so she could detour with the limousine to the school, but that wasn’t it.

“I’m taking you to see something,” she said.

“Where?”

“You’ll see very soon. How was your day?”

I showed her a math test I had taken. I had gotten a ninety-eight, and I had an A on my english essay. She looked at it all and widened her smile.

“Mr. March has gotten to where he’s actually bragging about you. I heard him talking to Mrs. Duval yesterday. We’re all very proud of your accomplishments in so short a time, Sasha.”

“Thank you.”

I saw that we were not going in the direction of the mansion.

“Where are we going?” I asked again.

“To see a promise fulfilled,” she replied. “Is it true that you might actually be in the spring concert this year?”

“Mr. Denacio mentioned it, but he didn’t say for sure,” I replied.

She nodded but looked as if she knew something more. “It would be something for a first-year instrumental student to be included in the school’s senior orchestra. I knew the clarinet would come naturally to you.”

I had to admit that I didn’t think I would enjoy playing it as much as I had.

“You deserve your moments of happiness,” she told me. “That’s what today is about.”

She sat back, and we drove on. Soon it became obvious to me where we were heading, and the realization made me tremble in a way I hadn’t for some time. Minutes later, we turned into the cemetery and drove as far as we could before Mrs. March and I had to get out and walk the rest of the way to Mama’s grave. As we drew closer, I realized why she had brought me.

There on the tombstone was the inscription I had wanted. Under Mama’s name and dates, it read, “who showed her daughter a little bit of heaven.” And beneath that was the calligraphy for heaven. It looked just like Mama’s work hanging in the Gravediggers.

Mrs. March stood back and smiled as I stepped up to the stone and touched the engraved words. The engraving certainly made the tombstone special, but as I stood looking at it, I simply couldn’t imagine Mama lying below, shut up in the dark, cool earth. Most of the years we had been together, she had felt trapped, trapped by Daddy’s betrayals and failure to provide for us as well as he should have, trapped after he had deserted us, and then trapped by our terrible fate. She had certainly trapped herself with her drinking, and now death had trapped her. How could I free her?

“Is it like you wanted it?” Mrs. March asked. Without turning, I nodded. “I’ll wait for you in the car, Sasha,” she said, and walked away.

I felt my legs weaken and sat on Mama’s grave with my forehead just touching the cool headstone.

“Don’t worry, Mama,” I whispered. “I haven’t forgotten you. I’ll never forget you, no matter how much they give me or do for me, no matter where I go and what I become. You will always be with me.”

I thought I was going to sit there and cry, but I didn’t. Instead, I tightened up inside with a resolve that made me feel stronger, harder. I took some deep breaths, and then I kissed the tombstone, rose, and started back to the car.

When I got in, Mrs. March said, “I was hoping this would please you and not make you sad, Sasha.”

“Yes, I’m pleased. Thank you, Mrs. March.”

She stared at me a moment, looking a bit hurt. What did she expect me to call her, “Mother”?

“Let’s go home, Grover,” she said, and we drove out of the cemetery.

Neither of us spoke for quite a while. I stared out my window. Just before we were home, she told me that for the first time since I had arrived, she had to go away that coming weekend with Mr. March.

“It’s a traditional thing we do this time every year. We meet some of Donald’s old friends in San Francisco and go to Carmel. I’ll leave very specific instructions with Mrs. Duval, who is quite capable of looking after things, and after you, while I’m gone, and I’ll call often.”

“I’ll be okay,” I said.

“Of course you will. Why shouldn’t you?”

I thought she might add that Alena had always been okay while she was gone, but she said nothing more. The night before they left, both Mr. and Mrs. March warned Kiera not to take advantage of their absence. Even Mr. March sounded firm and threatening. Kiera kept her head down and didn’t come back with any smart remarks. The last few days, she had come home right after school and shut herself in her room, and when she returned from her therapy sessions, she not only shut herself in her room but also refused to come down to dinner.

At first, I thought all of this was her way of playing her parents again. She was hoping to punish them for forcing her to fulfill her obligations to the court and continue the therapy she hated, but she said nothing about it to them when she was at dinner. To my surprise, in fact, she showed them her math and science tests, on which she had received high-B grades.

Mr. March looked very pleased. “This is very good, Kiera,” he said. He turned to Mrs. March. “Some people just take a little longer to wake up to what’s important.”

“Yes,” she said, but she didn’t look as convinced about any change as he did. “Do keep it up, Kiera.”

Because of some change in her schedule, Kiera had a therapy session on the Friday the Marches left for their extended weekend holiday. As usual lately, when Kiera returned, she went directly into her room and asked that her dinner be brought up. I ate alone. Both Mrs. Duval and Mrs. Caro kept appearing to talk and keep me company. They both seemed nervous for me.

“Don’t worry,” I told them. “I’ve eaten alone many times.”

“I’m sure you have, dearie,” Mrs. Caro said. She sighed deeply and returned to the kitchen.

Afterward, I watched some television and then practiced some music Mr. Denacio had given me. By nine-thirty, I was feeling tired enough to go to sleep and prepared for bed. After I put out the lights and slipped under my blanket, I listened to what I thought of as the grand house’s sad silence, but suddenly I heard a different sound. I listened harder and then rose and pressed my ear to the wall between Kiera’s suite and mine. I was sure of it now. She was crying. It wasn’t someone on television. It was Kiera.

Full of curiosity, I put on my robe and stepped into the hallway and up to her door. I stood there for a moment, listening. Again and again, I heard the distinct sound of her sobbing. It was a sound that every part of me should enjoy, I thought, but I didn’t feel the satisfaction I would have expected or hoped to feel. I even tried to ignore her sobbing and turn to go back to my suite, but it was as if my feet were glued to the floor. I had no idea what I expected, but I knocked softly. Her sobbing continued, so I knocked a bit harder, and then it stopped.

“Who is it?” I heard her ask.

“Sasha,” I said, anticipating some nasty remark to send me back to my own suite. Instead, she opened the door.

She was in her nightgown. Her hair looked as if she had been standing in an open convertible going seventy miles an hour. She wiped tears away from her cheeks and turned to go back to her bed, surprising me again by leaving her door open. I stepped in and closed it behind me.

“Why are you crying?” I asked. She lay on her back, staring up at the ceiling.

“It’s the therapy,” she replied.

“Oh,” I said, waiting for her to complain, but she surprised me again.

“It’s been giving me nightmares.”

“Nightmares?”

I stepped closer to her bed. I saw that she had taken off her clothing quickly, tossing it every which way, a blouse on the floor, her skirt on a chair, socks and shoes at another place on the floor, her panties beside them. In fact, the room looked as if someone had entered it in a rage and attacked it. Books and magazines were on the floor by a table, and items on her vanity table were turned over, uncovered, and scattered.

“What sort of nightmares?” I asked.

Still looking up, she spoke like someone in a trance. “Nightmares about that night. I can’t get your mother’s face out of my mind. I told my therapist, and he said that was good.”

She finally looked at me.

“Can you imagine that? He said it was good, good that I see her almost every night now, good that I dream about that night. I don’t sleep. I feel like I’m coming apart inside, and he nods and says, ‘You’re making progress, Kiera. That’s good.’

“Every time I go to see him now, I begin to shake. He has this calm, soft voice, but it doesn’t make it any less painful. And it makes it painful to look at you,” she added in a louder, strained voice, her lips trembling. She turned away to illustrate her point.

I certainly didn’t want to feel sorry for her, but I couldn’t get myself to say anything nasty, either. I was waiting, probably hoping for her to do or say something that would drown any sympathy I could possibly have for her, but she sobbed and then wiped her eyes and sat up.

“What I hate about him, my therapist, is how low he makes me feel without saying anything. It’s like he’s become a mirror.”

“Mirror?”

“Yes, a mirror in which I see myself differently. I see what I’ve become to the people I love, how much I’ve hurt my parents.”

She took a deep breath and looked at me silently for a long moment.

“I hated you the first day my mother brought you here. I wanted to hate you forever, but my therapist pointed out that I was doing that to make myself feel better. If I could hate you, I could live with what I did much more easily, but hate doesn’t ease the pain or stop the nightmares, and you’ve been … been far nicer to me than I would have ever been to you if the situation was reversed. In fact, I’ve tried hard to get you to hate me even more.”

“That’s true,” I said. She wiped away some more tears and smiled.

“When my mother put you in Alena’s room and gave you Alena’s things, I really hated you, but you’ve never taken advantage of it. I complained. Oh, I complained to both my mother and my father, but I saw it only brought more pain to them, so I stopped complaining. When I did that and when I talked about you with my therapist, I realized I was trying to hate you for being so much like Alena.”

“Why would you hate me for that? Didn’t you like your sister?”

“Of course I liked her. I loved her.” She looked away and then turned back. “I wanted to be more like her, wanted to have my parents believe that and see that, but I couldn’t, and then you came, and you could. My therapist made me realize all this.”

“I’m not trying to be like anyone,” I said.

“You don’t have to try. You just are.” She sighed, lifting and dropping her shoulders. “My mother doesn’t know how close Alena and I really were. There were many, many nights when I went to her when she was sad and when she came to me. I hated that she got so sick. I hated everyone who was healthy. I even hated my parents for not giving her healthy genes, and I especially hated the world and God. Yes, I wasn’t there as I should have been when she was dying. I couldn’t face it. I wasn’t strong enough.

“Maybe you can’t believe this, but I was looking forward to being her older sister, to guiding her through the dangerous channels we all pass through as girls. I wanted to be there for her when she had her first boyfriend. I hated being left an only child. I hate it now. Everything I’ve done to displease my parents was done in anger.

“So,” she concluded, “I have the nightmares.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. I really did feel sorry for her now. “But what can I do?”

“You can help me,” she said quickly.

“Me? How could I help you?”

“You’re just about Alena’s age, what she would have been now. Maybe you’ll let me be your older sister.”

“Sister?”

“I’m not saying I won’t still suffer. I can’t ignore what I’ve done. Your limping about is clearly in my face every day, no matter what I do to forget, but as my therapist says, maybe it’s better to confront what I’ve done and not try to ignore it.”

“I’m not sure I know what to do,” I said.

“You don’t do anything, silly. I do it all. You’re being kept like a prisoner here, and it’s all my fault. You should enjoy being a teenager, too. I’ll take you to places, to the malls, movies, parties.”

“Parties?”

“I want all my friends to know you are part of my family now. I’ll admit I have a selfish motive. I want to stop feeling terrible and having these nightmares, and I want people who think I’m so terrible to see me as a better person. If you’re with me, they will. Well?” she asked when I said nothing.

Maybe I was very much like Alena. Maybe I was incapable of hate and being mean, and maybe my being with Kiera would change her. I tried to think of it as a selfish thing, too. I would enjoy living there more if we weren’t at each other’s throats.

“It’s all right with me,” I said.

She smiled and reached out for my hands. “Let’s make a pact, then,” she said. “Let’s swear that we’ll try to be like sisters.”

“Okay,” I said.

She squeezed my hands gently, and then she let them go and fell back to her pillow. “Do me a favor,” she said.

“What?”

“Just return to your room and play the clarinet for a while. Will you?”

“Play my clarinet?”

“Yes.”

“Okay.”

“Thank you. It will put me to sleep, a good sleep,” she said, and closed her eyes.

I stared at her a moment, and then I left, feeling as though I was the one who might begin to have nightmares.
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New Friends

Oddly, that night, I thought I played the clarinet better than I ever had. It was as if Alena possessed me for a while and had me do it well enough to help her older sister get through her own darkness. Afterward, I went to sleep feeling contented, too. I felt safer knowing that Kiera needed me.

For the first time, she was up before me in the morning. She knocked on my door, which was already different behavior for her. Usually, she would just burst in as if I didn’t have any right to privacy, especially in her dead sister’s suite. I thought it was Mrs. Duval and that I had overslept and was missing breakfast, but I saw it was early.

“Yes?”

Kiera peeked in first. “Hi,” she said, and entered. She was already dressed in a pink and blue tennis outfit and wore a blue wristband. I had never seen her look as fresh and as buoyant this early. She practically bounced over to my bed.

“Get up, get up!” she cried. “We’re having an early, simple breakfast, and then I’m going to teach you the fundamentals of tennis so that eventually we can play doubles. I’ve had all sorts of professional lessons, as you can imagine, so I’m qualified to give instruction. I’m not terrific, but I’m pretty good, better than most of the girls in my circle of friends, for sure. And it won’t take you long to be as good as, if not better than, them, too.”

“I’ve never played tennis.”

“That’s the point, silly. That’s why I want you up and out there with me this morning.” She smiled coyly. “I have a few friends coming over to play later, swim, and have lunch. I got my parents’ permission,” she added quickly.

“Really?” I said, feeling a little excitement but not rushing to get up.

“I know what’s troubling you. Stop worrying about your limping. You get around pretty quickly when you want to, and you’ll see that in doubles, you don’t have to move that fast, anyway.”

“But I can’t expect to be too good at it, good enough to play with you and your friends.”

“So? None of us is going to be in any tournaments. It’s just for fun. Stop arguing. If you’re going to call yourself a March, you have to live up to the March reputation for self-confidence, if not downright arrogance. My father happens to be an excellent tennis player. My mother, however, is a professional sideliner.”

“Sideliner? What’s that?”

“Someone who sits on the sidelines, silly,” she said. “She worries about breaking a fingernail even more than I do.”

I couldn’t help but laugh with her, even though it felt wrong to make fun of Mrs. March. Kiera was so lighthearted and happy, I didn’t want to ruin her mood. I had gone to sleep wondering if everything she had said and claimed she wanted was just words that would drift away with all of the broken promises I had heard in my life, but this morning, that didn’t seem to be happening.

I started to rise, and she went to the closet.

“Alena had a very cute tennis outfit that should fit you,” she said, and began to look for it. While she did, I went to the bathroom and prepared to get dressed. She was waiting with the outfit when I came out, and she stood there watching me try it on.

“You have a pretty good figure for your age,” she said. “With the right clothes and makeup, no one would say you were only fourteen. I didn’t have boobs and a rear end like that until I was sixteen.”

Her comments brought unexpected heat to my face. I caught my image in the closet wall mirror and saw that my cheeks were crimson. It wasn’t that I never thought of myself as becoming a woman. I used to worry about it when Mama and I were living in the streets, in fact, because I had not gotten my first period. I expected that our poor diet would have an impact on my development, perhaps stunting me. When my first period came, I was excited and told Mama. She had looked at me and started to cry.

“I can’t be happy for you,” she had said. “Not now.”

But I wanted to be happy for myself. I’ll be all right after all, I thought. Mama had once had a beautiful figure, and when I looked at myself from time to time, I dared to think I might get to look just like her, like she was before this had all happened to us.

Kiera laughed at the way I blushed. “You’re embarrassed, aren’t you?”

“No,” I said, but not very convincingly. “Don’t you ever think of yourself as being sexy?”

“Not really.”

“I bet you never really had a boyfriend, did you?”

“Not the way you mean,” I admitted.

She sat on my bed and looked at me. “The way I mean? What other way is there?” She smiled. “One of the first things I wondered about you was what happened to you living on the street. I mean, what happened to you sexually.”

“Nothing,” I said quickly. “My mother and I were rarely, if ever, separated, day or night.”

She shrugged. “It wouldn’t have been so terrible if you had some experiences, but on the street, you could pick up some diseases, I’m sure.”

“I was only thirteen when we went on the street.”

“I lost my virginity at fourteen,” she replied casually, and then leaped to her feet. “We’ll talk about all this later. Let’s get to breakfast. There’s a lot to do before they get here.”

I followed her down to breakfast. Everyone was surprised to see Kiera up so early, but it was the look on Mrs. Duval’s face that nearly made me laugh. Not only was it because both Kiera and I were wearing tennis outfits, but also because there was a new tone of excitement and friendliness between us. Mrs. Duval’s eyebrows rose, and she hurried back to the kitchen to say something to Mrs. Caro, who found little ways to observe us at breakfast, too.

Afterward, Kiera took me out to the tennis court, and with more patience and expertise than I ever imagined she would have, she began to teach me the fundamentals. We were out there for nearly two hours before we took a break to have something cold to drink. I didn’t know if she was deliberately hitting the ball softly back to me the whole time or if that was as good as she was, but even with my limp, I found I could do decently for someone playing for the first time. She continually complimented me.

“I knew you could do this,” she said. “In fact, you’re doing a lot better than I did when I picked up a racket. My father was so frustrated, I thought he would give up on me. I guess he did. He hired professionals.”

We sat at the pool cabana and sipped Mrs. Caro’s famous homemade lemonade. Despite how well we were doing together, I remained on the lookout for some sign, some remark, something that would reveal that Kiera was just being nice to me to please her parents. Nothing like that occurred. In fact, she seemed even more interested in our being closer, and she was more willing to be honest with me than she had been the night before.

“I watched you all during these first months at school,” she confessed. “I saw how badly your classmates were treating you, especially those snobby girls. In the beginning, as you know, I was hoping that would make you so unhappy that you’d want to leave no matter what my mother promised you.” She laughed. “I was always complaining about you to my friends.”

“How much did you tell them about me?”

“Not much. Only one of my friends knows the truth about what happened, and that’s Deidre, who was in the car. The rest of my friends couldn’t understand my attitude toward you. How could I hate my cousin so much? What was the big deal about her living in my house? A dozen more cousins could move in, and no one would notice in my house, they would say. I couldn’t explain anything to them, so I didn’t try. They’re my friends, but they think I’m a bitch anyway. Half of them, if not all of them, are as well. You’ve heard of a coven of witches? Well, my girlfriends and I are a coven of bitches.”

She laughed. Her being unconcerned about what other people, especially adults, thought of her intrigued me. Did she have that self-confidence only because her father was so rich? Not constantly worrying about the impression you were making or if people were looking at you with pity and disgust was very attractive to someone like me. No matter how Mama and I looked as if we were indifferent when we were on the streets, I know I was never anything but ashamed.

“What are you going to tell your friends about me and you now?”

“Simple. I had a change of heart. They know I’m capable of that always, and besides, I don’t have to explain myself to them. They’re lucky I let them be my friends.”

She smiled and leaned toward me. “I can see that shocks you. You’ve got to develop an attitude, Sasha, especially with those snobs in your class. Tell yourself you’re better than they are and you will be,” she declared. She sat back. I supposed she thought she was acting like a big sister now, giving me worldly advice.

“Which of your friends are coming over?”

“Deidre, who you know was in the car with me that night, is coming over today. So is Margot. I’m the closest with Deidre. Her father’s a business attorney and does lots of business with my father, so she and her family were always trusted. Margot is my next-best girlfriend, but I don’t confide in her as much. And of course, none of the boys knows anything, so don’t worry. Boyd Lewis and Ricky Burns are coming with Deidre and Margot. You’ve seen them here before,” she said, and added, “completely.”

She laughed, and I knew she was referring to their swimming nude.

“Is one of them your boyfriend?”

“Boyfriend? Not the way you’re asking. We don’t think of ourselves as with one or the other. In fact, last year, we all went to the prom as a group.”

“You don’t like one more than the others?”

“I like playing the field and so do they. Forget that Romeo and Juliet stuff, Sasha. It’s only in the movies, and it gets boring. There’s nothing as dull to me as going steady. Don’t you know what we all are? We’re friends with benefits. Ever hear of that?”

I shook my head, and she laughed.

“Friends with benefits have sex but don’t have romantic relationships.” Before I could ask anything else, she leaped to her feet and cried, “Here they come!”

A black Mercedes convertible with its top down was rushing up the drive. We could hear the girls screaming and laughing as the tires squealed.

“Boyd is such an idiot,” Kiera said, but she said it as if being an idiot was great. She shouted and waved, and they got out and started in our direction. They were all carrying small bags and tennis rackets. The girls were in tennis outfits as cute as Kiera’s, and the boys, whom I recognized as the taller two of the three who had been there that afternoon, were in short white shorts, tank tops, and white caps. Despite what I thought would happen and even what she seemed to have anticipated, none of them appeared surprised to see me there.

“Everybody knows Sasha, right?” Kiera said.

“Right. Hi, Sasha,” Boyd said. He was as blond as a blond could be, I thought. He wore his hair long, but it was neatly styled. Like most of the boys in the school, he had a light tan, but even his tan couldn’t hide the freckles that randomly ran over his forehead and down his temples.

“She’s a tennis player?” Ricky asked. He had dark brown hair and soft brown eyes. A little taller with wider shoulders than Boyd, Ricky looked more athletic, and I thought he was better-looking.

“What makes you think you are?” Boyd asked him before Kiera could respond. The girls laughed.

I had met Deidre before at the house when she had come to watch a movie with Kiera, and I had seen Margot with Kiera often at school. She was much shorter and over-weight. From the way I saw her following Kiera around, she looked content to be in her shadow.

“Sasha is just learning,” Kiera said. “Don’t make a big thing of it,” she added in a threatening tone.

“Who here isn’t just learning?” Margot quipped. She smiled at the boys. “About everything.” They all laughed, and she looked quickly to Kiera to be sure she had said something Kiera would appreciate.

“Whoever sits out takes Sasha on the other court and practices with her. Make sure she has the right form,” Kiera said.

“She looks like her form’s all right to me,” Boyd said.

“Will you shut up and just do what I say? Didn’t I tell you he was an idiot?” Kiera asked me as we headed for the tennis court. Everyone laughed. “Before we’re finished, you can come in for me and get some experience.”

“I can’t be any good yet.”

“Breaking news,” Ricky said, turning back to me as we walked. “None of these girls is.”

That started a playful argument and some challenges. Deidre was the one who sat out the first set, so she and I went to the second court. Before we did anything, she paused, looked at the others, and then leaned toward me.

“Hey,” she said. She had her hair cut short, in almost a pageboy style.

I hadn’t noticed it before, but she had a dimple in her left cheek that flashed in and out when she spoke and smiled. “You’re doing a very nice thing for Kiera. I think it’s really big of you.”

I had forgotten for the moment that she was the one who knew everything. From the way she spoke, I assumed that Kiera had told her about her therapy, too, and even what she would ask of me. I didn’t know what to say, so I just nodded.

“Let’s hit a few balls easy,” she said. “Kiera showed you how to hold the racket and swing so you don’t develop tennis elbow?”

“Yes.”

“That’s the most important thing. I’ll keep an eye on it for you.”

She went to the other side, and we began. Just like Kiera, she hit the ball softly right to me, which made me look better than I was, I’m sure. Before she changed with Margot, she showed me how to hit backhand and practiced it with me. Margot was just as considerate and nice. I couldn’t help wondering if they were really this way or if they were afraid of Kiera, who kept an eye on us even while she played.

As she had promised, Kiera asked me to step in for her. “Just for a few minutes,” she told me.

I was reluctant, but both of the boys insisted, too, and when I did take Kiera’s place, I didn’t do so badly. At least, that was what they all told me.

The whole time, I felt strange about how I was reacting to being with Kiera and her friends. I would never say I wasn’t having a good time—a very good time, in fact—but the more fun it seemed, the more guilty I felt. They all continued to be very nice to me, and once, when Boyd made a slightly sarcastic remark about my being inoculated to live in the same house as Kiera lived in, she pounced on him so hard he seemed to wither under her words. I felt sorry for him and told him it was all right. I knew he was just joking.

Afterward, our lunch was brought out for us just as it had been when I saw them at the pool that first day. Rosie brought a tray of hamburgers, salads, and chips. I waited to see if one of the boys or even one of the girls would pour some whiskey into our drinks, but this time no one did. We sat at the tables, and I listened to them gossip about other kids in their classes. Even though I had nothing to say, I felt that they were including me. Every once in a while, one of them would ask if I knew this one or that one. Of course, I knew no one. Margot’s comment each time was, “You’re lucky. Isn’t she, Kiera?”

“We’re all lucky,” Kiera said, and gave me a look to indicate that we shared some deep secret. I saw that Margot was actually jealous.

Afterward, we all did go swimming. Kiera, Margot, Deidre, and I went into the house so Kiera and I could get our suits. The boys changed in the cabana. I was nervous about it, of course, expecting a replay of what I had witnessed before, but everyone seemed different, a lot more restrained. I couldn’t help but wonder if it was only for my sake. The boys fooled around, teased, and splashed, but no one did any nude swimming and when the music came on, they danced and invited me to join them. I refused, but Boyd insisted, and then he and Ricky pulled me onto the dance floor, and both danced with me, one turning me toward him after the other had danced with me a few minutes. I was very self-conscious about my movements, but no one seemed to notice or care. I couldn’t even recall when I had danced last, but I was sure it had been in our apartment, when Mama and I had still been living in an apartment.

Later, when we were all pretty much exhausted, we sprawled on chaise longues and sipped lemonade. The afternoon sun was falling below a row of trees to the west, and the cool air was refreshing. I had to admit to myself that I hadn’t felt this content since I had arrived there. Everyone was so quiet that I thought they had fallen asleep.

Then Boyd spoke up. “Hey, what are our plans for tonight? I think we should go to this new, fabulous pizza joint on Venice Beach that Julian was talking about yesterday,” he added before anyone could reply. “Afterward, we could do the boardwalk and gape at the freaks. What do you say?”

Kiera turned to me sharply. “I’m not in the mood for Venice Beach,” she said, still looking at me. “Let’s do West-wood.”

“Boring,” Boyd sang.

“We’ll buy you a yo-yo,” Kiera said, and the girls laughed. “Besides, I thought we all wanted to see the new Belly Boys movie.”

“You’ll see that?” Boyd asked, excited.

“What do you say, Sasha?” she asked me. “Want to see the Belly Boys movie?”

“I don’t know anything about it,” I said.

“Perfect reason to go,” Kiera said. “We’ll meet you guys at the Big Burger. I want some shoestring french fries.”

She rose, which the others took as the signal that the day at the March mansion had ended. Ricky screamed that he didn’t want to leave. Boyd pulled him to his feet, and then everyone walked together to the front of the mansion, where Boyd had parked. Before they got into Boyd’s car, they all kissed Kiera, and then, to my surprise, they kissed me, too. We watched them drive off.

“I have completely crazy friends,” Kiera said. “But I wouldn’t have it any other way. What do you think?”

I nodded. Who was I to challenge her, anyway? I could barely remember the names of any classmates I had once considered friends. As Mama might have said, beggars can’t be choosers.

And I was still feeling like a beggar.

I had no way of knowing, but it wouldn’t be long before that feeling would change.
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Night Out

Mrs. Duval looked nervous about my spending the day with Kiera. When Kiera told her we were going out for dinner and a movie, she wanted to know if Mrs. March was aware of it.

“I spoke to her this afternoon, and she didn’t say anything about your taking Sasha anywhere,” Mrs. Duval said.

Kiera groaned. “I’ll call my mother and have her speak to you again, Mrs. Duval. Chill out.”

To my surprise, Mrs. March did not call Mrs. Duval after Kiera spoke to her. She called me. “What’s Kiera up to, Sasha?” she asked as soon as I went to the phone.

How could I even begin to explain what had occurred? I certainly felt funny doing it over the telephone in a quick conversation. Instead, I simply told her what we had been doing. “Kiera offered to show me how to play tennis, and then we had lunch by the pool with some of her friends and went swimming. Now everyone is going to dinner and a movie. Should I say no?”

She was quiet so long that I thought she might have lost the call on her cell phone. “What brought on this sudden generosity on her part?” she finally asked, but it sounded more like she was asking herself a question aloud.

“Her therapy,” I said, looking for a shortcut.

“Is that what she said?”

“Yes.”

I heard Mr. March in the background asking questions. She must have put her hand over her phone, because it all sounded muffled.

“All right, but I want you to be very careful, Sasha. I wish I was there to decide about all this, but I can’t be.”

“I’ll be all right, Mrs. March,” I said.

“Yes, you will, or someone is going to hear about it,” she said. “I’ll call you first thing in the morning.”

Not long after I hung up, Kiera came to my suite. She had clothes in her arms. “My mother hasn’t bought you anything worth wearing,” she began, “and Alena’s things are okay for just getting around, but there’s nothing for going out. You’ll look great in this. I’ve outgrown them but hardly wore them.”

She held up the skirt, which didn’t look as if it would cover much. Before I could say anything, she pretended she was running a fashion show.

“I have one of our newest creations, Madam. This is a red and black buffalo plaid miniskirt with what they call flirty inverted pleats and a black scalloped lace hem.”

She put it up against me.

“You must surely agree, Madam, that this will be perfect for you with this black top,” she said. “Please, try it on, or our designer, Monsieur Daddier, will have a stroke and a half.” She snapped her fingers and called for champagne.

I laughed at her antics.

“That’s not too much of an exaggeration. I’ve been to these fancy-schmancy boutiques and fashion shows with my mother. It’s enough to make you puke. Go on, try it all on already.”

I did. The skirt was the shortest I had ever worn, and the top was so tight it felt like another layer of skin.

“Beautiful. Only you can’t wear a bra with that. It looks stupid. It’s no big deal anymore, Sasha,” she added when I showed surprise. “Don’t worry about your nipples. I’ll show you a little trick, no shows,” she said. She stepped back and looked at me hard for a moment. “You know, I think I remember Mother buying Alena some boots that would go with this. Let me look.”

She went into the closet and was out so quickly that I suspected she had known exactly where they were. They were a pair of high black boots with black fur at the top.

“Try them on. You look like the same shoe size.”

I had secretly tried on some of Alena’s shoes, and they had fit, so I knew these probably would. After I put the boots on, Kiera smiled.

“Wow, you’re really hot. I might get jealous,” she said.

Of me? How could someone who looked like her ever be jealous of me? I looked at myself in the full-length mirror. The girl who looked back at me looked so different that, for a moment, I imagined I was looking through a window at someone else and not at a mirror. Did I dare wear this?

“Now that I see you, I’ve got to rethink what I’m wearing,” Kiera said. “C’mon.”

I followed her to her suite. This was the first time I had seen her walk-in closet. It was a little bigger than Alena’s, and despite the way Mrs. March had been buying Alena clothes, Kiera’s looked fuller. It didn’t look as well organized, but Kiera seemed to know exactly where what she wanted was located. She told me to sit on the chair at her vanity table while she tried on one outfit after another—skirts, tight jeans, and dresses. She asked my opinion about each outfit, but they all looked great to me.

Finally, she decided on a pair of designer jeans with sequins up the sides and across the waist. She matched it with a blouse that wasn’t as tight as mine but left a naked midriff. Then she went to her jewelry and found a pair of earrings for me, as well as a gold necklace. After I had everything on, she looked at me and shook her head.

“Makeup,” she declared, and sat me down at her vanity table. I had never used lip gloss or mascara or eye shadow. As she applied it, she told me why I needed it. She used some blush and then decided we couldn’t go out without my having my nails polished.

“We don’t have time to do a real manicure, but let’s get some color on those fingers,” she said. “Didn’t you ever do any of this?”

“Once my mother did my nails, but she didn’t like me wearing lipstick yet. She didn’t wear much makeup herself. She had such a beautiful complexion. Once,” I added.

She nodded and averted her eyes. “I never really got the chance to do much of this with Alena,” she said, as if she had to match my loss with her own. Then she smiled. “But now I have you.”

She did my nails. She said she would have liked to do more with me but declared that we had to get moving. We hurried out. I couldn’t help feeling very excited, but when we reached the bottom of the stairway, Mrs. Duval was there and nearly dropped her jaw to the floor at the sight of me.

“Mrs. March said you have to be back by eleven,” she told Kiera, her eyes still fixed on me.

“That’s very unlikely,” Kiera said. “I won’t drive fast, and the movie doesn’t end until ten forty-five. It will be closer to midnight.”

“I’m just telling you what your mother told me.”

“Well, I’ll explain it to her when she returns,” Kiera said. She didn’t sound condescending or nasty. She made it seem like nothing anyone should have the slightest concern about.

Mrs. Duval turned to me. “You be careful, Sasha,” she said.

“She’s with me, Mrs. Duval.”

“That’s why I said it,” Mrs. Duval replied, and walked away.

“That woman has come to hate me,” Kiera said. “She can’t wait for me to go off to college or something. She used to love me.” She sounded as if it saddened her, but then she smiled and added, “Oh, well, you can’t get everyone to love you, can you? Let’s go.”

When I got into Kiera’s car, the excitement of wearing those clothes, changing my image with the makeup, and going to socialize with older kids took a backseat to my realization that I was in the automobile that had struck Mama and me. A feeling of dark dread washed over me. It was truly as though I were committing a sin. I was surprised that Kiera hadn’t thought of what this meant. Maybe she had but was just better at burying it. She seemed to be in an entirely different place, a place where she could remember only what she wanted to remember.

“Oh, this is really exciting,” she said. “I feel like I’m taking my younger sister out for her first big night on the town.”

She drove very slowly and carefully through the gate and turned down the road. Because of my silence, she asked if I was all right.

“Yes,” I said, but my voice sounded small, the voice of someone lost.

“Don’t you be nervous about being with these guys,” she told me, misreading my silence. “They may be a few years older, but they’re not an inch better than us.”

Us? Was she trying to make me feel better by including me, or did she really believe that? I knew little about psychotherapy, but now I wondered if it could really be this effective. She had been going to therapy for some time. Why would the court send her if the judge didn’t believe it might change her, help her?

As if she could read my thoughts, she said, “I can’t wait to tell Dr. Ralston about this. He’ll surely be impressed, and maybe he’ll see an end to my therapy. Therapists can keep you going for as long as they want and keep that cash register ringing along the way.”

She looked at me. This time, I was sure she had read my mind.

“That’s not why I’m doing this with you, Sasha. I don’t really care if the therapy goes on for the rest of the year. My father can afford it, and it’s no big deal. The fact is, Dr. Ralston is easy to talk to now. I don’t resent him as much.”

“Really?”

“Let’s not talk about it anymore, especially in front of these lamebrains, okay?”

“Why do you like them if they’re lamebrains?”

“Simple. Because they’re fun,” she said, and laughed. “It’s all about fun. You’ll see,” she told me, and drove on.

When we got to Westwood, Kiera parked, and we walked two streets over to meet her friends. The four of them were there already and also ready to complain about how late Kiera was, but when they saw me, they were speechless for a moment.

“Who’s this?” Ricky asked, smiling. “This is not your little square cousin, is it?”

“You look terrific, Sasha,” Boyd said. They both looked impressed. I didn’t know what to say.

Kiera spoke up for me. “I made a few small improvements with her clothes and makeup. It’s no big deal. Don’t salivate in the street, Boyd. It’s unbecoming.”

“Oh, I’m becoming,” he said, and everyone laughed.

We went into the restaurant. Maybe it was my imagination, but I thought the people already seated watched us from the moment we entered.

“There are UCLA college boys here,” Deidre whispered, “and they’re looking at you.”

“Me?”

“Get used to it,” Margot said. “As long as you hang out with your cousin.”

I glanced at the college boys who were looking our way and smiling. Was she right? They were looking at me? It wasn’t so long ago I had thought no boys would be looking at me with any interest, and not only because of my limp. Despite all I had now and all I had been given, the magnificent mansion in which I lived, the beautiful private school I attended, I couldn’t help believing that the stigma of Mama’s and my street life lingered. Somehow they would see through the expensive clothes and see the stains. Maybe they would still smell the odors of the street on me, no matter how much perfume I used.

Right from the first day I had entered Pacifica Junior-Senior High School, I had feared that someone might recognize me. So many people had walked past Mama and me while we were selling on the sidewalks or the boardwalk. Why wasn’t it possible that one of these students, if not more, might look at me and think, Isn’t that the same girl who sold lanyards on the boardwalk? Maybe one of these UCLA college boys was thinking that right now.

“Don’t look back at them,” Kiera whispered. “They’ll get annoying if they think any of us is showing interest.”

I looked down quickly, and she slipped me the menu.

“The burgers are out of this world here,” Boyd told me.

“Since you’re not from this planet, it makes sense that you’d know,” Deidre told him.

“I’ve sent you out of this world from time to time,” he retorted.

“Shut up,” she said.

Everyone laughed, but I didn’t. Why were they always trying to hurt each other if they were such good friends?

“You’re wrong, anyway, Boyd,” Ricky said. “I’m the one who sent her out of this world. You barely got her off the ground.”

“Big shots,” Margot told me, pointing her thumb at them. “Or should I say single shots?”

“Ha, ha,” Boyd said. “It takes only one shot to hit your target.”

Fortunately, the waitress came over, and they stopped their game of insults. It took so long to get served and to eat that we had to rush to make the movie. I held them all back with my limping, but no one seemed to care if they made the movie in time or not. It was just something to do. In the theater, I ended up sitting between Kiera and Ricky. He smiled at me and let his hand drop over the seat arm so that it was against my thigh. During the movie, his fingers played with my miniskirt. I didn’t know what to do, but when he lifted it a little to touch my thigh, I jumped, and Kiera turned.

“What’s going on?”

“Nothing much,” Ricky said. “That’s the problem.”

“The problem is, you don’t have any patience,” she told him.

“That’s Ricky,” Boyd said. He was on Kiera’s other side and leaned over her to talk to me. “PE Man,” he said, jerking his thumb toward Ricky.

“Shut your mouth,” Ricky told him.

Boyd laughed and sat back.

Ricky didn’t bother me for the remainder of the movie, which had some very funny scenes but was basically pretty stupid, I thought. I didn’t say so, because the others, including Kiera, seemed to think it was great. Later, after we parted to go home, I asked Kiera what Boyd meant when he called Ricky PE Man.

“He was just teasing him,” she said.

“I know, but I don’t know what that means.”

“It means premature ejaculation. You know what that is?”

“I think so,” I said. I wasn’t really sure.
 
“It’s when a boy, a man, gets excited too fast and the girl gets nothing out of it.”

“Oh.”

“Anyway, I can tell you for a fact that it isn’t true, so don’t worry about it.”

I looked at her. She knew for a fact?
 
She smiled. “Hey,” she said. “Don’t look so shocked. Relax. This is your first day of real class in the real school. Here, I’m the best teacher. And,” she added as we reached her car, “it’s tuition-free.”

She laughed, but something told me it wasn’t tuition-free.

Something told me there was a price to pay.
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The Price

Mrs. Duval will be happy,” Kiera said as we drove through the opened gate just before eleven-fifteen.

“How will she know what time we arrived?” I asked.

“You’ll see.”

Sure enough, when we parked and went into the house, Mrs. Duval was there to greet us. Kiera glanced at me and smiled.

“As you can see, Mrs. Duval, you didn’t have to worry. Both of us are still in one piece,” Kiera said.

Mrs. Duval said nothing. She watched us go up the stairs, Kiera giggling.

“Did you have a good time today?” she asked when we reached her suite.

“Yes, thank you.”

“No, thank you, Sasha,” she said, and then she surprised me even more by hugging me. “Sweet dreams,” she said, and went into her bedroom.

I hurried to mine. It was still difficult to think of it as mine. There was so much of Alena in it, not haunting it as much as continuing to possess it. I slept in what had been her bed with her choice of headboard. Most of the clothes I wore every day had been her clothes. Her pictures were still on the dressers, tables, and walls. I wished it was different, wished that her things were gone and it was really my bedroom suite, but I felt guilty wishing that. I now knew as well as anyone that those you loved died gradually after their funerals. The blood of their immortality consists of the memories you have of them. As they are gradually forgotten or thought of less and less, they drift farther away, closing the lid on that darkness. Mrs. March, as would any mother, refused to close the lid.

Perhaps by embracing me, if that was really what she was doing, Kiera was avoiding the pain of losing her sister. Would I be doing the same thing in relation to Mama if I accepted Mrs. March even as a surrogate mother? Could you really slip people in and out of your family the way you slipped your feet in and out of different shoes? It seemed so mean and horrible to me right now, but I knew that people did it all the time. Husbands and wives remarried and slipped new spouses into the spaces beside them on their beds, into the chairs across from them at their dinner tables, and into their arms when they danced.

Maybe loneliness was worse than grief after all. The guilty feeling that followed and grew as you began to accept someone else and bury your loved one deeper could be overcome. In the beginning, you did that by using anger. How dare the one you loved so much die? How dare he or she not fight off death, defy fate or destiny, or drive away some mysterious plan God supposedly had? There should have been some greater resistance so as not to leave you alone.

After that, you thought, if the person you loved was just as loving of you, he or she wouldn’t want you to be lonely. When you found someone else, it was almost as if you were building a new relationship for your loved one who had passed away as much as for yourself. Why add grief to the soul already struggling in the afterlife?

Mama would want me to have someone fill the role of a mother—and a father, too. Mama would want me to have an older sister looking after me. Mama would want me to be happy and safe and healthy. After all, she drank whiskey and gin not only to escape who she had become but also to escape feeling guilty about not providing for me. I was like a can tied to the tail of a dog or a cat. No matter how fast she ran or what turn and twist she made, I was there, clanking behind her, reminding her of just how deep down she had fallen. Maybe that was why she refused my help carrying her suitcase and why she ran so blindly in the rain that night. Maybe she was only trying to escape.

Okay, I thought as I sat on the bed while I was still dressed in the clothing Kiera had chosen for me and still wore the makeup. I’ll put on Alena’s clothes. I’ll accept Mrs. March’s affection. More important, I’ll accept Kiera and let her be my big sister, at least for now, at least until I can stand as alone as anyone can stand. I’ll try not to forget Mama, but I won’t use her as a reason to reject any of this anymore.

It was fun being with Kiera and her friends. It was exciting. I liked being a regular teenager, flirting, laughing, saying outrageous things. I wanted to have their dreams and possess that same invulnerability that made them reckless, carefree, and rebellious. Up to now, since Mama’s death, I had been in some sort of cloudy, vague place. Because of the fiction that had been created about me, I no longer had my name. At least, with Mama, even on the street, I knew who I was. Whatever space we found in the parks, on the beach, even in that deserted automobile, became ours, whether it was for a short time or not. There was nothing I could call mine in my new place. It was funny to think about it, but I was living in one of the biggest homes in Southern California, and I was still homeless.

So, don’t blame yourself for accepting Kiera’s friendship, I told myself. Don’t go to sleep feeling guilty. If you need to justify it, justify it the way Jackie Knee, your nurse, proposed. Be selfish now. Take whatever you can get, even their affection. Embrace it. Turn something into yours.

I gazed at myself one more time before taking off the clothes and washing off the makeup. As recently as just days ago, I would never have imagined myself looking and feeling like this. A new kind of energy had entered my body. I could see it in my eyes and could feel it everywhere, tingling right down to the small of my stomach. I loved the new feeling.

I looked back at the bed as if I expected to see my old self lying there, looking as lethargic and lost as ever but angry at me for leaving her behind.

Go away, I wanted to tell her. Go your mousy way into the shadows, and drown yourself in self-pity. Dwell on your limp. Practice your “Yes, sir” and “No, sir,” and remain a beggar hoping for some handout of love. Do that while I seize the tail of the wind.

My old self disappeared like smoke. With a new bounce in my steps despite my limp, I prepared for bed, and when I went to sleep, I didn’t think about Alena and my sleeping in her nightgown and in her bed with her favorites, the giraffes, above me. I thought about myself and about the way those UCLA college boys had been looking at me.

For the first time in a very long time, I couldn’t wait for morning.

I was already dressed when Kiera came around. She was still in her robe and slippers. “Why did you get up so early?” she complained. “It’s Sunday.”

“I couldn’t sleep anymore,” I said. “I felt so awake and anxious to start the day.” She saw and heard the change in me and smiled. “I’m hungry, too.”

“Me, too. I know. We could have breakfast brought up to us. Let’s have it in my suite. It’s like room service in the best hotel, after all,” she said, going to the phone.

I was sure that when she picked up the receiver, Mrs. Duval thought I was calling.

“This is Kiera,” she said. Although Mrs. Duval would certainly recognize her voice, Kiera obviously liked to announce herself as if she were a princess. “Sasha and I will be taking breakfast in my suite this morning, Mrs. Duval. I’ll have my usual Sunday breakfast, and Sasha will have … ” She listened and then shook her head. “I don’t know if she wants that.” She put her hand over the mouthpiece. “Do you want your usual cheese and egg omelet?” She grimaced and shook her head. “Or what I have?”

“I’ll have what you have,” I said. I knew that on Sundays, she had a cup of fruit sorbet with a dab of whipped cream, coffee, and glazed doughnuts. Mrs. March always complained about the way Kiera ate.

“She’ll have exactly the same as me, Mrs. Duval. Thank you very much.” After she hung up the phone, she laughed. “She didn’t sound pleased, but they’re here to please us, and not vice versa. I’m going to go take a quick shower. Oh,” she added at the door, “I sorta agreed we’d go to Disneyland today. Ricky’s getting his father’s SUV. It will hold us all. They’ll be here in about an hour.”

“Disneyland?”

“Yes. Have you ever been there?”

“No, but … When will we return?”

“I don’t know. What’s the difference?”

“Homework left to do,” I said.

“We’ll get to it when we can. If we can,” she added with a smile. She paused and tilted her head a little as she looked at me. “What are you wearing? I think Alena wore that to someone’s baptism. Don’t worry. When you come into my suite, I’ll have something better for you.”

“Okay,” I said, and she left.

I looked at the clothes I had put on. Mrs. March sort of suggested things for me to wear by organizing the front of the walk-in closet so I could go from outfit to outfit. I hadn’t thought much of it, but I certainly didn’t want to go to Disneyland dressed the way I would dress if I were going to a baptism.

I had always wanted to go to Disneyland, but for Mama and me, it was too expensive after Daddy deserted us, and when he was still there, he never wanted to take me or spend the money. I imagined it would be more fun going with Kiera and her friends, anyway. I knew it was at least an hour away. It would certainly take up the whole day.

I gazed at the clarinet. Besides the homework I still had, I was also supposed to spend a good hour on the new music Mr. Denacio had given me to practice on the weekend. He was so good at detecting when you didn’t practice. Somehow, I thought, I’d get it all done.

Before I went to Kiera’s suite to have breakfast, my phone rang. It was Mrs. March, and from the tone of her voice, I suspected that Mrs. Duval had called her as soon as she had hung up from Kiera’s call.

“How are you this morning?” she asked.

“I’m fine, Mrs. March.”

“Where did she take you last night?”

I told her about the restaurant and the movie and added that we had come right home after the movie. I also said that Kiera had driven carefully. Mrs. March was quiet a moment and then asked if any of Kiera’s friends had tried to get me to smoke something or take something.

“No,” I said. “Nothing like that happened. They were all very nice.”

“Nice?” she said, as if I had said something good about Nazis. “Just be very, very careful with them and with Kiera,” she reiterated. “Okay, we’ll be flying into L.A. about five. I look forward to seeing you at dinner and hearing more about your day and night.”

It was on the tip of my tongue to tell her we were going to Disneyland, but I hesitated, and she said good-bye. Oh, well, I thought. Surely Kiera knew we had to be back by dinner. She knew when her parents were returning. It would be all right.

She was still in her robe but drying her hair when I entered her suite.

“Ricky called,” she said after she turned off the hair dryer. “He wanted to be sure you were coming along.”

“Really?”

“He says there’s something fresh about you.”

“Fresh?”

“I explained that you were a virgin,” she said, making it sound as if I had come from another country, maybe another planet.

“Oh. What did he say?”

“What do you think?” she asked. I waited. “He said too bad.”
 
She laughed hard just as Mrs. Duval brought in our breakfast.

“Perfect. Thank you, Mrs. Duval,” Kiera sang.

Mrs. Duval looked at me as she put the tray on the table. “Be sure to take your vitamin,” she said. “Mrs. March was concerned.”

“Oh, brother,” Kiera muttered loudly. “You’ve already told my mother what we’re eating for breakfast?”

Mrs. Duval turned to her. “You should be taking your vitamins, too, Kiera, especially the way you eat.”

“I don’t think I look so bad for it, Mrs. Duval.”

“I’m not talking about the outside of you,” she replied.

Kiera groaned.

Mrs. Duval shook her head, looked at me with a warning in her eyes, and left.

“I hope she didn’t make the coffee as weak as she has been making it,” Kiera said, coming to the table. “Oh, your clothes are laid out on my bed there. You can change after we enjoy our nutritionally worthless breakfast.”

Now that I started to eat what she ate, I wondered why I had not asked for my special eggs. It was too much sugar, and just looking at it actually made me feel a little nauseated. She finished her sorbet almost before I had started.

She grimaced when she sipped her coffee. “It’s more like tea. My mother tells her to make it like this for me.”

“Your mother called me,” I said as I nibbled at the doughnut.

“This morning?”

“Yes.”

She stopped sipping her coffee and put her doughnut down. “Probably after Mrs. Duval let her know what you were having for breakfast. What does my mother expect you to be, her little spy now?”

“No,” I said.

“What did you tell her about our day together?”

“Nothing bad. I told her we had a very nice time.”

She thought a moment and then shrugged. “Whatever,” she said, and went at her doughnut.

After we ate, I put on the outfit she had chosen. It was a pair of slightly destroyed denim shorts with raw cuffs and a tank top that read “Fresh Air Turns Me On.” I was surprised at how tightly the shorts fit. There was something uncomfortable in the rear, and I reached in and discovered a tag.

“You never wore these?” I asked.

“Oh,” she said. “I probably never noticed.” She grabbed some scissors and cut it off. “They look perfect on you.”

“I think they’re too tight.”

“That’s perfect, silly. You don’t want to look like some old lady.”

The top hung loose, however—too loose, I thought. My bra was half out. “I’m swimming in this.”

“I’ll give you a shell to wear instead of your bra,” she said. “It’ll look great.”

When she put on what she was going to wear, I thought she looked more conservative. Her jeans weren’t tight, and she layered a shirt and a top but wore her bra.

“I’m not sure I look good,” I said, gazing at myself in her full-length mirror.

“Trust me, you’re dynamite. Now let’s go find a reason to explode,” she said. Her phone rang. “We’ll be right down,” she said, and hung up. “They’re pulling in. Let’s go.”

We almost left the house without anyone knowing, but Mrs. Duval spotted us just as we reached the front door. “Where are you going?” she asked, hurrying toward us. “Your parents will definitely be home for dinner,” she added.

“We’re going to Disneyland with friends, Mrs. Duval. Didn’t I mention it this morning?”

“No, you didn’t.”

“Didn’t I? I’m sorry. We probably won’t make it back in time for dinner. I’ll call you if we can.”

Before Mrs. Duval could respond, Kiera opened the door and shouted at Ricky and the others as they pulled up to the front of the mansion. She grabbed my hand to pull me out, and I looked back at Mrs. Duval. She gazed at me and shook her head as if I were about to step off the edge of a cliff.

It made me hesitate but only for a moment. The boys were howling as we stepped out.

“Who’s that foxy girl with you, Kiera?” Ricky called.

The laughter and shouting replaced my worry with excitement. It hadn’t been that long ago that I was desperate on a street. Now look at yourself, I thought.

You’re a foxy girl.
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Happiest Place on Earth

Kiera decided that I should sit up front with Ricky since this was my first trip to Disneyland. On the way, everyone argued about the best rides and events. The boys liked Pirates of the Caribbean the most, and the girls favored Alice in Wonderland. I was surprised to hear that most of them had been there a dozen times at least. Because I didn’t want to look and sound like some wide-eyed, dazzled child, I didn’t want to say it, but I felt like Alice in Wonderland when we arrived and started down Main Street.

I was surprised at the attention I was receiving. Everyone wanted to show me something he or she liked. I was rushed along from one ride to another. Whether or not Kiera had coached the others about making me feel wanted, I did feel like part of their group and as if I had been for some time. Ricky was especially attentive and sat with me on every ride, especially Autopia. Boyd and Margot were right behind us in their car, deliberately bumping us every chance they had, but it was all great fun. I had never laughed and screamed so much.

After lunch, we went to Indiana Jones and then to Alice in Wonderland. Both Ricky and Boyd were ecstatic when I voted with them on best attraction and created a tie. The girls weren’t upset. We joked about it and finished the day by going to the 3-D show of Honey, I Shrunk the Kids. I had not even looked at the time once and was shocked to see that it was nearly six-thirty. There was no question now that we would not be home for dinner. Kiera didn’t seem at all nervous or upset about it. On the way home, we stopped at one of Deidre’s favorite restaurants. By the time Ricky drove through the Marches’ gate, it was nearly nine-fifteen.

No one worried about doing homework. In fact, nothing about school had been mentioned all day until Ricky said he’d see me the next day at school. Kiera and I got out and watched them drive off. I felt exhausted, but it was a happy sort of exhaustion that I would welcome again and again. I thanked Kiera. She had paid for everything for me, of course.

“Ricky seems to genuinely like you,” she commented as we opened the door. “He’s usually very critical of younger girls.”

I basked in the compliment, but only for an instant, because Mrs. March came marching out of the living room with a look of anger I had not seen before.

“Earthquake coming,” Kiera whispered.

“How dare you keep Sasha out all day and have her miss dinner?” she began. “Your father is too angry to come out of his office.”

“She didn’t miss dinner. We stopped on the way home.”

“I don’t mean that, and you know I don’t mean that, Kiera. We worked out our travel schedule so we could have dinner together when we returned. And why didn’t you answer your cell phone? Either of you?” she asked, looking at me.

“I didn’t have mine with me,” I said.

“Come to think of it, neither did I,” Kiera said. “Everyone I wanted to talk to today was with us, anyway.”

That brought blood into Mrs. March’s face. For a moment, rage choked her throat, and she couldn’t speak. Then she looked at me again. “What are you wearing? Where did you get those clothes?”

“They’re mine,” Kiera said.

“I never saw them before. Those shorts are inappropriate.”

“Please, Mother, don’t be a prude.”

“And they’re surely not warm enough.”

“They were,” Kiera said. “We weren’t exactly on a hiking and camping outing. Can we go upstairs now? We both have homework.”

“I’m very disappointed,” Mrs. March said, stepping back. She was saying it mostly to me.

“You wouldn’t have been if you had come along. Disneyland was great today. The lines weren’t that long and …”

“Go to your room, Kiera. We’ll discuss this tomorrow,” Mrs. March said.

I lowered my head and followed Kiera to the stairway.

“My father’s not as angry as she claims he is,” she whispered as we went up. “Otherwise, he’d be out here, too.”

I didn’t say anything. The look of disappointment on Mrs. March’s face was not only sobering, it was a little frightening. Maybe now all her of kindness and generosity would end. Perhaps she no longer saw me as being as good and as nice as her Alena. If anyone had told me months ago that I would fear being sent away, I would have practically laughed because it seemed such a ridiculous possibility. How could I ever get to care much about being with the girl who was driving the car that night or the family that protected her? All of the gifts, the money, the clothes, and the wonderful new school would not buy my forgiveness.

“Don’t worry,” Kiera said, seeing my silence and concern. “She won’t be as angry tomorrow. That’s the way she is.”

“I’d better finish my homework,” I said, and hurried to my bedroom.

When I entered it, I felt even worse. It was as if I had let down Alena as much as Mrs. March. I thought you were going to be me for my mother, her picture said to me. I’d never have done that.

Looking at myself in Kiera’s clothes suddenly disgusted me. I took them off as quickly as I could and put on one of Alena’s nightgowns before getting to my homework. It took me so long to finish that there was no time to practice the clarinet. I was so bleary-eyed by then anyway that I couldn’t stay awake and, in fact, overslept.

Mrs. March came in to wake me. “You’ll have to rush,” she said, and then she just left without another word.

I got up quickly. I could hear her yelling in Kiera’s bedroom, and a door slammed. I dressed as fast as I could and hurried down to breakfast. Mr. March apparently had left already. Mrs. March was at the table but had her head in her hands, her elbows on the table, and didn’t look up when I entered.

“I want you to be sure to come directly home after school today,” she said, still looking down at the table. “Do not permit Kiera to talk you into coming home with her and sending Grover back without you.” She raised her head. “She wants you to go back and forth to school with her, but I refuse to permit it. In fact, I don’t want you riding with her anywhere unless I specifically say. Understand, Sasha?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t know what went on here exactly while I was away, but I’m not pleased,” she concluded.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

Kiera sauntered in and poured herself a cup of coffee. “They’re still making the coffee too weak,” she told her mother after sipping some.

“I think you have more important things to think about than the strength of your coffee, Kiera.”

“We just went to Disneyland, Mother. Don’t make it into a federal case.”

Mrs. March narrowed her eyes. “Rein yourself in, Kiera. You’re heading for another major disaster,” she warned.

Kiera smirked and nibbled on a pastry. Then she just threw it down, got up, and left. Mrs. March didn’t say anything, even to me.

I finished, got my things, and hurried out to the limousine. After being with Kiera and her friends, hearing their laughter and seeing their joy, it was even more depressing to be alone in the big vehicle. If anything, it made me feel as if I had shrunken again and was back to being the mousy little girl with a limp.

After homeroom, I dreaded walking into Mr. Denacio’s class. The moment I took out the clarinet, his eyes shifted with suspicion. I hadn’t played for more than thirty seconds before he stopped me.

“You didn’t practice at all, did you?”

“No,” I said.

He didn’t say anything. He nodded and went to the next student, but that sort of quiet reaction of his was worse. I felt his disappointment and his conclusion that I was finally like most of the others and would not be anyone special after all. It was like almost getting to the top of a mountain and then sliding all the way back down. I wanted to cry. I tried to be enthusiastic for the remainder of the period but couldn’t get my energy level up and was happy when the bell rang.

I wasn’t as alert in any of my morning classes as I usually was and actually went into a daydream during math. I missed the entire explanation of a problem, and when called upon, I didn’t know where we were in the lesson. There, too, my teacher didn’t reprimand me. He just looked at me as if I had let him down and went on to another student. By the time lunch period came around, I felt as if I had stepped in quicksand and was nearly in it above my head. I certainly had no appetite.

But before I could settle into my funk and cry to myself, Ricky grabbed my arm. “We’re eating outside,” he said.

I looked at him with surprise. It was one thing to do things with Kiera and her friends on the weekend, but for them to want me with them at school, too, was quite another. My classmates and the girls with whom I usually sat looked up with as much surprise as I had when I filled my tray and followed Ricky out to their table.

He made a place for me, and I sat beside him.

“Why so sad a face?” Margot asked immediately.

“Not that it’s any of your business, but my mother gave us a hard time for missing dinner with her and my father last night,” Kiera said quickly. “I suppose that’s still bothering her.”

“Hey, don’t mope, Sasha. It was worth it,” Boyd said. “It was the best time I’ve had there.”

That started us all reviewing the day at Disneyland. Before I knew it, I felt upbeat and happy again, especially with the way they were including me in everything they said. When the bell rang, Ricky helped me with my tray, and we walked out of the cafeteria together. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the way Charlotte Harris, Jessica Taylor, and Sydney Woods were watching us. When Ricky and I parted in the hallway, they approached me quickly before I entered class.

“How come Ricky Burns is so interested in you?” Charlotte asked.

“Did you go out with him?” Sydney followed before I could answer.

I looked at the three of them. When I first came to the school and met them, I was of no interest. They mocked my limping and never thought to invite me to anything once I didn’t invite them to the March mansion. They rarely said a word or sent a smile my way.

“Who’s Ricky Burns?” I asked, and went into the classroom, leaving them stone-faced behind me. I laughed to myself.

When I sat and looked back, they were in deep conversation among themselves and Lisa Dirk, my first-day big sister who had had nothing much to do with me thereafter. They all looked my way, and I smiled at them.

I did much better in my afternoon classes. Before my last class, Kiera tapped me on the shoulder and asked if I wanted to go with her after school. “We’re heading to the Century City Mall.”

I hadn’t told her that her mother had forbidden me to ride with her without her specific permission and didn’t want to do it now and start her on some tirade.

“I can’t,” I said. “I have too much to do.”

“You’re missing a great time,” she sang. “If you change your mind, let me know as soon as the bell rings, and I’ll send Grover back home without you.”

I couldn’t deny that I wanted to go, but I was too frightened this time. I deliberately took longer to leave my last class. Even so, Kiera loitered near the doorway.

“Change your mind?” she asked.

“No, I can’t, but thanks,” I said.

“Too bad,” she said. “Tomorrow I have to go to therapy.”

“I know. I’ll see you at home.”

“Home? Right,” she said, and left me quickly. I saw her meeting the others in the parking lot. Ricky looked my way, shrugged, and then followed everyone else.

Did he really like me much? I wondered. I was fourteen, a girl who had never had a boyfriend or even a boy just interested in her, and a senior at my new school was looking at me romantically after spending only two days with me and his friends. He was one of the best-looking boys at the school, too. I hated seeming so young and innocent. I tried to talk and act more like Kiera when I was with her and her friends, but running home that afternoon probably made me look like a child again. Tomorrow they would have no interest in me, I thought, and my classmates would not be so friendly, either.

I sank back into a deep funk and remained there all the way back to the March mansion. When I entered the house, I headed for the stairway, waiting to get into my homework so I could have time to practice the clarinet. I paused when I heard some loud voices and realized that it was Mr. and Mrs. March. When I heard my name mentioned, I turned toward the living room and listened.

“You’re not making any sense, Jordan,” Mr. March said. “You said you brought this girl here to save her from the streets and the orphanages or whatever. You wanted her to have a family, right?”

“Yes, but …”

“So why wouldn’t having Kiera as an older sister make her more part of our family? And look what good this can do for Kiera. It’s her way of achieving repentance, feeling remorse. Her therapy is going well, and now you want to stop her from being too close or influential with Sasha? It makes no sense to me. If you’re that worried about Kiera being a bad influence, then maybe it would be better if we found another home for Sasha,” he said.

Mrs. March was quiet. I held my breath. “It would be terrible to send her away now,” she finally said.

“Well, then?”

“Okay, Donald, I’ll try to keep an eye on both of them for now.”

“If there’s one thing we don’t need, it’s more tension in this house,” he said.

They were both so quiet that I thought they’d be coming out and see that I was eavesdropping, so I turned away quickly and headed for the stairway. Once in my suite, I sat and pondered what I had heard. What was Mrs. March agreeing to let me do? I was as conflicted as she was at the moment.

On one hand, I wanted to be with Kiera and her friends, go out, go to their parties, go on their trips, everything, but on the other hand, I wanted to do well in school, too. Kiera and her friends didn’t seem all that interested in school or concerned about their grades.

It would be like walking on a balance beam, I thought. Could I do it, do both?

If I fell this time, the fall might be too long and deep for me to make any sort of recovery, and then where would I be?

Probably following Mama’s ghost on some backstreet and wondering how I had become so trapped in my recurring nightmare.
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Mr. March was at dinner that night. This time, Kiera made sure she was there, as well. She didn’t come to my room when she returned from the mall. I thought she was still upset about my deciding not to go with her and the others after school, but when she came down to dinner moments after I had arrived and taken my seat at the table, she smiled at me and apologized for not coming to my suite to fetch me.

“I wanted to be sure you got some of that homework done,” she said. Then she looked at her father and added, “They give students in the ninth grade more work than they give us seniors. I remember.” She turned to her mother. “You remember, Mother. I was complaining about it when I was in ninth grade, and they told you it was the transition grade from junior high to high school.”

Mrs. March nodded but said nothing. Her eyes betrayed her deep suspicion of Kiera’s sudden sweet talk. No one said anything while Mrs. Duval and Rosie began serving.

Then Mr. March clasped his hands and began what was obviously his and Mrs. March’s compromise. “I’m pleased to see you including Sasha in some of your activities with your friends, Kiera, but you have to remember that for now, along with being younger than you, Sasha is a different sort of responsibility for us. We are acting as her foster parents, and therefore it doesn’t begin and end with us.

“Naturally,” he continued, looking at me, “we don’t want her to feel strange or different. We want her to feel she’s part of our family. However, we have to supervise her activities more closely. We need to maintain more control, follow more rules. So, before you decide to go anywhere with her, you must get either your mother’s or my permission. We want her curfew maintained. For now, we don’t think it’s appropriate for her to be out later than eleven.”

“Even on weekends?” Kiera cried.

“Even on weekends,” her father said.

She shook her head, glanced at me, and looked down.

“The second we hear of any misbehavior, and you know by now what I mean by misbehavior, around her or including her, everything changes for both of you, understand?”

Kiera said nothing. She did glance at her mother, with what I thought was a look of such disgust and rage that it would surely have turned my heart into stone if I were Mrs. March.

“Now,” he said, sounding softer, “if you’re going straight to school in the morning and if you return straight home after school on the days you’re not attending therapy, Sasha may ride with you. It would free up Grover and the limousine for your mother’s use and mine at times.”

Kiera started to smile.

“But if I hear of any bad driving, speeding, or anything of the like, I will take away your driving privileges, and of course, we’ll forbid Sasha to go anywhere with you.”

“We have to come right home all the time? Sometimes we like to get a snack or something, Daddy.”

“If there is any change, call your mother and get her permission first,” he said, relenting.

Kiera looked satisfied but wasn’t. She was an expert when it came to manipulating her father.

“May I just say, Daddy, that it’s very difficult for us to go to a movie or a house party or anything, for that matter, and have to be back by eleven on weekends. Half the time, the movie doesn’t let out until nearly eleven, just like it did the other night. It’s not good to have that sort of pressure on someone. I’ll end up driving too fast just to make the curfew. Either I do that or not include Sasha in things.”

“Eleven is late enough for a girl in the ninth grade,” Mrs. March said.

“Not in today’s world,” Kiera countered.

“Let’s leave it between eleven and twelve,” her father said. “Call it the pumpkin factor.”

“Pumpkin factor?” Kiera asked.

“Cinderella,” I said.

Mr. March smiled. “That’s right, Sasha. Remember? At twelve, her carriage turned into a pumpkin.”

“Which one of us is Cinderella?” Kiera asked impishly.

I thought she was also looking for some clear expression of affection from her father, but before he could respond, her mother did. “I hardly think it’s you, Kiera,” she said. “You already live in a castle.”

“You’re right, Mother,” Kiera said. She turned to me. “Then maybe Sasha will get her prince after all.”

Her father laughed, but her mother didn’t. She heard something I heard, too. It sounded more like a threat than a promise of something nice. After that, the conversation changed to other topics, mostly between Mr. and Mrs. March. When we left to go up to our rooms, I wasn’t sure who had won the argument I had overheard earlier, Mrs. March or Mr. March or Kiera. From the expression on Kiera’s face, I was sure she believed she had.

“Don’t worry,” she told me, “we’ll find ways to avoid coming right home on the days I can drive you.”

“As long as I can get done what I have to get done,” I said as a caution.

She didn’t hear me or care to. Instead, she went into her room after she said, “Ricky really missed you after school today.”

Her comment really distracted me. I had to concentrate harder to complete my homework and get to the clarinet. I was determined to impress Mr. Denacio in the morning, but a half hour into my practice, I had very bad cramps. I knew what it was; it was my time of the month, but it hadn’t been this bad since I began to be regular again.

I don’t know if it was because of our poor nutrition or simply the stress that came with living in the streets, but I had hardly begun to have periods before we were evicted from the apartment and then had to leave the hotel. In those early days, Mama was always there for me, but once we were on the street, I was on my own. I made sure I always had what I needed, but sometimes I would go weeks overdue, and once I went nearly two months. Since living with the Marches, I was clock-regular. I had merely forgotten that it was my time, but the severe cramps were more than a reminder; they were an alarm bell.

I prepared for my flow to begin and then curled up in bed, which was the way Kiera found me when she came to my room to tell me about something very secret. For a moment, she didn’t realize what was happening to me. I had my eyes closed and my hands pressing on my tummy. She really didn’t look at me. She entered and began to pace.

“I’ve been debating telling you about our secret club,” she began. “There are the three of us, Deidre, Margot, and me, but we inducted Marcia Blumfield and Doris Norman recently, so now there are five of us, and …” She paused when she really looked at me. “What’s your problem?”

“Monthlies,” I said.

“Monthlies? What are monthlies? Is that what you call it?”

“My mother did. I have very bad cramps this time.”

“Isn’t that something? I was just going to ask you about your period. Are you regular?”

“I am now,” I said, “or have been since I’ve been here.”

“Well, that’s good. Don’t worry. I have something for cramps. I’ll go get it.”

“You do?”

“Of course I do. Do you think I want to be all twisted up like you are right now? Besides, we have to stick together through pain and pleasure.” She started out, then paused and turned. “Which, by the way, is the motto of our secret club.”

“What secret club?”

“The one I was considering telling you about. Now,” she added, “I definitely will.”

She sauntered out, leaving me as confused as ever, but if she could help stop my cramps, I wouldn’t care what silly thing she had to say next. She returned quickly and handed me a glass of water and a pill.

“What is it?”

“Something my doctor prescribed. It works fast. You’ll see.”

I took it and swallowed it down with water. “Thanks.”

“No problem. I have more if you need it in the morning, but they usually work overnight.”

Even though the cramps didn’t lessen, I lay back and breathed easier. “What were you talking about before? I really wasn’t listening.”

“I know. It’s not important right now. I’ll tell you about it later. Hey,” she said, starting out again. “You don’t have to rush to get up. You’re going to school with me tomorrow. I know a shortcut Grover doesn’t know. Night.” She left quickly, as if she had to talk to someone or do something.

Kiera’s pill worked wonders. I felt a lot better in the morning and let her know at breakfast.

Mrs. March rose a little later than usual and entered just as we were talking about it. “What pill?” she asked immediately.

“My monthlies pill,” Kiera said, teasing me.

“What?”

“You know what happens to us monthly, Mother.”

“I repeat. What pill?”

“The one Dr. Baer gave me for cramps.”

“Oh,” she said. She looked at me. “I didn’t know you were having any problems, Sasha.”

“It’s not a federal case, Mother. She came to me, and I helped her,” Kiera said.

I practically spun around in my seat. Came to her?

“I’m getting tired of hearing that stupid expression, Kiera. I’m sorry your father taught it to you. No, it’s not a federal case, but Sasha should know to come to me with her problems,” Mrs. March said. She didn’t sound angry as much as hurt.

Kiera shrugged. “I just happened to be around at the right time. It’s not … it’s no big deal.”

Mrs. March stared at her a moment and then turned slowly back to me. “How are you now, Sasha?”

“I feel better, Mrs. March. Thank you.”

“You know you can come to me with any problem, no matter how big or how small.”

“I know. Thank you.”

“We might stay after school tomorrow,” Kiera said. “Mr. Bowman is casting for the school play.”

“You would go out for the school play?”

“I might,” Kiera said. “It’s my last chance to do something like that, and I know Sasha will be interested, if not in being an actor, maybe in helping with the sets.”

“That would be nice.”

Again, I looked at Kiera. We had never discussed anything like that, and besides, I didn’t recall any casting for the school play being announced. Afterward, on our way to school, I brought that up.

“That’s because he hasn’t announced it yet,” she said. “Don’t worry. I’ll just tell her I made a mistake. It’s next week. I got the dates confused.”

“You can’t lie to your mother all the time, Kiera.”

“Who’s lying all the time?”

She laughed. “Just when it’s absolutely necessary, and tomorrow it’s important that we don’t go right home.”

“Where are we going?”

“To a meeting.”

“Meeting? What kind of meeting?”

“A meeting of the secret club I was trying to tell you about last night. It’s at Deidre’s house.”

“What kind of club is this?”

“It’s the VA.”

“VA? Isn’t that something to do with veterans?”

She laughed. “Absolutely. Everyone in the club is a veteran.”

“Of what?”

“Sex, silly. VA stands for Virgins Anonymous,” she said, laughing.

“I don’t understand.”

“You will,” she said. “And it will be the most exciting club you’ve ever been in.”

“I’ve never been in any.”

“Perfect. You’re a virgin when it comes to clubs, and tomorrow, we’ll end that.”

She sped up. I tried to ask more questions, but she said I should just be patient and promised I wouldn’t be disappointed.

I wasn’t disappointed at school. Once again, Ricky asked me to join him at lunch, which once again captured the attention of my classmates. I could almost feel the buzz about us growing with every word we spoke to each other and every step we took beside each other.

“I might be able to get my father’s boat one of these weekends,” Ricky told me on our way back to class. “It’s at Marina Del Ray. If I can, we’ll all go to Catalina Island. You ever been?”

“No,” I said. I was sure I sounded like someone locked in a closet. No matter what place they all discussed or mentioned, I had not been there, and as far as I knew, all of them except Deidre thought I was Kiera’s cousin. Either because Kiera would come down on them if they did or because they were just being kind, no one wondered aloud how I could not have done half of what they had done. I did hear Kiera whisper to Margot that my family was poorer relatives, but from what I could see of the Marches, ninety-eight or ninety-nine percent of the country was poorer than the Marches.

“Great. It’s always fun to show someone places and things for the first time,” Ricky said. It seemed, at least for now, that there was nothing I could do or say that would discourage his interest in me.

I was having a better day all around. Although Mr. Denacio wouldn’t say anything nice about my playing that morning, I could see that he was cautiously optimistic about me again. I did better in all of my classes and got a ninety on a pop quiz in history. I could feel my confidence growing stronger all day and was quite convinced that I could walk that beam. I could do it all.

Grover was there waiting for me after school. I didn’t see Kiera, but I knew she was off to her therapist. Grover rarely said anything to me, but this particular afternoon, he smiled and asked how my day had gone. I think he saw something new, healthier, and stronger in me and wasn’t afraid that he might do or say something that would send a stampede of tears down my cheeks.

I even felt better about being in the limousine. I didn’t feel shut up and alone. Maybe I was catching Kiera’s arrogance, but I sat back and looked out the window at the other students emerging. I deliberately lowered my window so they could see me, too. Lisa Dirk stared at me a moment and then lifted her hand to wave. I flipped my hand like a queen I had once seen in a movie, and Grover drove us away.

Cinderella was in her carriage.

No pumpkins here, I thought.
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Even though Deidre and Margot know you a lot better now,” Kiera began just before dinner, “they’re still a little nervous, and the other two are very nervous, about my bringing you to a meeting of the VA club. It’s a very private, secret club. You’ve practically got to take a blood oath that what you see and hear at Deidre’s tomorrow after school will never leave your lips, even if you’re not accepted. Can you promise to do that?”

I put down my math book. I had gone at my homework with a vengeance, partly because I was afraid that when she returned, she would take up all my time again, and I wouldn’t have time to finish or practice the clarinet.

“Maybe I shouldn’t go, then,” I said.

“Oh, no. I’ve assured everyone that you’re not the sort who betrays friends. In fact,” she said, twirling a strand of her hair, “I told them you were very excited about it after I described it to you. I told them that in your heart, you were one of us and definitely no prude. However, for this first time, I wouldn’t advise you to talk too much. Just listen, and look at me if anyone asks you anything you’re not sure about or think you should answer.”

“You didn’t really describe it all to me, Kiera.”

“We’ve got to leave something for a surprise,” she protested. “Believe me, you’re not going to be disappointed.”

“What do they really know about me?”

“Just what we’ve told them. I added that your mother was controlling, and you were frustrated. That’s why you never had a real boyfriend or even a friend with benefits. Except for Deidre, of course, they all bought everything I told them.”

“Can’t you at least tell me exactly what we do at this club?”

“We talk and advise and help each other.”

“With sex?”

“You’ll see. It’s better if you see and hear it all yourself.”

She stepped over to the dresser and looked at one of the pictures of Alena. There were about a dozen in the suite, but I noticed only one with both Alena and Kiera. Most of the others were of Alena with Mrs. March or both Mr. and Mrs. March. Either Kiera had been the one taking the pictures, or she simply hadn’t been around when they took them.

She lifted the one on the dresser and studied it a moment before putting it down softly.

“How old was she in that picture?” I asked.

“Ten. This was a school photo taken when she was in the fifth grade.”

“She would have been a very pretty woman.”

“We have the exact same eyes and nose.” She turned to me. “My therapist thinks it’s healthy that I see you now as more like a younger sister. I told her how my mother was trying to come between us.”

“Come between us?”

“She had a good explanation for it,” Kiera went on, pacing now, like some teacher explaining a new idea. “She said my mother was jealous of our budding new relationship.”

“She said that?”

She paused and looked at me with those narrowed eyes.

“She said my mother wants to dominate you, and the more she alienated you from me, the easier it would be for her to turn you into Alena. You don’t want to be turned into someone else, do you? Or do you?”

“No, of course not,” I said.

“Good.” She stepped closer. “Just be alert. My mother will continue to warn you against me, if not call me the devil outright. That’s why she was so angry when she saw you dressed in the clothes I gave you and wearing the makeup I put on you. That’s why she wasn’t for me taking you to school. She’d love to have you locked up in that limousine going and coming and then locked up in this room. She even has our servants working for her that way. They’re all a bunch of spies, so be careful about what you say and do in front of any of them.”

She smiled and relaxed her shoulders.

“But don’t worry. My father sees through all that. He’ll be on our side more and more.”

I didn’t say anything for a moment. She was making it sound as if there was a war going on in that great house, and now I was the prize, the spoils.

“Don’t you love your mother?” I asked her.

She shrugged. “I love her the way a daughter is supposed to, I guess, but I’ve always gotten along better with my father, and after Alena was born, my mother didn’t seem to care much about it, anyway. She doted on Alena. I could do nothing right, and Alena could do nothing wrong. It’s back to that since you came,” she said, but then she smiled again. “I don’t mind. I’m fine. And so will you be, because I won’t let her turn you into someone you’re not. You’ve become … my cause célèbre. How’s that? I learned something in French class,” she added with a flair as if she were on a stage. “Oh, I heard Ricky’s planning on getting his father’s boat and taking you and the rest of us to Catalina one of these weekends.”

“Yes, he said one of these weekends.”

“His father makes him work every other weekend in one of their pharmacies.”

“One? How many do they own?”

“About ten, I think. He expects Ricky will become a pharmacist, too, and take over someday. They have a beautiful boat. He hasn’t invited many girls. I told you he likes you. I hope he can get it. His father lets him take it because he trusts him. My mother won’t let my father give me use of the boat, even if I have someone like Ricky do the driving. Someday, though.” She took a deep breath and smiled. “For the first time after a session of therapy, I’ve got an appetite. See you downstairs,” she said, and left.

I rose and looked at the picture of Alena she had been looking at so intently. I didn’t think they had the same eyes and nose, not at all. Alena’s features were more dolllike, and her eyes looked warmer, friendlier. According to Kiera, Alena was only in fifth grade when the picture was taken, but she had an innocence that did remind me of myself, vulnerable, eager to trust and believe in someone and in the future. It wouldn’t be all that difficult for Mrs. March to turn me into this girl. I was closer to her than I was to Kiera.

I returned to my homework and even got in twenty minutes of clarinet before I went down to dinner. Everyone was there. Kiera gave me a knowing smile, winking slightly as if we were conspirators now, both working her parents, manipulating them.

During dinner, Kiera reminded Mrs. March that we were staying after school to audition for the school play. Before her mother could say or question anything, her father went on and on about his own dramatic experiences when he was in high school.

“I was in a play called Harvey, the one about the invisible big rabbit.”

I wasn’t familiar with it, and apparently, neither was Kiera. He went on to tell us practically the whole story.

“Oh, Daddy!” Kiera cried when he described the ending. “That sounds like so much fun.”

“It was. It is. In fact, your school should do it. At least, you guys should read it or maybe get the movie.”

Mrs. March moved her dish to the side and said, “We have had that movie in our theater, Donald, and Kiera was bored and left.”

He looked stunned for a moment, thought, and then nodded. “Yeah, I do remember that. Right.”

“I was younger then,” Kiera said quickly. “Besides, you never told me you were in the play when you were in high school, Daddy. I would have paid more attention and watched it to the end.”

“He did tell you that, Kiera,” Mrs. March said softly, “right before we began watching it.”

“Well, I don’t remember.” She looked at me before firing back at her, “You’re always finding something wrong with me.”

“I’m just …”

“Just jumping on every opportunity you can to make me look bad in front of Sasha,” Kiera added, and leaped to her feet. “I don’t know why I’m still in therapy. I go there, make some progress, and then come home to have you ruin it,” she moaned, and left the dining room.

The silence that followed was as deafening as that right after a bomb.

“Donald,” Mrs. March finally said, “she can’t …”

He put up his hand for silence. “Let’s just finish our meal in peace,” he said, and that was how we ate it, the three of us performing a show of simple gestures, passing dishes, salt and pepper and butter, as if we all were deaf.

When I went upstairs, I heard Kiera sobbing in her suite and knocked softly on her door.

“If that’s you, Mother, go away.”

“It’s Sasha,” I said.

She opened the door and then turned away quickly and returned to throw herself on her bed.

“You see? You see why my therapist is right? You were there!” she cried, and pounded the mattress. “No matter what I do or say, she’s ready to destroy me.” She turned to face me. “How can anyone be a better person in this house? Tell me that, will you? You were there. You saw it. You heard her.”

She waited for my response. I didn’t want to take sides, but I nodded.

“Well, we just have to stick together more,” she said, sitting up. “Next time she’s critical of me, something I do or say, you might come to my defense, say something.”

“What could I say?”

“Say … ‘Kiera’s trying.’ Just say that. My father will pick up on it. I can see he likes you. Maybe then my mother will get off both our backs.”

I didn’t think she was really on my back, but I didn’t disagree.

Kiera smiled and reached for my hands. “Thanks for stopping by to see how I am, Sasha. That’s very sweet of you. I don’t deserve it, of course. I don’t deserve even your being civil to me, but I plan on deserving it someday. Now, go practice the clarinet. I know it’s important to you and you want to do well. Besides, I like hearing it through the wall.”

I started toward the door.

“You can leave my door open a little,” she said. “And yours, too. That way, I’ll hear you better.”

“Okay, but I’m not that good yet.”

“You’re better than me, not that that says much.”

“Didn’t you ever play an instrument?”

“The heart,” she said.
 
“You mean the harp?”

“No. The heart,” she said, and laughed.

For a moment, I thought she did look like Alena, innocent, young, and vulnerable.

Downstairs, you became deaf, a voice of warning inside me said. Up here, you became blind.

I practiced for more than an hour before getting ready for bed and reading ahead in my English textbook. I had forgotten that I had left my door open. Before she said anything, Mrs. March must have been standing in my doorway a while just looking in at me. I finally sensed someone and lowered my textbook.

She smiled. “Seeing you lying there like that, reading, reminded me so much of Alena. She was a voracious reader, unlike Kiera. She read all of those books you see on the shelves here, every single one. I know, because she would spend hours telling me the stories or talking about the characters. She always got so involved. She’d talk about her books with anyone who would listen.”

She stepped in.

“It used to break my heart when she tried describing a story to Kiera, and Kiera would brush her off, tell her it was silly or a waste of time. I know Kiera can be a very exciting young woman, Sasha. She is beautiful, and boys trail after her like ants following honey, but she hasn’t quite reached the level of maturity and responsibility she should, and I worry about her. Now I have to worry about you, as well. Please be careful,” she said. “I know how easy it is to fall into traps when you’re the age you are. Is there anything you want to tell me?”

“No. I’m fine, Mrs. March.”

“I hope someday you’ll be able to call me Mother. Not that I want to replace your mother,” she quickly added. “I just want us to be closer.”

“That’s still difficult for me to do right now, Mrs. March,” I said.

I saw how hard she took my answer. For a moment, she looked like she might burst into tears, but then she managed a smile. “Of course. Everything has its proper time and place.”

She gazed around, smiled again, and said good night, closing the door softly behind her. Less than a minute later, the door opened again. I thought she had forgotten something, but it was Kiera.

“You left my door open a bit, remember?”

“Yes.”

“I heard everything she said. I don’t read. I wouldn’t listen to Alena. I’m not mature and responsible. See what I was saying? That was a lie. I always listened to Alena. She would sit on the floor next to me and tell me her stories while I sat there filing my nails or doing my hair. Why, she’d even come in while I was soaking in the tub and sit on the bathroom floor and recite them.”

Now she was the one who looked as if she might burst into tears.

“I hope you never call her Mother,” she said. Then she turned and rushed out, closing the door sharply behind her.

It sounded so ridiculous, even outright funny to say it, but I muttered to myself, “Maybe I was better off in the streets.”
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I was nervous from the moment I got into Kiera’s car the next morning and never stopped being nervous all day. I did well enough in instrumental class to avoid any looks or words of dissatisfaction from Mr. Denacio, and I got an eighty-eight on a vocabulary test in English, but all through the day, I would have these moments when my heart would race and I would have a shortness of breath. I knew that this was because I was attending Kiera’s secret VA club meeting and because of our lying to Mrs. March about a school play audition. If and when she found out, she would be very upset that I had gone along with it, but I felt that if I changed my mind, Kiera would return to the way she had been when I had first arrived.

I was good at keeping it all to myself. Ricky was the only one who sensed anything different about me. Kiera and her other friends were their usual buoyant selves, laughing, gossiping about other girls and boys in their classes and teachers as well. No one noticed that I was especially quiet. It wasn’t until the very end of lunch period that anyone said anything about the VA club. Deidre came up beside me as we were all leaving for class and said, “We’re all looking forward to you coming today.”

Before I could say anything, she walked away and left me with Ricky, who now looked even more suspicious.

“What was she whispering about? What are you she-devils up to today?” he asked.

The first thing that came to my mind was that if I said anything that even suggested we were meeting after school, he would mention it, and Kiera and the other girls would think I had already betrayed them.

“Nothing very important,” I said. “Girlie stuff.”

“Well, that’s no fun,” he replied, and walked the rest of the way wearing an impish grin. Kiera never mentioned any boys knowing about or going to the VA club. Was that one of the surprises that awaited me?

When the final bell rang to end classes, my heart felt like a yo-yo. Kiera was at my classroom door before I got to it myself. She must have run all the way from her wing of the building the second the bell rang. She had told me that sometimes she faked a desperate need to go to the bathroom just to get a head start on leaving.

“C’mon,” she said. “We can’t stay at Deidre’s longer than we would have stayed for a play audition, remember.”

I followed her out as quickly as I could. I hated it when she or someone else made me move so quickly that my limp became more pronounced. I knew there were students, even in my own classes, who ridiculed me. I didn’t see any of the other girls in Kiera’s group of friends when we reached the parking lot. When I asked about them, she told me they had already left. Deidre had actually feigned an excuse to leave before the last period.

“They always get excited when we agree on a possible new candidate for the club,” she said as we got into her car. “There are lots of girls who would love to join, but we’re very particular. Usually, we don’t ever consider a new student to the school, but since I vouched for you and all of them except Deidre believe you’re my cousin, they agreed. Excited?”

“I don’t know. I still don’t know or understand what the club does.”

“Oh, you will before today’s meeting ends.” She stopped the car as we reached the driveway to the parking lot and turned to me, her face tightened into a look of seriousness and intensity I had not seen. “Nothing we can do together, nothing we say or promise each other, will ever bring us closer together than you being in the VA,” she said. “I can assure you. We’re closer than real sisters, and every girl in the club would rather tell her most secret thoughts and things to one of us than she would to her own real sister.”

She drove out. I sat back, impressed. Never had I dreamed I’d be close friends with girls older than I was and in a new school, too. Now, according to Kiera, I would be even more special. I felt as if I had stepped onto a rocket ship, and it wasn’t only because of Kiera’s driving, either. Trips to Disneyland, parties, boat trips, all of it lay before me like some promised land filled with delight and pleasure. Months from now, I thought, I won’t even remember living on the streets.

Deidre’s house was in a gated community. The guard checked off Kiera and opened the gate for us. All of the houses were big and beautiful, but none was even half the size of the March mansion. That didn’t mean Deidre’s family’s home wasn’t a big, beautiful house in Pacific Palisades, too. As we approached, Kiera told me more about her. First, she explained that none of them talked about each other much with anyone who wasn’t a member of the VA club.

“We hold each other’s trust sacred,” she said. “Any of us gossiping about any one of us would be considered worse than being a serial killer, but I can tell you more about Deidre now. Deidre, as you know, is an only child. I became friendlier with her than I was with the other girls because I frankly felt like an only child, especially after Alena came along. I think you’re beginning to understand why.

“As I told you, Deidre’s father is an important business attorney with beautiful offices in Century City. Her mother works with her father. She’s his personal secretary. I think she became that because most men hire beautiful women to become their personal secretaries and then have affairs with them.

“Look, everyone’s here already,” she said, nodding at the three cars parked in the driveway. We pulled in behind the one on the right and got out.

Deidre’s house was a sprawling Spanish-style hacienda with a large courtyard. It didn’t have views of the ocean because of the tree line on the west side, but it was high enough to capture the sprawling vistas and the lights of sections of Los Angeles on the east side. Deidre opened the arched front door before we reached it.

“Everyone has to take off her shoes today,” she said. “We just put in a new carpet in the living room, and my mother is anal about it.”

Kiera kicked hers off, and I slipped out of mine. We put them next to the four other pairs there and followed Deidre over the tiled-floor entry, down a hallway, and into the living room, where the girls were sitting on settees. There were some soft drinks on the table and a bowl of popcorn with smaller bowls, but I was glad to see no whiskey. It looked as harmless as a gathering of teenage girls could look.

“Everyone knows who Sasha is,” Deidre began. “Sasha, you know Marcia Blumfield and Doris Norman.”

“Hi,” Marcia said.

“Right,” Doris said. She sipped her soda and shifted her gaze to Kiera.

“Sit anywhere you want,” Deidre said. She flopped into the big armchair to the right of one of the settees. Kiera sat beside Margot, and they made a place for me. “If you want something besides soda, let me know,” Deidre said. “Don’t spill anything or drop anything on the floor, or I’ll have my mother visit you late at night.”

The girls laughed. I sat, and Kiera poured herself a Coke. She looked at me and offered some, but I shook my head.

“Who’s first this time?” Margot asked. “I was first the day we inducted Doris.”

“It might be instructive for Doris to lead off, then, don’t you think?” Deidre said.

“You mean since the last meeting, no one’s made loveydovey dangerously?” Marcia asked.

They all laughed again.

“Okay, I go first, then,” Doris said. She looked at Kiera. “Unless I’m wrong.”

“You’re not wrong,” Kiera said. “Go on.”

“Well, you all know my father owns and operates a bowling alley in Manhattan Beach. On weekends, I often go in to waitress at the café. I’ve always had a crush on the bartender’s son, Crawford.”

“Crush. Give me a break,” Margot said. I noticed how she looked at Kiera after practically everything she said to see if Kiera approved.

“Well, what would you call it?” Doris fired back.

“Hunger,” she said, and everyone laughed, even Doris.

“Okay, hunger. No matter how I flirted with him whenever he was there, he didn’t seem to notice or care. Last weekend,” she said, smiling, “he did.”

“Doesn’t sound dangerous to me,” Marcia said.

“I didn’t get to it yet, genius.”

I wanted to ask why it had to be dangerous but remembered Kiera’s warning about asking questions. She must have sensed it, however, because she turned to me to explain.

“Sasha’s probably wondering about this ‘dangerous’ thing, right, Sasha?”

I looked at the other girls. They were all focused on me. “Yes,” I said.

“We came up with the idea to add some additional excitement,” Kiera said.

“You mean you came up with it,” Deidre told her.

Kiera smiled. “Whatever.” She turned back to me. “You see, Sasha, some of the recent sexual episodes described here were quite mediocre.”

“You say,” Deidre told her. “I was quite satisfied the last time.”

“It takes so little to satisfy Deidre,” Kiera said, and everyone laughed again, including Deidre. “Anyway, a suggestion was made by moi to the effect of performing the ultimate sex act as close to in public or in the presence of a third party as possible, trying not to be discovered, of course. Therein lies the danger. Which brings us back to Doris. Go on, Doris,” she said.

“Crawford hung around longer than usual this particular day. I could feel his eyes on me, and he was flashing that cute, sexy smile of his. To my surprise and delight, I might add, he waited until I was finished with my shift, and then he and I had something to eat and drink, mostly drink. He snuck me some of his vodka. His father asked him to get something for the bar in the storage room, and I went with him. When we got there, we began to kiss.”

“Storage room?” Marcia moaned. “That’s hardly dangerous.”

“Will you wait!” Doris said, stamping her foot.

“She’s right. Don’t rush her. Don’t ever rush it, girls,” Kiera said. Everyone smiled. “Go on, Doris.”

Doris sent some eye darts at Marcia and continued.

“He was trying to undo my skirt, and I said, ‘No, not here.’ I remembered our new VA pledge.”

“Where did you go?” Margot asked, leaning toward her. All of the girls looked more interested now.

“I took him by the hand to an area right behind the pins. We made love to the sound of strikes and splits,” she said proudly.

Marcia grimaced, shaking her head. “That’s not much. I don’t think it was possible for anyone to see you.”

“You don’t bowl at my father’s bowling alley. Anyone looking past the pins might have seen us. That counts, doesn’t it, Kiera?”

“It counts. It wasn’t as dangerous as Margot’s time with Perry Gordon just under her father’s home-office window, however.”

Doris looked disappointed. “Well, I thought it was clever,” she said. “And it got Crawford very excited, just like you said it might. He couldn’t believe I wanted to do it there.”

“It was clever. That was very good, Doris. I don’t mean to say it wasn’t,” Kiera told her, and her sour, disappointed expression flew off her face, to be replaced by a satisfied smile. She nodded at Marcia.

“From the look on her face, I don’t think Sasha understands us or what we’re talking about or what we believe,” Margot said. Everyone turned to me.

“I thought I would let you guys talk a while to whet her appetite,” Kiera said, and then turned to me. “You know what Alcoholics Anonymous is, right?”

For a moment, I lost my breath. She knew very well that I knew what Alcoholics Anonymous was. It was a place my mother should have been regularly, even before we were on the street. I glanced at Deidre and saw the way she was staring at me, poised to see my reaction. Every part of her face was perfectly still. She wasn’t even blinking.

“Yes, I know what it is.”

“Well, then, it’s simple to understand,” Kiera said. “Alcoholics go there to swear off alcohol. We meet here to swear off virginity.”

As if they anticipated my reacting with shock or negativity, they each pounced with a defense.

“Why should boys be the only ones to be ashamed of being virgins?” Margot asked.

“Why should they be the only ones to enjoy having sex whenever they can or want?” Marcia added.

“Why should boys be the only ones who can brag about how good a lover they are?” Doris asked.

“Why do we have to be the ones who always say no?” Deidre asked.

“Most boys, the ones who really are good lovers, don’t want to be with virgins, anyway,” Kiera said. “When they are, they always act as though they’re doing the girl a big favor.”

“What we do here is support each other, advise each other, and protect each other,” Deidre told me. “Any girl out there on her own is vulnerable and afraid. You’re very lucky Kiera has brought you here. You may not realize it now, but you will soon enough.”

“She thinks she doesn’t have to worry because she’s only fourteen,” Kiera said, as if she were reading my mind.

“I was only fourteen the first time,” Margot said.

“I wasn’t quite fourteen,” Marcia said.

“I confess. I was almost fifteen,” Doris said.

“The way you look, you’re not long for virginity, anyway,” Deidre said. “When Kiera dresses you and gets you made up, you look at least eighteen, nineteen. That’s why all those college boys were looking at you that night in Westwood.”

“You don’t have a mother or a father,” Marcia said, “but every girl here will tell you it’s easier for her to come to one of us than to go to her mother with questions. What mother would accept the VA club? Even though she probably lost her virginity when she was about our age, she’d make you feel terrible even thinking about it.”

“Exactly,” Doris said.

“Well, what do you think?” Kiera asked me. “Want to be with us, part of us, the sex sisters?”

They all smiled.

“Or do you want to be on your own out there?” she added.

I looked at each of them. They were all anxious to hear my answer. “I thought that once you lost your virginity, you couldn’t get it back.”

“No, not physically back,” Deidre said, “but you can become a mental virgin, which is just as stupid.”

“I’m still not sure about what I have to do,” I said.

Doris laughed the hardest.

“First, you take the oath, and then you get the tattoo,”

Deidre said.

“What tattoo?”

“Girls?”

They all stood up. Doris and Marcia undid their jeans and lowered them as they turned to show me a tattoo of VA done in a fancy script just above the crack in their rears. Deidre and Margot lifted their skirts to reveal the same one in the same place, and then Kiera rose, lowered her jeans, and showed me hers.

“We’ll take you to get yours on Friday after school,” she said. “I think Sasha should have hers done in calligraphy. Her mother used to do calligraphy, and she’s doing it in art class now. Anyone have any objections?”

No one spoke.

“Deidre, you schedule the tattoo, and tell him what we want him to do.”

“First the oath,” Deidre reminded her.

“Yes, the oath.”

“And then?” I asked, my heart thumping.

“And then we help you break out of physical and mental virginity,” Margot said.

“She began her period yesterday,” Kiera told them.

“No rush,” Doris said. “I trust her. She looks as innocent as I did.”

“Hardly,” Marcia said. “When you were born and your father asked what you were, a boy or a girl, the doctor said, ‘Slut.’”

They all laughed. Doris threw a pillow at her. Marcia threatened to throw her drink at her.

“Watch the rug!” Deidre screamed.

“There’s one major added benefit,” Margot told me when things quieted down again. She looked to Kiera.

“She’s right. When we say we’ll help you break out, we’ll make sure you break out with the right boy.”

“No one knows the boys at school better than we do,” Deidre said.

“The oath!” Doris cried.

“The oath,” everyone else chanted.

Deidre reached under the chair and produced a diary. She brought it to me, and all of the girls stood up.

I looked at Kiera. “What is this?”

“This diary contains every member’s description of her first sexual experience,” Deidre said. “When you’ve had yours and you write it into the book, you can read the others. Place your right hand on the notebook.”

Were they serious? Was this some sort of joke? There wasn’t a smile on anyone’s face, and no eyes betrayed any humor. No one was going to leap to cry “April fool” or anything. They couldn’t have looked more serious in church.

I put my hand on the notebook.

“Repeat after me. I, Sasha Porter, do solemnly swear to share my most secret sexual thoughts with my sisters and with no one else.”

I repeated it.

“I hereby renounce virginity, and I will never betray any sister’s trust or speak of the VA club with anyone who is not a member.”

After I repeated that, all of the girls placed their right hands over mine. They all closed their eyes as if in silent prayer. I closed mine.

Each one hugged me and returned to her seat.

“Now, then,” Kiera said, smiling. “Let me tell you how I made love dangerously this week.”

Like kindergarten students gathering around their teacher to hear a story, the girls leaned forward. Despite what Kiera was about to describe, I found myself lost in my own thoughts.

More a single question.

What had I just sworn to do and to be?
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I was really proud of you in there,” Kiera said as we drove home. “A couple of the girls were worried you were too young. Of course, they don’t know your history. Growing up in the streets, seeing the things you’ve seen, has made you more mature than they are, I’m sure.”

“I didn’t see much more than poor people struggling to eat, Kiera.”

“You know what I mean.”

I didn’t, but I didn’t disagree with her. If she wanted to believe those things about me, fine. Right now, it looked like something of an advantage to have her think that way about me.

“But you can’t keep going to school dressed like a character in Alice in Wonderland or something,” she continued. “I’m going to give you more of my things to wear. My mother has to realize you’re not a ten-year-old, and boys won’t take you seriously if you look like you just walked off Sesame Street.”

“Ricky seems to like me,” I said.

“He’s one of us. Besides, he’s only one boy. You don’t want to become dependent upon one boy this early. That’s the whole point of our club. Girls get into this frenzy to have a relationship. Heaven forbid they not be asked out on a date or not have a date to the prom or something. We’re free of all that anxiety and pressure.” She smiled. “And it drives the boys crazy because we act so indifferent. We’re in more control of our own destinies. You see the point, right?”

“Yes,” I said. I did see the point. What she was saying made me feel a little better about what I had just sworn to do and to be.

Luckily, Mrs. March wasn’t home when we arrived. I didn’t have to greet her with my face full of deception immediately. We went right up to our rooms, but Kiera wanted me to come into hers after I settled in so she could choose some clothes for me to wear to school. That was where Mrs. March found us. Kiera had at least five outfits laid out on her bed.

“What’s all this?” she asked as soon as she entered Kiera’s suite.

“Clothes I’m lending Sasha, Mother. She doesn’t have anything really fashionable. Alena’s things are just not right for her now,” Kiera said.

“Fashionable? I hardly think the clothes you wear to school are what I would call fashionable, Kiera.”

“They are to me and to my friends, Mother,” she said with what I thought for Kiera was remarkable control. She even smiled at her. “You just forget what it was like to be a teenager. I’m sure your mother complained about the things you wore.”

Mrs. March stepped closer to examine what was on the bed. “I don’t remember you wearing these things.”

“Why am I not surprised?” Kiera said, rolling her eyes. “Sasha likes them,” she added.

I hadn’t really expressed any opinion yet, but Mrs. March looked at me as though she had caught me in a betrayal and then relaxed her shoulders like someone accepting defeat.

“How did the audition go?” she asked.

“Neither of us was thrilled with it,” Kiera said. “We’re rethinking it.”

“Why?”

“Mother, will you ease up a little? Sasha has enough pressure adjusting to a new school, making new friends, learning the clarinet, and everything else.”

Again, Mrs. March turned to me for a reaction. I was silent. I’m already deep in a lie, I thought, and felt trapped.

“Very well,” she said. “I’m meeting your father at Palmeri for dinner. Don’t give Mrs. Duval or Mrs. Caro any grief.” She left.

I knew Mrs. March was very upset with us, but Kiera looked as if she couldn’t care any less about it. She continued pulling clothing off hangers and tossing what she liked onto the bed with cries of “This will look great on you! This is perfect!”

She stood back from the clothes. “You need some jewelry, too, and I have a watch you could have. Here,” she said, taking the watch off her wrist and handing it to me.

“But it’s your watch.”

“I have more than twenty, silly.”

“Twenty?”

“Those are real diamonds in it, by the way.”

I put it on my wrist.

“Looks nice on you.”

She dumped a box of earrings, bracelets, and necklaces onto the bed beside the clothing she had laid out and began putting the outfits together with the jewelry. She had so much I thought she could open her own jewelry store.

“Is any of this very expensive?” I asked.

“It’s all very expensive. I don’t buy junk, and I don’t let my parents buy me junk, not that they would. You have nothing here that would make you ashamed to wear,” she said.

“I don’t mean that. I don’t want to lose anything expensive. It makes me nervous.”

She laughed. “First of all, Daddy has some kind of insurance policy on our jewelry, and second, I could replace anything anyway, even without insurance, so don’t give it a second thought. I don’t. There,” she said, stepping back. “You have a different outfit for every day of the week with the right accompanying earrings, necklaces, bracelets, and rings. Start trying things on. Oh, wait a minute!” She examined my ears. “You don’t have pierced ears. Didn’t your mother ever want you to get your ears pierced?”

“No. She didn’t think I was old enough.”

“Damn. Most of these earrings are useless. We have to get your ears pierced. We’ll do it this weekend.”

I looked at the watch she had given me.

“Will you stop being such a worrywart about your homework? I’ll leave you alone after dinner. Promise,” she said, holding up her right hand.

I began trying her things on and was surprised at how well everything fit me. Everything looked and smelled new, too. She raved about it all. All of the tops were skin-tight, shirred, with plunging necklines. The skirts were short and also tighter than I would normally wear. There was a fuchsia halter-top dress that left little to the imagination. In fact, I thought what she was giving me was even sexier than the clothes she wore.

“Are you sure I can wear all of these things to school?”

“Of course you can. You’re not dressing much differently from most of the other girls. Besides, if you have it, flaunt it,” she said. “That’s my motto, and it should be yours, too. You have a great figure.”

I was still reluctant. “Your mother was very upset about it.”

“Of course she is. She has you in Alena’s room, playing Alena’s clarinet, and wearing Alena’s things. We know why, and we know how we both feel about that, right?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Good. I’m starving,” she declared before I could say anything else. “Let’s go eat dinner. Keep that on. I love the expression on Mrs. Duval’s face when she sees you in something I would wear.” She seized my hand and pulled me along.

She was right about Mrs. Duval. Her eyes widened, and she shook her head softly, mumbling to herself as she went back and forth from the dining room to the kitchen.

At dinner, Kiera reminded me about getting the club’s tattoo on Friday.

“That’s when we’ll get your ears pierced, too,” she said.

“What will be our reason for not coming right home after school?” I asked. Mrs. March probably would approve of pierced ears, but I couldn’t imagine her approving of tattoos.

“I’ll tell my mother I had to stop at the mall to pick up some makeup. That’s one thing she understands and approves of, cosmetics. Besides, it is the start of the weekend. We don’t have to rush home to do homework—not that I ever do, anyway.”

“Does she know you have a tattoo?”

“I don’t bathe in front of my mother anymore, Sasha, and certainly not in front of my father. Besides, they both know that if I wanted to do something like that, I’d do it with or without their permission.”

I was still quite nervous about doing it, but I felt I couldn’t back out now without turning all of the girls against me. Kiera didn’t talk about it any more. She went on and on about different boys and other girls at school whom the club members were considering, and she told me more about each of the girls themselves, especially whom I should listen to more and trust more. It was truly as if I had been taken into her confidence now, and there was nothing she wouldn’t tell me. She lived up to her word after dinner, however, and didn’t disturb my homework and practicing of the clarinet.

Grover picked me up after school the following day, as Kiera had a therapy session. During the day, I did notice that more boys were looking at me because of the clothes I was wearing. Both Ricky and Boyd made a point of telling me I looked hot, and all of the girls in the VA club complimented me. I saw the envy in the faces of the girls in my classes, too.

“You’ll need us more than ever,” Deidre whispered. “Boys will be coming at you like flies to honey. Make no promises or commitments until you speak with one of us.”

I thought I had felt as if I were floating when I had just entered such a school, but now I really was lightheaded and happy. I dared to think that maybe I was beautiful; maybe I was just as pretty as or even prettier than Kiera.

Grover was surprised and amused by how many boys accompanied me out to the parking lot, each trying to get me to pay him some special attention.

“I guess you’re adapting pretty well,” he said before driving off. He rarely said anything, so I was pleased and actually felt myself blushing. I waved when I saw Kiera driving away, but she didn’t notice.

Either because we were friendlier now and she was assuming more of a big sister’s role or because she had reached some important realizations about herself, Kiera complained less and less about her therapy and behaved much more nicely and kindly toward her mother. I still saw the suspicion flashing in Mrs. March’s face, but even she began to relax more. On Thursday night, after dinner was over and we were heading up to our rooms, Kiera claiming that she was trying hard to do better in her schoolwork, Mr. March asked me to follow him to his office.

“I’d like to speak with you a moment, Sasha.”

Kiera paused, too.

“You can go up, Kiera. I just need to talk to Sasha right now,” he said.

Kiera looked at me with fear and warning in her face, but she didn’t linger. Mrs. March followed Mr. March and me to his office. He smiled at me as soon as we entered.

“There’s nothing wrong, Sasha,” he said. “You can wipe away your look of anxiety. On the contrary, there’s something right.”

He went to his desk and took a cigar out of a box. “Have a seat,” he said, gesturing with his cigar toward the red bullet leather chairs. I sat, and he lit his cigar.

“You could wait until she leaves, Donald,” Mrs. March said. “Not everyone loves the stench of cigar smoke.”

“Oh. Sorry. Does this bother you, Sasha?”

“No, sir.”

There had been a time not so long ago when the aroma of a lit cigar would have been more like perfume when compared with the odors surrounding me.

He leaned against the front of his desk.

“First,” he began, “I want to thank you for giving Kiera a chance to redeem herself when it comes to you. You have every reason to hate every cell in her body. I know it looks like I’m totally aloof from all that goes on here, but I assure you, I’m not. Both Mrs. March and I have kept in close contact with Kiera’s therapist, and we’re very happy with her progress.”

“We hope it’s real,” Mrs. March said.

“I think Dr. Ralston would be a better judge of that than we would, don’t you, Jordan?”

“I’d hope so. I have a closet full of Kiera’s broken promises to us both.”

He shook his head slightly at her, puffed on his cigar, and turned back to me. “In any case, you’ve been very generous in permitting her to rework herself into decent behavior. I’m also impressed with the influence you’ve had on her. Now, even more important perhaps, I wanted to tell you how pleased I am to hear about your own progress and achievements. I must admit I was wary when Jordan, Mrs. March, wanted to have this arrangement, but I’m very happy to be proven wrong. Is there anything you need? Anything I can do for you?”

I looked at Mrs. March. She was finally smiling warmly.

“No, sir. I have more than I ever dreamed I would have,” I said, and he laughed.

“You and me both, Sasha. You and me both. Okay. I just wanted to have this little talk. Don’t hesitate to come to me if I can do anything more or if anything bothers you, okay? I know you have Mrs. March to rely on, but I want you to know you have me as well.”

“Thank you.”

He smiled and went around to his desk chair. I rose, glanced at Mrs. March, and then hurried out and up the stairs. Kiera was waiting for me at her doorway.

“What did he want?” she asked. “Was he trying to get you to tell him something? My mother must have put him up to it. Well?”

“No, nothing like that,” I said. “He wanted to tell me how pleased he was with how things were going between us and how both of us were doing now,” I said. “He told me not to hesitate if I needed or wanted anything.”

“My father said that?”

“Yes. He was very nice, nicer to me than ever.”

She studied me a moment to see if I was telling the truth and then smiled. “That’s my father. He can be a real charmer when he wants to be. This is great. Mother might ease up on us. Okay. Get to your homework,” she said, and went into her room.

On Friday as planned, all of the girls in the VA club met us after school and followed as Kiera drove me to a tattoo parlor in West L.A. The man doing the tattoos looked as if he was tattooed on every possible area of his body. There was a snake up his right arm beginning at his wrist and what looked like a chain up his left arm. He even had a tattoo on his throat.

All of the girls followed us into a small area in the rear, and the tattooing began. It wasn’t pleasant, and twice I was on the verge of screaming that I wanted him to stop, but Kiera stood right beside him, and the girls were right behind her. Afterward, I looked at it in a full-length mirror by holding another mirror to catch the reflection. It looked bigger than theirs, and he had done what they had asked, a form of calligraphy.

They insisted on celebrating. Kiera called Mrs. March and told her we had gone to the mall so that I could get my ears pierced. She asked her to let us hang out and go for pizza with some friends. Minutes after she hung up, my phone rang, and Mrs. March asked me if we were doing what Kiera had said we were doing. Kiera knew, of course, that it was her mother calling me, and she watched and listened. I had no choice but to lie.

“Let’s get to the mall,” Kiera said. “We really do need to get your ears pierced, remember?”

Instead of going someplace for pizza afterward, however, we all went to Marcia’s house. She had a younger brother, but her parents had left for a weekend in San Diego and had taken him along. Kiera had told me that Marcia’s father owned car dealerships up and down the coast. A girl whose parents were only middle-class would have a hard time being friends with members of the VA club, I thought. She would always be intimidated by their clothes, their jewelry, and their cars. That feeling was reinforced when I saw Marcia’s family’s home, a sprawling two-story in a place called Brentwood Park. She had a live-in maid, too, but her maid had the night off.

We did order in pizza, and then, to my surprise, boys began to arrive. Ricky and Boyd came first, and then three other boys followed—Tony Sussman, Jack Martin, and Ruben Weiner. They were all seniors as well. In fact, I was the only one there who wasn’t. As before, no one seemed particularly involved with anyone else. When they danced, everyone was dancing with everyone. I saw the vodka being added to the soda and juice, but when Marcia offered me some, Kiera interfered.

“Sasha doesn’t drink,” she said. She said it so sharply that Marcia looked as if she had been slapped.

“Well, excuse me. I didn’t know we had a Mormon in the club.”

“She’s not a Mormon. I promised my mother I wouldn’t let her get into any drinking after what happened to her parents, remember? They were killed by a drunk driver.”

“Oh. Sorry,” Marcia said, turning to me and looking as if she would burst into tears.

Kiera seemed to wink with her whole face. She leaned over to whisper, “She needs to drink to have fun. You and I don’t.”

Later, Ricky spent more time with me. We sat and talked and ate.

“I’ve got to work tomorrow,” he said. “I have next weekend off, and I’m sure I’ll get the boat.”

“I’ve never been on a boat,” I said.

“You will be next weekend.” He looked at the others and then brought his lips to mine. It wasn’t a quick peck, either. It was a soft, long kiss. I closed my eyes, and when I opened them, I expected that everyone would be looking at us, but no one was.

We kissed again and again before the party ended, but we didn’t do much more. I wasn’t disappointed, but I was anticipating it. When Kiera announced that we had to leave, Ricky followed us out. He kissed me again before I got into the car. I knew Kiera was watching.

“See you soon,” he said, but he held on to my arm. Then he leaned in, bringing his lips to my ear. “I hear you were inducted into the VA club,” he whispered. “I hope I’m the one.”

He turned and walked back into the house before I could respond, not that I knew what to say. When I got into the car, Kiera asked me immediately what he had whispered. I told her. I was surprised that he knew about the club.

“He’s okay. He has the Good Sexkeeping Seal of Approval,” she said nonchalantly, and started the car. As we drove out, she slowed down and turned to me, “But as for him initiating you, that’s not his decision—or yours, for that matter.”

“What do you mean?”

“We’ll bring it up at the next meeting, and the members will vote on it. There are four other boys who are approved for initiations, right now only four boys.”

“You mean everyone votes on which boy each girl is with for the first time?”

“Of course. That way, no one makes a serious mistake. When I said I was going to be your protective older sister, I meant it,” she said. “It’s the least I can do for you, and I appreciate your letting me do it. We’re all sisters now. The members of the club think clearly and carefully about each girl’s sexual experiences. Everyone there has far more experience than you have. Why shouldn’t you benefit from their experiences? Believe me, my mother wouldn’t be any sort of adviser when it comes to sex. Sometimes I think she and my father stopped doing it.

“Despite what some people tell you, sex for the first time is the most important time. Our four boys know how to make love to a virgin. There have been no complaints,” she added, smiling.

We drove on.

It was on the tip of my tongue to ask, but I didn’t. Whatever happened to love?
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Decision

A strange thing happened at school during the days that followed. The more I hung out with the older students, whether at lunch or talking to them in the halls between classes and going with Kiera and the others to malls or restaurants, the more invisible I became to my classmates. Those who had once been impressed with my being so lovey-dovey with a senior boy were now indifferent to me. No one said hello or even nodded at me. They walked past me as though I weren’t there.

I continued to do well in class and improve on the clarinet, but when Mr. Denacio announced that I would have a seat in the senior band and issued me a uniform, everyone else in the class took it as if it had been expected. It wasn’t so much an achievement as simply another assumed step. Big deal was written across their faces. Ironically, Kiera and the club members were the only friends I had. No one my own age would give me the time of day.

One Wednesday, Kiera told me that we were having a meeting of the VA club at Deidre’s house after school on Friday, and I was the main topic. She asked me how my period had been since she had given me her pill. I had gone through it far better than any time I had had it before and told her so.

“My doctor says we should take the pill afterward, too,” she said. “It will prevent you from having those severe cramps next time. These are for you. Take one every day now.”

I thanked her and took one every morning as her doctor had prescribed. As Friday drew closer, I was even more nervous for the VA club meeting than I had been the first time. After all, it was to be all about my first sexual experience.

The other girls were already there when we arrived, sitting in the same places. They all looked very serious. I saw the pictures of four boys on the coffee table: Ricky, Boyd, Ruben Weiner, and Tony Sussman. Deidre brought a chair for me and put it in the center so I’d face all of the girls.

“We didn’t ask you last time,” Margot began, “but how much experience do you have? How far have you gone with a boy?”

I looked at Kiera, but she was just as serious and stone-faced as they were.

“All I’ve ever done with a boy I did at Marcia’s party with Ricky,” I said.

“Just kiss?” Marcia said, squinting and crinkling her nose as though kissing were more disgusting. “What, did you grow up in Disneyland?”

“There’s no reason to pick on her,” Kiera said. “You weren’t exactly Miss Sophisticated when we brought you into the club.”

Marcia blushed and sat back.

“That still leaves Tony out. He moves too fast, assuming the girl has been on the verge,” Deidre said. “Everyone agree?”

They all nodded, and she turned Tony’s picture over.

“Can she go on a date? Will your mother permit it?” Doris asked.

“I doubt it,” Kiera said. “My mother refuses to see her as anything but a ten-year-old, and she has this thing about added responsibility for her.”

“She doesn’t look ten now,” Margot said. “I want to know where you got that fuchsia outfit you wore the other day.”

I looked at Kiera. Hadn’t she ever worn it?

“Like it will look as good on you,” Doris muttered.

“Can we get on with the business at hand?” Kiera said sharply.

“Ruben uses his love machine,” Deidre says. “It’s an SUV. All the seats go down, and he throws an air mattress in it. It feels like a waterbed.”

“You should know,” Doris said, smiling.

“Like you don’t?”

Doris laughed.

“In any case, he’d be better if it was going to be a straight-out date, don’t you think?” Deidre asked. Everyone nodded, and she turned his picture over.

“It’s between Boyd and Ricky, and we know how you feel about Ricky already,” Marcia said.

“Ricky’s usually the most gentle,” Doris added.

“I prefer Boyd,” Margot said.

“It’s not your initiation.

It’s hers,” Doris told her.

“Boyd is more professional about it. He spends more time on foreplay,” Margot insisted.

“I think this should be a secret ballot,” Kiera announced. “There’s a little too much personal business going on here.”

“Whatever,” Margot said.

Deidre produced a sticky pad and handed each girl a sheet.

“I don’t have a pen,” Margot said.

“Use your lipstick,” Doris told her.

“Then everyone will know it’s my vote. That’s not a secret ballot.”

“I’m just kidding, stupid.”

Deidre got up, walked out, and returned with pens for those who didn’t have any.

“Just an R or a B is all that’s necessary,” Kiera said.

I watched as they spread out to vote. It wasn’t until they all handed their folded papers to Kiera that the full realization of what they were deciding for me hit me. I had sworn their oath, and I had gotten the tattoo, but I wasn’t confident that I could go through with the rest of it, especially if they had chosen Boyd. Kiera didn’t announce the votes. She opened each slip and put it on the right. She put none on the left.

“It’s settled,” she said. “Unanimous. Ricky.”

“When?” Margot asked immediately.

“As it happens, we’re all going on Ricky’s boat tomorrow,” Kiera said. “I didn’t say anything until I knew for sure and knew this would be the vote for sure. I mean, Boyd will be there, too, but Ricky’s the one.”

“And you can make it dangerous, too,” Margot said, “if it happens on the boat.”

“No, that wouldn’t count as dangerous,” Kiera said. “It’s only us. Besides, you wanted real privacy the first time, as I recall. I heard Tony almost had to use a sheet with a hole.”

“That’s not true!” she cried.

Everyone laughed.

“Let’s have some music,” Deidre declared, “and order some Chinese.”

Everyone rose to congratulate me as if I had done or would do something historic. Maybe I was naive about sex, but I knew that what they expected me to do, what I would do, was not all that much of an accomplishment, except, of course, that it would make me solid with these girls. I’d be part of their family, and for an orphan, that was some accomplishment.

“I bet you’re really excited,” Kiera said after we left Deidre’s house.

“This is all supposed to happen tomorrow on Ricky’s boat?”

“Sure. It has two staterooms. Don’t look so worried. You’ll do fine.”

She made it sound like a performance or a test. When we arrived home, however, we were both almost grounded. Mrs. March had learned the truth. The drama teacher had not held auditions for the play yet. She intercepted us just before we were about to go upstairs.

“In here,” she commanded, standing in the living-room doorway.

Kiera and I looked at each other. On the way into the living room, she whispered, “Whatever it is, let me do all the talking.”

Mrs. March was alone. She stood with her arms folded under her breasts and nodded toward one of the settees. We sat.

“What now, Mother?” Kiera asked.

“What now? Why did both of you lie to me about the auditions? There were no auditions that day. Well?”

“I was too embarrassed to tell you that I had made a mistake and misread the date on the bulletin-board announcement. We actually went to the auditorium and felt like idiots. At least, I did. It wasn’t Sasha’s fault, so don’t blame her.”

“But you continued the lie, giving me that story about changing your minds,” Mrs. March said, looking from Kiera to me. I couldn’t look directly at her.

“Yes.”

“Why? Why wouldn’t you just tell me the truth? You made a mistake?”

“I didn’t think you’d believe me, and besides, we really did decide not to do it.”

“Where did you go that day?”

“Nowhere. We just killed some time riding around and then came home. It’s not a federal case, Mother. It’s not like we did some terrible thing instead.”

“I don’t believe you, Kiera.”

“Don’t believe me. Ask Sasha.”

She looked at me. “Is what she’s saying true? You just rode around?”

“Yes,” I said softly, almost too softly for her to hear.

“I’m very disappointed in both of you. Why don’t I see you working on your calligraphy anymore, Sasha?”

“I’ve done a little, but with my homework and clarinet practice …”

“And the time you’re wasting riding around,” she completed for me. “This is very discouraging. Alena never lied to me, ever.”

“Oh, please, Mother. She had her little white lies, too.”

“Never,” she insisted. “Your bad habits never rubbed off on her. She was too good, an angel. That’s why God took her back.”

Kiera looked away, and when she turned back, her eyes were filled with tears.

“You just love making me out to be the bad one all the time. You did it when she was alive, and you still do it now. You hate me!” She leaped to her feet and ran out of the living room.

“Kiera!”

I sat there, frozen. Slowly, Mrs. March turned back to me. “I don’t hate her,” she said. “She’s my daughter. Of course I love her. I wouldn’t put up with all her antics if I didn’t care for her and love her, but I’m not one of those mothers who are so blind they will not see. I know her faults. Pretending, ignoring, excusing will not help her to change and improve. And you won’t do her any good by supporting her when she lies or disobeys.”

She took a deep breath and sat on the settee opposite me. After a moment, she looked up at me. “Sasha, I think, as Donald does, that it’s wonderful you’ve found a way to get along with Kiera and perhaps help each other, but you must be wary. She has too many years of successfully manipulating both her father and me. She’s an expert at it. Will you be careful?”

“Yes, Mrs. March.”

“I don’t mind your being a normal teenager, but please, be careful. I take my responsibility for you very seriously. Remember, I made that pledge to your mother the day she was buried.”

I nodded, now nearly in tears myself.

“Donald is so happy at how things are going or seem to be going. I won’t say anything to him about this, but no more lying, okay?”

“Okay, Mrs. March.”

“Oh, I hate that ‘Mrs. March.’ At least call me Jordan,” she said. She smiled. “So, you got your ears pierced?”

“Yes.”

“Kiera has plenty of earrings to lend you. That’s for sure. Alena always wanted her ears pierced, but we never got around to it.” She was quiet a moment and then smiled again. “Donald is planning to take us all on a little trip, perhaps to San Francisco. Won’t that be nice?”

“Yes, Mrs…. Jordan.”

“Good. Okay, I won’t keep you.”

I rose and started out. She held her smile and then turned away. I paused once after I walked out of the living room and looked back at her. She suddenly looked like the saddest person in the world, alone, bedecked in expensive jewelry and her designer outfit, her hair recently cut and styled. But instead of looking wonderful, she looked like someone trapped and chained by her wealth, lost and alone with nothing but her expensive possessions to keep her warm.

Kiera’s door was open. She wasn’t crying, but she was facedown on her bed. She heard me enter her suite and turned.

“Why didn’t you run out with me?”

“You jumped up and ran so fast I didn’t know what to do,” I said. It was the truth.

“What did she say? Did she tell you how terrible I am again?”

“No. She said she loves you, but she was worried. She liked that I got my ears pierced.”

“That figures. Oh, well,” she said, shaking off her rage and smiling. “At least I got us out of that one, even if she tells my father.”

“She said she wouldn’t.”

“Did she? Great. I was afraid she would get him to lay down some new restrictions and ruin tomorrow. Perfect. We’ll tell them both about it at dinner. Be sure you look and sound very excited about it.” She studied me a moment. “You are, aren’t you? You’re not going to back out now?”

“No,” I said, although I could hear a chorus of voices inside me saying yes.

“I’m going to take a bubble bath. Come in to talk if you want,” she said, and headed for her bathroom.

I went to my suite and just sat for a while looking out the window. It was odd, I thought, but it wasn’t until now that I realized I didn’t even have a single picture of my mother. Everything we owned had disappeared in the road that night. Maybe it had all been tossed aside as junk. The sacks and the suitcases had been battered and stained. There had been some pictures in Mama’s suitcase, but we had had nothing else of any real value. I couldn’t recall anything that would have had our names. We had no address. If it had all been left on the side of the road, some other homeless person or persons might easily have come upon it and taken what they could use.

Of course, my thoughts went to the next day. I like Ricky, I thought. He was certainly very good-looking and so far very nice to me. It was exciting being with him. But to do what I was about to do, for the reasons I was about to do it, was troubling to me, and not because I was afraid. I wasn’t old enough to have spent much time thinking about losing my virginity, but whenever I had thought about it, it was in terms of romance and love. Just doing it to get it over with diminished it, made it seem like such a common exercise. Was it just me? Why didn’t these other girls feel and see that too?

Maybe they didn’t really believe in love. From what I could see and what I heard them say, none of them had a particularly strong feeling for any one boy. If one of them had such a feeling, she surely kept it secret from the others. I had always dreamed of having a boyfriend who took me to school dances, movies, and restaurants. Maybe we would be too young to be really in love, but we would like each other so much that it would seem that way, and when we eventually broke up to go our separate ways, maybe for college, we would be broken-hearted, at least for a while. Years later, married to other people, we would meet and smile, almost laugh, at how intense we had once been. Yet in our heart of hearts, we would wonder what it would have been like if we had gone on together. The wondering would last only a second, but at least we would have had that.

None of the girls in the VA club would have anything remotely close to that. What would their memories of high school be like? How long could they continue to mock and belittle other girls who had had long and deep affections for boys in the past? Would they wake up one day years from now and realize what they had missed and lost and, most important, what they had given up when they treated their first sexual experience as just something they had to get over with?

I was tempted to go into Kiera’s bathroom and sit beside her while she was in her bath and talk about all this, but I was afraid that the moment I brought it up, she would carry on with how I was not only betraying her but making her look bad to her friends. She might even find a way to blame it all on her mother, and things would return to the way they had been, a house full of thunder and lightning which would only bring us all to some new great tragedy. Whether Kiera would blame it on me or not, I would think I had caused it when all I had to do was make love with a boy I admittedly thought of as handsome and exciting.

How I wished I had a real mother to talk to now, even a mother who was in and out of sanity the way Mama was when we lived on the streets. I’d know when I could talk to her, when her mind was clear enough to hear me and care.

But I didn’t even have that.

It was at times like this when I knew just how lost and alone I really was and that no amount of money, no house, no special school, nothing, would fill the great and deep hole in my heart.
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Kiera was really very clever when it came to manipulating her father. I watched and listened to an expert at dinner that night. The excitement and sweetness in her voice was so well crafted, as were her smiles, her looks at me, and her way of bringing me in at the right times to support what she said. She had a way of tilting her head just slightly to the left while rolling her eyes to the right to look cute and innocent. She tossed back her hair with a flick of two fingers and pursed her lips as if she was sending her father a kiss across the table.

I looked at Mr. March as Kiera described what our outing on Ricky’s boat was going to be. Mrs. March’s face was more like a mask, nothing moving, her eyelids barely blinking as she listened. Although Kiera never came right out and said it, she implied that Ricky’s father was going to keep close tabs on us. She reminded her parents that she had been on Ricky’s father’s boat before and how well it had gone. The weather was going to be perfect for boating, too. Most of all, this would be the most exciting thing I had ever done. She made it sound as if all the others, Ricky, even his father, were going along with this outing for my benefit. How could her parents reject it?

“Well, it sounds like you two are in for a great time,” Mr. March said. “I’d take you myself, but I’m having so many problems with this project in Oregon that I’ve got to work all weekend. I don’t know why I took on doing anything with Rick Stanton,” he said to Mrs. March. “His preparation is always so sloppy.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” Mrs. March said curtly, “but not because of Rick Stanton. You’re taking on too much, Donald. We need you to spend more time with us.”

The way she said “we” made it clear, at least to me, that she meant herself. He nodded and promised that he was going to cut back. He said he had already rejected two major projects. Kiera glanced at me as he spoke, a look of victory and satisfaction in her face. There was no other discussion about our going on Ricky’s boat. She was happy they had gone on to other topics. Secretly, I had been hoping that they wouldn’t let us go and my crisis would be postponed for a while, but I should have realized that there was little or nothing Kiera didn’t get the way she wanted.

“I’ve picked out some things for you to wear tomorrow,” she told me after dinner. “Boyd’s picking us up at nine.”

The outfit she had chosen looked more like a tennis outfit to me. When I put it on, I thought the skirt was too short, but she insisted that it was perfect. She gave me another watch to wear, with a band that matched the colors of my outfit, and different earrings, too. This watch, like the other, had diamonds.

“Now, don’t worry about becoming seasick or anything,” she said. “That pill I gave you actually helps prevent that, too. Don’t ask me how or why. It just does. Tomorrow’s your day, and we won’t permit anything to ruin it.”

I felt as if I were on the high seas already when I went to bed. I tossed and turned, struggling to fall asleep. The conflicting arguments going on inside me were fierce. I was caught in an echo chamber. A strong part of me was screaming how wrong it all was. I was doing it for the wrong reasons, and I would regret it for the rest of my life. The other part of me kept reminding me of what I had now and what I would have afterward. For a girl who had had few, if any, friends most of her life and none during the entire past year, the idea of being part of a group like the VA club brimmed with great promise. I’d be included in everything. I’d have trusted friends in school and out of school. Boys would like me even more. And besides, I had already gone too far. I had the tattoo. I had lost any chance of having friends my own age. They all thought I was too snobby because I was hanging around with the seniors. If I didn’t do this, I’d be all alone again.

Sometime just before morning, I fell asleep and slept so late that Kiera came rushing with panic into my suite.

“You’re still in bed?” she cried. I groaned and turned over to look up at her. She was already dressed in her boating outfit. “It’s after eight! Get up. Get dressed. Get ready. I’ll be back in fifteen minutes. You know my mother will make a big deal of us having a decent breakfast. C’mon. And don’t forget to take your pill,” she said, ripping the blanket off me.

I ground the sleep out of my eyes, sat up, and then, still half asleep, jumped into the shower to shock myself awake with cold water. I was just putting on my boat shoes when Kiera returned.

“Let’s go,” she said. “My mother is already wondering if you’re sick or something. If you don’t look good and full of energy, she’ll find a reason to stop us. C’mon,” she urged.

I hurried out after her.

Mrs. March was in the dining room waiting for us. “Are you all right?” she asked me immediately.

“Yes.”

“She just stayed up too late doing her homework. You know how she is about her homework, even on weekends,” Kiera said.

Mrs. March looked at me suspiciously but said nothing. I had to eat more than I wanted so she wouldn’t think something was wrong with my appetite. At least, Kiera did most of the talking for us both, describing the day that lay ahead in Catalina and reminding her mother how much fun they’d had there when her father had taken them. She made the point of reminding her that Alena was alive then and loved the day.

“Never mind all that. You’d better make sure both you and Sasha are wearing your life jackets on that boat,” her mother warned.

“Oh, of course. Ricky follows all the regulations to a T. What are you doing today, Mother?” she asked to throw her off.

“I’m meeting Deidre’s mother for lunch at the Ivy,” she said. “It’s a lunch meeting we’ve both been looking forward to for a while now.” She made it sound as though they were meeting to discuss her and Deidre.

“That’s nice,” Kiera said without missing a beat.

“I want to hear from both of you periodically,” Mrs. March said. “You both have cell phones, and this time they’re not to be forgotten or turned off. Is that clear?”

“Of course, Mother. It’s when we go on excursions like this that they come in most handy. We need to be excused now so we can both do last-minute things. Boyd will be here in ten minutes.”

“Don’t make any more mistakes, Kiera,” Mrs. March warned. “There’s no room for any more mistakes.”

“That’s all in the past, Mother. I’ll let someone else make mistakes.”

“Don’t belittle what I say, Kiera.”

“I never do, Mother. Sasha?”

I stood up and looked at Mrs. March. If she would or could ever see the hesitation in my face, she would see it now, I thought, and maybe she would forbid my going, but her mind was somewhere else. She nodded and looked down. Kiera tugged me, and we headed back up to our rooms. I was still brushing my teeth when she cried from my doorway that Boyd was there.

“Hurry up,” she said, “before my mother finds some reason to stop us. Believe me,” she continued as we went down the hallway, “she wishes she could.”

“Why wouldn’t she want us to have fun?”

“It’s a long story, but it’s because she had such a boring childhood. She’s just jealous.”

I shook my head as she descended in front of me. How could a daughter think her mother was jealous of her? Mothers wanted their daughters to have better lives than they had, didn’t they? She certainly wanted a better life for me, even if it was just to ease her conscience. Besides, I couldn’t believe Mrs. March had a boring childhood. Kiera just had a definition of “boring” that was different from most people’s.

Deidre was waiting for us in the car with Boyd.
 
“The others are meeting us at the dock,” she said. “Hurry up.” When we drove off, she turned and leaned over to whisper, “Ready for VA day?”

Kiera pushed her to turn around. “Don’t spook her,” she said. “She’s nervous enough.”

“Nervous about what?” Boyd asked.

“Being on the same boat with you,” Kiera said.

“Yeah, right. You have nothing to worry about as long as I’m there, Sasha,” he said.

Ricky’s boat was impressive. He had told me it was a seventy-five-foot Hatteras motor yacht. While everyone else waited, he took me on a tour to show me the galley, the salon, the master stateroom, and the guest stateroom. After that, he brought me up to the pilothouse, where I was to remain with him as he got us under way. Despite the conflicts going on inside me, I was very excited. When he started the boat and we were bouncing over the water, I couldn’t help but squeal with delight. He let me steer for a while, too. Boyd started whining about not being permitted to do half the driving, as Ricky had promised, so he let him come up with Marcia, and he and I went down to join the others in the salon.

Kiera looked pretty cozy with Ruben Weiner, and Deidre was practically on Tony Sussman’s lap. Margot was sprawled on a sofa with Jack Martin. The way everyone was smiling at us gave me the jitters. Did all of the boys also know what was supposed to happen on the boat?

“Looks crowded in here,” Ricky said. “Come on. We’ll go to the front of the boat, and you can feel the wind and sea spray.”

He took my hand and led me out. It was more exciting at the front of the boat. He pointed out Catalina and some of the other boats traveling to and fro. Because it was so bumpy, he held me around the waist, and we stood like that for a while. Afterward, we returned to the salon. I saw that Margot and Jack Martin were gone.

“Margot and Jack are in the guest stateroom,” Kiera whispered. “You have the master, of course.”

I glanced at Ricky.

“He already knows he’s been chosen,” she said.

Whether it was the prospect of really going forward with this or because this was my first time on a boat at sea, I don’t know, but I felt the blood drain from my face and a wooziness come over me. I faltered for a moment as my legs turned into jelly beneath me.

Ricky saw it coming and had his arm around my waist again. “Whoa,” he said, and scooped me up to carry me to the sofa.

“No,” Kiera said, seizing his arm. “She needs to be in the bed.”

He nodded and carried me to the master stateroom.

“I’ll get Boyd to slow down. That will help,” he said after he lowered me to the bed.

I closed my eyes. My stomach was doing flip-flops.

After he left, Kiera came in.

“Perfect,” she said, as if I had planned it all out and was pretending. “We’ll wait until the boat is docked.”

“I’m not fooling,” I said. “I feel sick.”

“You’ll get over it,” she insisted. “Rest a little.”

“But you said the pill would prevent this from happening.”

“Everyone’s different, Sasha. Don’t be silly. I was hoping it would work for you, but I guess it doesn’t. Next time, we’ll get you to wear one of those patches to prevent seasickness. Relax. The best is yet to come.”

“I don’t want to,” I said. “I don’t feel good.”

“What are you talking about? We go through all this effort to make it easy for you, and you want to back out now? Relax. You’ll feel lots better after we dock, and that will be the best time for your initiation. Besides, you don’t want to disappoint the girls after they voted to include you, and you especially don’t want to disappoint Ricky,” she added. “I’ll be back in a few.”

“I think I’m going to throw up.”

She stood glaring at me for a moment and then sighed and shook her head. “Okay. If you have to throw up, go into the bathroom. I’ll see if Ricky has anything onboard that will help,” she said, and left.

I closed my eyes and kept my hands on my stomach while I fought back the urge to vomit. No one else was this seasick. I was embarrassed. The feeling didn’t pass. I was about to get up when Ricky and Kiera returned. Kiera was holding a glass of something with a blue tint.

“We called Ricky’s father, and he told us where this was in the galley,” Kiera said. “You drink it all down as fast as you can.”

She came to the bed. Ricky helped me sit up, and I took the glass. It didn’t look like anything anyone would want to drink.

“Drink it fast,” Kiera emphasized, “and you won’t mind the taste.”

I looked at Ricky. His face was so serious, his eyes intense. Was he that way because he thought that somehow this was his fault and he felt sorry for me?

“If she has a bad time, I’ll never stop hearing about it from my mother,” Kiera told him.

I looked at the glass again, took a deep breath, and gulped the contents. Kiera took the glass back immediately, and Ricky lowered me to the pillow again.

“Just rest. We’re almost at the dock,” he said.

Kiera was looking down at me in the strangest way. After a moment, they both left. I closed my eyes again and listened to the hum of the engines. I felt the boat slowing down, but I never felt it being docked. I fell asleep, I think, or maybe it would be better described as passing out.

The first thing I realized when I opened my eyes was that I was naked, and everyone was standing around the bed looking down at me, but their faces were going in and out of focus. Was I dreaming?

Then I saw the top of Ricky’s head. He was moving between my legs and lifting them at the same time. Faces continued to go in and out and then diminished, as if I were looking at them through the wrong end of a telescope. When I felt him pushing into me, I was sure I heard a soft chanting that sounded like “VA, VA, VA.” I know I cried out. My whole body was shaking. It’s really happening, I thought. This isn’t a dream.

I don’t know how long it lasted. Minutes seemed to float into each other. I wasn’t even sure how many times Ricky was there. At one point, as if they were all suddenly bored, they filed out, and I was alone with him for a while. Then he left, too.

When I woke up again, I was dressed. I could feel the boat moving. I sat up. The stateroom spun and then settled. My stomach was still woozy but not as bad as it had been. I called for Kiera. I could hear them all laughing. There was music, too. I struggled to get to my feet and opened the door. Everyone but Ricky was in the salon. They were drinking vodka. I saw the bottle on the table. Deidre noticed me first and called out. They all stopped talking and laughing and looked at me.

“I hope you’re feeling better, Sasha,” Kiera said. “I can’t bring you home seasick. My mother called, and I told her you were on the island. She tried your phone next and then called me back, and I told her you left it on the boat. Remember to say that,” she added, and sipped her drink.

Everyone continued to stare at me.

“I want to talk to you,” I said.

“So talk. We don’t keep secrets from each other, remember?”

Everyone laughed.

I started to cry. “I want to talk to you,” I insisted.

She groaned, finished her drink, and stood. “Will you all excuse me? Babysitting duties call,” she said, and came to the stateroom.

I closed the door.

“What?”

“What did you give me to drink?”

“I don’t know. Something Ricky’s father had on the boat.”

“I don’t know what happened to me. I think … was I raped?”

“Raped? You were initiated, Sasha. Don’t think of it as being raped.”

“But I think everyone was there.”

She smiled. “No one was there but Ricky.”

“I … it was like a rape.”

“I told you. Don’t think of it as a rape.”

“What should I think of it as?”

She thought a moment and smiled. “Think of it the way you would think of a toothache. Now it’s over,” she said, and walked out.
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Lies

I kept to myself for the remainder of the trip. No one tried to get me into any conversations, anyway. It made me feel like yesterday’s news. Even Ricky was aloof and indifferent. He never asked me how I felt. When we docked in Marina Del Ray, Kiera called to me to hurry along. She was anticipating another call from her mother any minute.

“I’ll call her first and let her know we’re on the way home once we’re started,” she said. That seemed to be the only thing that mattered to her now.

As I stepped off the boat, I saw the way the others were looking at me. None of the girls said good-bye or “See you later.” They all simply stared at me. When I looked back at them, they were huddled and whispering.

“Is everyone angry at me?” I asked Kiera after we got into a taxi she had waiting.

“Don’t ask, don’t tell,” she replied, and laughed.

“What does that mean?”

“It means what happens in Vegas stays in Vegas, Sasha. Don’t go blabbing about our trip. I’ll describe some of the things on Catalina that you missed,” she added. “Just in case my mother gives you the third degree or something.”

She then narrated her version of our story, even elaborating on what we all had for lunch.

“Did you really do all that?” I asked.

“Of course,” she said. “Why would I lie to you?”

“It’s not that. I can’t believe I slept through it all.”

“Don’t mention being seasick. You can say you were a little woozy but you got over it,” she instructed. Then she put her earphones in and turned on her iPod and sang along. I couldn’t remember when she had looked and acted so happy.

After the taxi dropped us off, I turned to her and said, “So now I’m a full-fledged member of the VA club, huh?”

She paused at the front door and looked at me with the most curious expression on her face. “Pardon me?”

“The club,” I said.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Sasha,” she said, and opened the door.

I hurried in after her to pursue and understand, but before I could say anything else, both Mr. and Mrs. March came strolling out of the entertainment center, laughing. They paused when they saw us.

“Hey,” Mr. March called. “How was your day, girls?”

“Miserable,” Kiera said, and charged up the stairway.

I stood looking after her with just as shocked a face as they had. She didn’t look back. She pounded her way up as if she were trying to stamp out bugs on the steps.

“What happened?” Mrs. March asked me as she approached. “When I called, she said you were all at a restaurant and were having a great time.”

I shook my head. What was I supposed to be saying? Had Kiera forgotten to prepare me?

“Did something bad happen on the boat?” Mr. March asked, stepping up beside Mrs. March. “No accidents, I hope.”

“No,” I said.

“Well, then, what is it?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’ll go talk to her.”

“What the hell …” He looked at Mrs. March, who just shook her head.

I moved quickly to get away from them, fearful that I would say the wrong thing. Kiera had her door closed, so I knocked. She didn’t open it or respond.

“Kiera? What’s going on? Your parents are confused, and so am I.” I looked back to be sure they hadn’t followed me up. “What am I supposed to say?”

She opened the door partway and looked out at me with a face so full of anger it took my breath away. I stepped back.

“Tell them whatever lies you want,” she said. “I’m tired of covering up for you.”

“What?”

She slammed the door. I stood there dumbfounded. When I looked toward the stairway, I saw that Mrs. March had come up and was standing there gaping at me. I hurried to my suite and went in quickly. My head was spinning. I was still woozy and a little confused from what had happened on the boat, but this added so much weight to it I felt as if my head had turned to stone. I sat on my bed, dazed, my heart thumping. I hadn’t closed my door, so I heard Mrs. March knock on Kiera’s door. Instead of the usual unfriendly “What do you want?” I heard the door being opened, muffled voices, what sounded like Kiera crying, and then the door being closed.

I sat absolutely still, trying to hear something more, but I heard nothing for the longest time. Then I thought I heard heavy footsteps in the hallway and got up to listen at my doorway. I heard Mr. March ask, “What’s this all about?” Then he, too, went into Kiera’s room, and the door closed again. I closed my door softly and retreated to my bathroom. From the moment I had stepped off the boat, I could think of nothing else but a hot shower. I felt so dirty inside and out. I decided to wash my hair as well. Afterward, I wrapped a bath towel around myself and went to my vanity table to blow-dry my hair and brush it out.

The shower had refreshed me, but I could feel the deep fatigue in every muscle in my body, even in my bones. My eyes wanted to close and did for a moment. When I opened them, I saw both Mr. and Mrs. March captured in the mirror. They were standing behind me, looking very upset. I spun around.

“Sasha,” Mrs. March began. “Do you have a tattoo very low down on your back?”

For a moment, I couldn’t speak. My throat tightened so hard I couldn’t breathe. Why would Kiera have told them about that? There was no other way, no other reason, they would be asking about it.

“Yes,” I finally said.

“I’d like to see it,” Mr. March said, more to Mrs. March than to me. “Now,” he emphasized so sternly that I winced.
 
“Please turn around again, Sasha, and undo the bath towel so we can see the tattoo,” Mrs. March asked. She looked as if she was going to burst into tears any second. “Please,” she added.

I fumbled with the towel so I could open it and cover the front of my body while lifting the towel enough to expose the tattoo.

Mr. March stepped closer and looked at it. “Where’s Alena’s digital camera?” he asked Mrs. March.

“Donald, please.”

“Where is it?” he practically shouted at her.

She looked flustered for a moment but then went to a drawer in the desk and took out a camera. She brought it to him. He turned it on and took a picture of my tattoo.

“You ask about the rest,” he said. “I’m going to my office to send this to have it checked.”

He left the suite, and I wrapped the towel around myself again. I had no idea what I was supposed to do or say. Had someone informed Kiera’s parents about the VA club? Were we all in trouble? Mrs. March, her body looking as if it was slipping off her bones, slinked over to a chair and sat.

“Kiera is upset,” she began. “She says you stole her boyfriend today, Ricky Burns. She says you were intimate with him on the boat and didn’t care that everyone knew it. She says you seduced Ricky.”

It felt as if a sheet of ice was sliding from the back of my head down my back, over my stomach, and down my legs to my feet.

“That’s not true,” I said.

“She was so upset that she broke down and confessed about other things. She told us she took you to buy those clothes because you wanted them, and she thought we’d want her to make you happy.”

“What?”

“I knew they weren’t her clothes. They looked new, and they fit you.”

“That’s not true, either. She’s lying. I don’t know why, but she is.”

“She said it was your idea to lie about the play audition.”

“No.”

“Otherwise, why would you go along with it? She says you have a reputation as a big flirt in school, and all the boys were after you, and she was frankly embarrassed about it since we had described you as her cousin. She claims she tried to get you to calm down, but today was the end. You could have had any boy on the boat, but you chose Ricky just because he was her boyfriend. She says that you were plotting and conniving to get your revenge in subtle ways, this being one.”

How could she say these things? I thought. I wasn’t going to let her get away with it.

“No, no, Mrs. March, I didn’t choose Ricky. They did.”

“Who’s ‘they,’ Sasha?”

“The other girls … the VA club,” I said.

She stared for a moment, looked away, and then turned back to me. “Now, what is this supposed to be, the VA club?”

“Virgins Anonymous. That’s what this tattoo is about. It’s calligraphy of the V and the A. All of the girls have a tattoo there.”

“What’s Virgins Anonymous? I don’t understand.”

“All of the girls in the club have given up their virginity to be members, and everyone has sex regularly with any boy. Kiera brought me to be a member, and they approved of me. I swore a vow on a notebook that contains the description of each girl’s first time. We meet regularly at Deidre’s house, because her mother works with her father and she has the house free after school. No one was supposed to talk about it, but Kiera’s lying to you about me. I didn’t ask for new clothes, I didn’t ask for the tattoo, and I didn’t steal her boyfriend. What happened was that I got seasick very quickly on the boat, and Ricky put me in the master stateroom. I wasn’t supposed to get seasick. Kiera said those pills she had given me would prevent it.”

“What pills?”

“The pills to make my periods less severe. Here,” I said, rising quickly and going to the drawer beside my bed. “I’ll show you.”

I opened the drawer and stared down in disbelief. The pills were gone. I looked carefully through the drawer.

“She must have taken them back,” I said under my breath.

“Sasha, Mr. March is very, very upset.”

“It’s not true. None of what she’s saying is true!”

“Get dressed,” she said, rising. “We’re all going to have a talk downstairs in Mr. March’s office. I’m sick to my stomach.”

I started to cry. She looked at me but not with the same compassion and sympathy I used to see in her face.

“Just get dressed. I’m calling Deidre’s mother right now,” she said, and left.

I couldn’t stop sobbing, but I put on some clothes, making sure not to wear anything Kiera had given me. I wanted to confront her first, but she was already downstairs sitting in her father’s office. She had her hands clasped on her lap and looked straight ahead, as though she was the one being accused of everything, as though she was the one so damaged and hurt.

Mr. March sat at his desk. Mrs. March was sitting across from Kiera.

“Just sit anywhere, Sasha,” Mr. March said.

I looked at Kiera, but she wouldn’t look at me. Nevertheless, I sat on the settee, too.

“Do you belong to or did you join a club?” Mr. March asked immediately.

Good, I thought. They found out the truth. It serves her right.

“Yes.”

He held up a printout of the digital picture he had taken of my tattoo. “Is this the club’s logo?”

“Yes, it is,” I said.

“Hell Girl?” he asked.

“What?”

“That’s what this calligraphy represents. I had it confirmed.”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “It spells ‘VA.’ That’s the club Kiera had me join, the VA club.”

Kiera blew air through her lips. She smiled at her father. “Did you ever? VA club?”

“The girls took me to get the tattoo,” I said quickly. “All of them.”

“Do you know where this supposedly occurred?” Mr. March asked.

“Somewhere in L.A. I don’t remember the address. If I saw it, I’d remember.”

“First,” Kiera began, “you know, Daddy, that someone under eighteen can’t get a tattoo in California legally. Why would anyone risk his business to give her that ridiculous tattoo?”

“She’s right. Sasha?”

“I don’t know why he did it. Maybe they gave him more money,” I said now, feeling real panic. “She has one. They all have one.”

Kiera turned slowly. “Did you see it? Is that what you’re telling my parents now?”

“Yes,” I said, nodding at Mr. and Mrs. March. “I saw it on all of them in the same place.”

Kiera stood up, undid her jeans, and lowered them. She turned to her father and mother and lowered her panties. Then she turned to me, and I gasped. It was gone.

“This is beginning to sound like Psycho,” Kiera said as she pulled her jeans up. “I don’t really care what my parents decide to do about you,” she told me. “What you did with Ricky was mean. I’m not going to lie for you anymore, though. I can tell you that.”

She turned to her parents.

“Haven’t I tried to be a good older sister to her? I’ve lost friends because of her and some of the crude things she says. Now she goes and seduces Ricky after I talk him into taking us to Catalina on his father’s boat. Don’t just take my word for it. Ask my girlfriends. Go on and ask her if she’s still a virgin or ever was when she first came here. Go on. You can have her examined if you don’t believe me.”

I couldn’t keep the tears from streaming down my face. The looks on Mr. and Mrs. March’s faces felt like knives in my heart. They both looked drained of any warmth and hope. I felt as if I were looking at them when they had first heard their younger daughter was terminally ill. I felt terminally ill. Kiera, always alert to an opportunity, had her finish perfected and perfectly timed.

“I told you, Mother. I warned you,” Kiera said with a voice soft and sorrowful. “She’s not Alena. She took advantage of you. She probably did know how to play the clarinet but pretended she didn’t.”

Mrs. March started to cry.

Kiera turned to me. “You’re not my sister. You never could be,” she said, and walked out of the office.

I took deep breaths to stop myself from crying. My chest ached. Mr. March rose and paced a bit behind his desk. Mrs. March stopped crying, wiped her face with her handkerchief, and, after a deep breath herself, turned to me.

“I spoke with Deidre. She confirmed Kiera’s story about what happened on the boat,” she began. “She doesn’t know anything about any VA club, and her mother confirmed that she has no tattoo on her lower back.”

“Deidre’s lying for her,” I muttered weakly.

“I called some of the other mothers, and they checked their daughters, too. No tattoos, Sasha.”

“Theirs weren’t permanent, then. They showed them to me to fool me,” I said. “I’m not lying. I didn’t seduce Ricky Burns on his boat. They gave me something to drink that was supposed to help my seasickness, only it made me feel weird. They were all in the room. I was raped!” I cried.

Mr. March stopped pacing and looked at Mrs. March. “This is no good, Jordan. We’re talking about a first-class scandal here.”

“I know,” she said in a voice of defeat.

He pointed at me. “You don’t go making such an accusation, Sasha. Tom Burns is an influential businessman. His chain of pharmacies is one of the most successful in the state. He’d destroy us in such a fight. I don’t want to hear that you’ve told this story to anyone at school. Is that understood? Is it?”

“Yes, but it’s true.”

“Don’t dare speak it,” he said, punching each word. He turned to Mrs. March. “I want you to move her out of Alena’s room for now. Put her in one of the guest rooms away from Kiera. I don’t know what’s wrong with you, Sasha,” he said, turning back to me. “Maybe your life on the streets made you sly and clever in your battle to survive. Maybe you saw an opportunity in Mrs. March. She’s taken the loss of our daughter very hard. Maybe I need to send both you and Kiera to therapists. Whatever. But for now, I want no more talk about any of this. I’ll look into seeing what the best alternatives for you are. For the time being, go to the school we have had you going to. Do your work, and stay out of trouble. Come directly home after your school activities, and do not go out and about on weekends. Am I clear?”

“Yes.”

“You did impress me when you first came here. I have to believe that indicates you have good qualities. My advice is for you to nurture them and nothing else. You want to add anything, Jordan?”

“No,” she said.

“Tell Mrs. Duval to move her things immediately, then.”

She nodded and looked at me. “Go up and put together what you want to take to the guest room, Sasha. I’m sorry, but Mr. March is right. We want you away from Kiera.”

“And out of Alena’s room,” he emphasized.

“Someday you’ll know that I wasn’t lying, and you’ll be sorry,” I said. “And I’ll feel sorrier for you than I do for myself.”

I walked out and up the stairs, but I felt like a sleepwalker. When I reached Kiera’s room, she opened the door. She must have been waiting right there, listening for my footsteps. She stepped out and smiled at me.

“I feel I should tell you something,” she began. “The second set of pills I gave you …”

“Where are they? What about them?”

“They were fertility pills. Ricky’s father owns a drugstore chain, remember? He can get anything. Maybe you’ll have twins.”

The heat that came into my face made me feel that I would go up in flames.

“Why did you do all this to me?” I asked.

She smiled. “My parents started to love you more than they loved me. That was the way it was when Alena was alive, and I wasn’t going to let it happen again. Aren’t my friends loyal? They’re so wonderful.

“Besides,” she said, losing her smile of satisfaction to the hard, cold face I had first known, “I told you. It was your mother’s fault. She shouldn’t have crossed the highway there.” She closed the door softly.

I felt like someone in a coffin who wasn’t really dead watching the lid being shut.
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Darkness

Although the guest room wasn’t as large as Alena’s suite and didn’t have a sitting area where I could set up my schoolwork, it was luxurious, with a king-size bed and a thick-carpeted floor. It had a very nice bathroom, too, but the room was in a wing of the house that was darker and lonelier, not that I wanted to be anywhere near Kiera ever again. She claimed the same about me and wouldn’t eat dinner if I was at the table at the same time. Her father accommodated her wishes and ordered Mrs. March to have me served my dinner an hour earlier than when they ate. Every night of the following week, I ate dinner alone in the kitchen nook. By now, all of the servants working for the Marches knew that something was seriously wrong, but no one asked me any questions about why I was being isolated, nor did anyone speak much more to me than was absolutely necessary, even though I could see sympathy in both Mrs. Duval’s and Mrs. Caro’s faces. I imagined they were all worried about losing their jobs.

Grover was driving me to school again but was back to his silent, formal ways.

I didn’t know what to expect when I returned to school on Monday. At first, no one noticed anything really different until lunch hour, when I ended up sitting by myself. That was when the buzz began. The stories about me couldn’t have been passed around quicker even in a general announcement over loudspeakers.

I had no idea exactly what the girls were saying about me yet, but Lisa Dirk couldn’t wait to be a messenger. She came sauntering over and slid into the seat across from me.

“How come you’re sitting all by yourself?” she asked. It was obvious that she knew the answer. My senior girlfriends didn’t want me, and I didn’t want them.

I didn’t reply. I just ate with my gaze focused on nothing, least of all her.

“Is it true what we hear?” she asked. “About you and Ricky Burns?”

I put my sandwich down and leaned toward her. The expression on my face frightened her, and she pulled back.

“I don’t know what you heard, and I really don’t care.”

“We heard that you threw yourself at him on his boat. You called him from a stateroom, and you were naked,” she blurted.

“They’re spreading lies about me,” I said, even though I knew it would be useless and a waste of time to defend myself. It was like holding back a waterfall with your bare hands. They were a chorus of gossipers, and I was a lone, lost voice.

“I’d never guess you were like that,” Lisa said, ignoring my denial. “To go after a senior boy so desperately is sad.”

“Sad?”

I was holding back a flood of truth with a dam made of paper. It was charging down my tongue. I was moments away from telling it all. I’m not Kiera’s cousin. While she was high on some drug, Kiera ran my mother and me over and killed my mother. Her mother took me in, enrolled me in this school, and made up that story.

For a moment, I thought I had actually shouted it all, broken through the dam, but I quickly realized that what kept the dam secure was my fear that telling the truth about myself would only alienate me even more from my classmates. Who would want to be friends with a homeless girl? No one in that school would want to be seen talking to me. That was for sure.

I couldn’t skip all of that and defend myself by telling Lisa I had been raped, either. Mr. March had forbidden me to say it. I could only swallow it all back and ignore everyone, but that was hard to do. By the end of the day, I felt covered in cobwebs of lies and distortions. There wasn’t an eye not looking my way or a tongue not wagging about me. I might just as well have been walking around naked. My limping was nothing when it came to drawing attention compared with the globs of mud thrown at me. In fact, they almost didn’t notice my limp, because they were too busy elaborating on the lies about my sexual exploits and sly ways. They saw only this promiscuous new student who probably had a bad reputation at her old school. In their minds, that was why I was so mysterious when it came to my past.

I did the best I could in my favorite class, art, but when I tried to start a new calligraphy project, I could only think of the horrible tattoo on my back and sat there for the longest time staring at blank paper. Mr. Longo kept coming over and encouraging me, but by the time the bell rang, I had hardly begun anything. I was the same earlier in music. I played my clarinet mechanically and so poorly that Mr. Denacio threw one of his famous fits.

“If I don’t see an improvement in you soon,” he threatened, “I will have to reconsider appointing you to a position in the school band.”

I didn’t protest. I had no enthusiasm for anything and plodded my way through the corridors from class to class. Occasionally, I caught sight of Kiera looking at me from across a hallway. At one point, I thought she looked amazed at how well her plan had succeeded. She seemed in awe of herself.

Ricky never gave me a second glance. A few times, I was tempted to walk up to him to ask him how he could be so cruel, but he and Boyd were always laughing, and I was sure that if I did speak to either of them, they would make me feel foolish and even more embarrassed than I already was.

Except for band practice on Tuesday and Thursday, I returned home immediately after school and went up to the guest room. I didn’t start right in on my homework as I used to do. I sat for quite a while just looking out the window, wondering what I could possibly do now and where I would eventually end up. I was terribly worried about becoming pregnant. I had no idea what I would do if my period didn’t come. I wanted to visit Mama’s grave, hoping that somehow she would talk to me and tell me what I should do, but I was afraid to ask Mrs. March for anything.

Mrs. March didn’t say much to me all week. When we confronted each other, she looked as sad and as lost as I did. I was numb by now, but she still appeared to be on the verge of new tears. She did tell me that Mr. March was still researching what was best for me under the new circumstances. I understood that this didn’t include my staying with them even like this. Sometimes, when I thought about all that Kiera had managed and how they had accepted everything she and her friends said as being true, I became more angry than sad for myself. I recalled the advice from Jackie, the nurse, and was tempted to threaten them with a lawsuit. I’d find my father, and he’d come back to do it.

Oddly, though, no matter how poorly I was being treated now, I couldn’t harden my heart against Mrs. March, and I actually felt sorrier for Mr. March. Kiera had him so tightly wrapped around her finger that he couldn’t see. Eventually, he would suffer some great tragedy. I went from wishing for it to chastising myself for wishing such evil things on someone.

In the midst of my misery, my loneliness in the dark side of the March mansion where my own footsteps echoed, I would find myself recalling some happier, sunnier moments with Mama, even on the streets after we had sold more than we had expected. She would splurge, and we’d have ice cream sundaes or get foot-long submarine sandwiches and sit out on the beach as if we were back to being as we once were. She didn’t buy any alcohol with the extra money, so she was more like my mother again. She would tell me stories about her own youthful days in Portland, her boyfriends in high school, the plays she had been in, and the parties afterward.

I had heard many of the stories before, but for me, they were like the fairy tales other parents read to their children. Kids never heard them enough. You could recite them and know exactly what was coming next, but there was something special about having your mother or father read them repeatedly to you. It made you feel safe, wrapped securely in their love and in the magic they could conjure with their voices. The hard, cold world was kept outside. Nothing bad could happen, and you could slip softly into a comfortable sleep, unafraid of the darkness it necessarily had to bring along with it. There was always the promise of tomorrow.

Now there was no promise of tomorrow, and the cold, hard world had found its way to come back at me. There was no escape, no safety, and the darkness that came with sleep now was terrifying, not because it brought old ghosts and nightmares but because it made me blind and afraid to take another step forward, to have another thought, to dare to make another wish.

On Friday, Kiera broke her vow of silence when it came to me and approached me in the cafeteria, but it wasn’t to express any regret or remorse. She didn’t sit at my table. She stood across from me, keeping her distance as if she were afraid I might attack her.

“I see you’re still having trouble making new friends,” she began, nodding at the empty chairs.

“I’m not looking for new friends yet, but when I do, I’ll be more careful about choosing them,” I replied.

“You don’t have to be careful about it or worry about it. I doubt you’ll be here that much longer, anyway.”

“Wherever I go can’t be worse,” I said, and she laughed.

“Ricky’s having a party tonight at his house. His parents are beginning a short Mexican Riviera vacation. We’d invite you just for entertainment, but everyone’s afraid you might steal away another boyfriend.”

I was silent. I felt my insides trembling, but I wasn’t going to cry or even look sad and frightened. Instead, I said, “I feel sorry for you.”

“You feel sorry for me? That’s a laugh. When you end up in some foster home, sleeping in a two-by-four bedroom and going to some inferior public school, think of me. I’m going to think of you tonight. You can call it a celebration of sorts.”

“You’re good at what you do, Kiera, I won’t deny it, but with all your money and your things, your cars and trips, you really don’t have much more than I do. You’re lonelier than I am, in fact.”

“You’re crazy,” she said, but my firmness threw her. I could see her losing some of her confidence and arrogance.

“You had me believing that you really did have a good relationship with your sister, but I know now you couldn’t possibly have had that. I imagine there were times when you wished bad things would happen to her, and when they did, you hated yourself. You know what?” I added, scooping up some fruit with my fork. “I think you still do.”

For the first time, I saw blood rush into her cheeks and her eyes blaze. She was also speechless. There was so much anger in her eyes. I looked away, and she walked off, but I caught her looking at me every once in a while. There was no question in my mind that she was wishing she could do more harm to me. I had cut deeply past her hard steel surface and touched that place where all of her fears and regrets slept, waiting for something or someone to nudge them awake. Maybe now she would have bad dreams and fear the darkness, too, I thought.

Ironically, it didn’t make me feel better to be able to hurt her, even after all she had done. I knew that for most people, that would be a weakness. How could I survive in a world where people were so cruel to one another if I didn’t enjoy revenge?

I think the trouble was that I had grown too close to Alena. Dead and gone, she still had a presence in that suite, not only for Mrs. March but, after a while, also for me, wearing her clothes, using her things, and seeing her pictures, her face constantly in mine. I couldn’t help but lie awake nights and think of her there, wondering what her thoughts were like when she realized how sick she was. Did she cry? Was she angry? Was she simply afraid all the time? From the way Mr. and Mrs. March had described her, none of that seemed to be true. I knew that all parents saw their children as angels when they were so young and innocent, but maybe Alena really was angelic. Maybe she had been helping me find my way. Maybe, even now, she felt sorry for her sister and wished that somehow, some way, I could have changed her the way she had pretended to change.

Forgive me, Alena, both for failing and for wishing harm to Kiera, I thought, and I continued to the end of my school day.

Neither Mr. nor Mrs. March was home when I returned. I went directly up to my room. The hallway looked darker than ever, and the room was cold and lonely. I felt like one of those children we read about in class, the ones locked in the Tower of London. Like them, I was left to wither and die. For the first time since I had been brought to the March mansion, even in the beginning, when Kiera was so mean to me, I considered running away. I had survived in the streets before, so why not now? It was more than a passing thought. I considered what I would take with me and what I had that I could pawn to raise money. I still had the two watches Kiera had given me so nonchalantly. If she wasn’t lying about those being real diamonds in them, I might have enough to get along for a while.

But then the reality of a girl my age trying to get by sank in. What hotel would rent me a room, even some of the fleabag ones I knew were out there? What would I do when the money ran out? Who would hire me to work, and what could I sell on the boardwalks now? The chances that the police would leave me alone without an adult were far lower, too. Running away was no answer.

Depressed, I lay down and soon fell asleep. I woke when I heard knocking on my door and saw Mrs. March standing there.

“Are you ill?” she asked.

“No, just a little tired.”

“Mr. March called to tell me he’s arranged a meeting for you with Social Services next week. I believe it’s on Monday. They’ll find a suitable new home for you,” she said, and then pressed her lips together as if to hold back sobs. “I’m sorry, Sasha. I wish it would have worked out for you here. I truly do.”

“Thank you,” I said.

“Mrs. Duval has your dinner ready,” she added, and left. I heard her footsteps dying away in the corridor, disappearing like my advantageous and hopeful future.

I rose, washed, and went down to dinner. Since the new arrangements had begun, I felt as if everyone around me was mute or deaf. The long silence hung in the air. Faces were averted from mine. Everything was done mechanically and as quickly as possible. It occurred to me, of course, that they had all been told Kiera’s story and believed everything bad about me, too. The only friend I had left in the house was the imaginary friend I had in Alena. It seemed appropriate that I would be close only to the dead now.

I didn’t linger downstairs after dinner. I went up the grand stairway slowly, walking like someone going to her execution, and went to my room. Doing my homework seemed pointless, as was practicing the clarinet. I wouldn’t be finishing school there after all, it seemed. Nevertheless, out of either sadness or a need to keep up my connection with Alena, I did play the clarinet.

After that, I watched some television. I wanted to keep myself awake as long as possible so I would fall asleep faster and not toss and turn, worrying, reliving the pain and misery. It was close to midnight when I finally turned the television off. I was about to get ready for bed when I heard what sounded like quite a commotion, so I went out to the hallway to listen closer. It was coming from the wing of the house where Kiera’s and the Marches’ bedrooms were. Mrs. March was screaming something. I walked toward the noise slowly and then walked faster, almost running. She was heading toward the stairway when I saw her. She was buttoning her jacket. She stopped when she saw me.

“What’s happening?” I asked.

“It’s Kiera,” she said. “She’s being rushed to the hospital from her party. Something about … a drug overdose. She’s in a coma,” she muttered. “My husband …”

“What?”

“He’s not been notified yet. He can’t be reached. He’s flying back from a meeting in San Francisco. I have to get to the hospital.” She turned again to descend the stairway. She looked so small and frightened.

“Can I come with you?” I asked, rushing to the stairs. “I won’t be in your way. I’ll be there just to be with you.” I wanted to add, If Alena were here, you’d surely take her. Perhaps she heard my thoughts, or perhaps Alena spoke to her.

“Yes,” she said. “Thank you. Come.”

I hurried down to join her, and without another word spoken between us, we got into her car.

“I knew this day would come,” she said in a voice barely above a whisper. “I felt it inside me, the way people can feel the rain. The dark clouds were always on Kiera’s horizon just waiting to be invited in. I try to blame it all on Donald, on his permissiveness, his blindness, his indifference, but I’m just as guilty.”

I didn’t tell her, but as we drove on through the night, I felt guilty, too.

I had wished hard for something like this. I had wanted it so much that I had almost tasted it. Was I going along with her now to gloat or to give her comfort?

Was I Alena, or was I Sasha Porter?

It wouldn’t be long before I knew.


[image: Image] 32 [image: Image]
Hospital

They were all there in the emergency room. Every one of them looked frightened, but when they saw me with Mrs. March, their looks of fear changed to surprise. Ricky looked up last. He was sitting, holding his head in his hands. Mrs. March didn’t ask any of them anything, nor did she say anything to any of them. She went directly to the nurses’ station and introduced herself. At almost the same moment, a doctor was at her side. He said something to her and then led her down a corridor.

Deidre was the first to speak to me. She approached me slowly. The shock of seeing me was replaced by confusion. “Why are you here?” she asked, loudly enough for the others to hear.

“Mrs. March needed someone with her,” I said. After I said it, I realized I should have said “my aunt.” “My uncle is on his way back from San Francisco and is on an airplane.”

She lost her look of confusion, but then, in the tone of a confession, she said, “He’s not your uncle. Everyone here knows the truth now. Kiera lost control of her tongue before anything else.”

I looked at the others, all sitting there, their gazes now fixed on me.

To my surprise, Deidre added, “It was still very nice of you to come along with her. You can sit and wait with us,” she said, indicating a chair next to her.

“Thanks. I’ll sit here,” I said, and sat.

She didn’t look upset. She nodded, understanding, and returned to her seat. I looked at them all. I really hated them for what they had done to me, but they looked pathetic, more like terrified little children now, especially Ricky. In fact, he looked as if he had been crying. He turned away to avoid my gaze.

Two uniformed policemen arrived and went to the nurses’ desk. She spoke to them for a while, and while she did, Kiera’s friends were all like stone. The policemen turned and looked at them, and then the nurse nodded in the direction of the corridor and they walked down it.

Deidre stared at me thoughtfully. Finally, she got up again and walked over to Ricky. She spoke to him, and they both looked at me. He nodded and got up. I felt my body tighten as he walked toward me.

“Can I talk to you?” he asked.

“What do you want?”

“Let’s just go outside for a minute. Please,” he added when I didn’t move. The others all stared at us.

I got up and walked out to the parking area. He followed, and then I stopped and turned abruptly to him.

“What?” I said.

“I don’t expect you to accept any apologies. I just wanted to tell you something about the pills Kiera gave you. She asked me to get them.”

“So?”

“She wanted fertility pills. You know, pills for women who have trouble getting pregnant.”

“I know what fertility pills are, Ricky.”

“I got her pills and told her they were fertility pills, but they were only what we call placebos. There was nothing in them to make it easier for you to get pregnant.”

“But thanks to you, I can still get pregnant, right?”

“I hope not. I don’t expect it,” he said.

“Why not?”

“Right afterward, without Kiera knowing, I had you drink some water and take another pill. It’s called the morning-after pill. I wasn’t going to be the father of anyone’s baby at my age. Anyway,” he said, looking back again and then at me, “whatever happens here, it’s a wake-up call, at least for me. I’m probably going to be in a great deal of trouble.”

“What happened to her?”

“She took something called G. I got it through someone I know. It’s like the flavor of the week these days, you know? Everyone’s always looking for a new kick. Kiera keeps up with this stuff more than anyone else. I didn’t know what dosage people should take. This guy told me you take a shot like whiskey, but she took three. I warned her to go slowly, but it was pretty clear she had gone too far when she collapsed. She fell into a coma. We couldn’t revive her, so we had to call for an ambulance. I had to tell them what it was. The police will be out here soon looking for me.”

“How could you give her something like that? I guess I shouldn’t ask. Look what you gave me.”

“You’re right. It was a terrible thing to do.”

“You didn’t seem sorry when I saw you this week.”

“I was, but I was afraid to show it.”

“Your friends mean too much to you,” I said.

He almost smiled. “You’re pretty smart, Sasha. I wasn’t with you just to do what Kiera wanted.”

“It doesn’t matter now,” I said. “How seriously ill is she?”

“I don’t know. Bad, I guess. They said she was having trouble breathing.”

“Why was she so reckless?”

“She was just intent on having the best time ever. Actually, I thought she was doing the drugs to try to break out of a depression, not to have a great time. She was acting weird to start with, so I was nervous, and then this happened. Luckily, no one else went for any of the G before she had her reaction, but they would have, I’m sure. We all could be in there,” he said, looking down and shaking his head. “Damn.”

He looked up at me. “I didn’t know the truth about you until tonight. No one except Deidre did, I guess. When Kiera told us about your mother and the accident … Well, I think what she did bothers her more than she’d ever admit, which is another reason I think she went so heavily for the G. Of course, the others, like me, were surprised to hear the details about you. It made me feel pretty lousy. All this time, I thought you were just another spoiled relative of Kiera’s. It’s a poor excuse, I know, but I just wanted to say it. If the police ask you anything, you can tell them whatever you want. I won’t deny it. Sorry,” he said again, and walked back into the emergency waiting room.

I remained outside for a while, just pacing. When I looked through the glass doors, I saw the two policemen talking to Kiera’s friends. Ricky stood up and walked out with them. He glanced my way as they led him to the patrol car. After he got into the rear, they drove off. When I turned back to the emergency room, I saw the rest of them at the door. They had been watching, too. They parted to make way for me when I entered, which was just when Mrs. March came out, too.

“Donald’s here,” she told me. “He came in through the main entrance and was brought to Kiera. He’s with her now. We’re going to wait for a specialist in a different lounge. If you want to go home, I’ll get a taxi.”

“No, I’d rather wait with you, if that’s all right.”

She looked at Kiera’s friends, and they all turned away. “I’ve very disappointed in you, Deidre. In all of you,” she added.

Deidre started to cry.

“I’m getting this in bits and pieces,” she said, turning back to me, “but I have a feeling you’ve been misjudged. Come along.”

I looked back at the others. They were like people in a desert craving some water. No one was going to talk to them to tell them anything about Kiera. I went over to Deidre.

“Mr. March is here. They’re expecting a specialist to examine Kiera.”

“Thank you,” she said. “We were told to stay here. Two other patrol cars are coming to get us, and our parents are being informed. I’m sorry about what we did to you,” she added.

I didn’t say thank you. I didn’t say she should be. I simply nodded and hurried after Mrs. March. Someone from the hospital brought us to a private room outside the hospital administrator’s office. He offered us something to drink and went off to get it.

“Donald and I make big contributions to this hospital,” Mrs. March told me as a way of explaining our VIP treatment. “We’ll soon see what good that does us.” The man returned with some coffee for her and a soft drink for me. “Please let my husband know we’re up here,” she said, and he left.

As I looked at her now, I thought back to when I had first seen her in the hospital ward. She was so elegant, impressive, and powerful. I’d had no idea who she was and why she was there, but I had sensed that she had the power to get things done. Now, sipping her coffee and curling herself in the corner of the sofa, she looked so much smaller and as pathetic as some of the homeless women Mama and I had known as regulars on the streets. When I had gotten to know some of them, I often felt sorrier for them than I did for us. Many had children who had disowned them, or they had lost children, husbands, and all their friends. We were all hobos looking for a handout of love.

Just as I felt Mrs. March was now. It struck me that neither she nor Mr. March ever talked much about relatives. Their money and their power had lifted them into another realm, and if I did hear Mr. March talk about cousins and uncles, it was always in reference to some fear that they would be asking for money. I had never fully realized until now how lonely the three of them really were. They barely had each other, and now it was possible that after losing their younger daughter, they would lose their older one, too. As miserable as Kiera could be, she still filled some of the empty places in their lives. Their home was too kind to tragic memories. It welcomed them. They would never go away. They could live forever in the dark, empty hallways and rooms. Every shadow would protect a ghost, and there were already too many there.

“She’ll be all right,” I said.

Mrs. March nodded softly. “Why does she have to go to drugs for a good time? Why could she never see how dangerous it is?”

I didn’t know what to say to her. We both sat sipping our drinks and waiting. At one point, she looked as if she had fallen asleep. I was very tired, too, but I wouldn’t close my eyes.

I lost track of time, but finally, Mr. March, looking exhausted and defeated, that tall, self-confident posture gone, came into the lounge. His face was ashen. She looked up quickly.

“Mat Kindle is examining her,” he said. Then he noticed me. “I got Deidre aside before the police returned for her and the others,” he said. “What more can you tell us about this?”

“She wasn’t there, Donald.”

“I know, but she might know something,” he said. “Something more. Well?”

I told him all that Ricky had told me about the party. I used his words to describe why Kiera had wanted the drug. I made a special effort not to sound happy or satisfied.

He nodded. “That’s more or less how Deidre described it. She told me the rest, too,” he added.

“What rest?” Mrs. March asked.

“It appears Sasha was telling us the truth about it all. They did a very cruel, sick thing to her at Kiera’s bidding, I’m afraid.” He turned to me. “I’ll look into how we can get that tattoo off you.”

I saw the mixed feelings in Mrs. March’s face. She was happy for me but devastated about Kiera.

“We’ve got changes to make after this is over,” Mr. March said. “Everything got out of hand. It’s my fault. You were always right, Jordan. I’m sorry.”

She started to cry. He went to her and held her. The two of them looked destroyed. Every part of me wanted to feel good, to feel vindicated and happy about their misery, but I couldn’t stop myself from crying, too. Alena was there in me, I thought. I moved over on the sofa and found Mrs. March’s hand. Mr. March looked at me, and then the two of them embraced me.

It was the way the doctor found us.

The three of us looked up at him.

“She took a severe dosage of this crap,” he began. He was a short, stocky man with a dark brown mustache but a nearly bald head. I thought he looked more like one of those professional wrestlers on television, even in his suit and tie.

“What is it, exactly?” Mr. March asked.

“Technically, gamma-hydroxybutyric acid, known on the street as GHB or just G. It looks like plain water, but if you tasted it, you’d immediately know it wasn’t. So there’s no chance it was a mistake unless someone snuck it into a drink. That happens, but I don’t think so this time.”

“No, it didn’t. You’re right, Mat,” Mr. March said.

“Why do they take it?” Mrs. March asked.

Dr. Kindle laughed. “You have a few days to hear the sociological and psychological explanations for the drug culture? Kids are taking it because it makes them feel energetic, sensual, intoxicated. They grow talkative, high. They even call it Liquid Ecstasy. People who take it often pass out. That’s not unusual with this junk. In street talk, that’s ‘carpeting out’ or ‘scooping out.’ It has a dramatic effect on respiration. If they hadn’t gotten Kiera here quickly, she would most surely have died.”

“How is she now?” Mrs. March asked in a soft, frightened voice.

“We have her breathing stabilized. I can’t tell you exactly how much longer she’ll remain in this coma, but it’s usually not for days or weeks. In most cases, it’s hours. We’re moving her to a private room, and I have a private nurse there already, Donald. We’ll need to do a full evaluation of her, of course, and see if there has been any other organ damage. This is one of those drugs there are not enough statistics on, because it leaves the body after twelve hours. More people have probably died from it than has been reported. Young people,” he added.

“Thanks, Mat,” Mr. March said, rising. “What room is she in?”

“Three-forty. I’ll be up in a little while, too,” he said.

Mrs. March stood up and took her husband’s hand. Then she turned to me and held out her other hand for me. I rose quickly, took it, and walked with them to the elevator.

Our lives really do move in circles, I thought as we went up to Kiera’s room. My life with the Marches had begun with my being in a hospital, and there I was again in a hospital with not much more time before my life with them would end.

Although they had both already seen Kiera, the sight of her in the hospital bed with her body connected to the monitors froze them. When I looked at her, I thought she had begun to fade away. Her rich complexion was washed out. Her skin looked grayer. Her hair was still beautiful, but the loose strands on the pillow reflected the havoc that surely had preceded all of this in the ambulance and the emergency room. Caught in the frenzy to save her life, she had been poked and prodded, tossed and turned, and attached to machinery. She seemed more like a doll that had been violently shaken until parts of it were beginning to detach themselves.

I still wanted to harden my heart against her, but Alena was pushing me forward. I could almost hear her pleading, Help her. Help her.

I went to the side of her bed. Her nurse stood back, and the Marches stood at the foot of the bed. I pulled a chair to the bed and sat, and then I reached for her hand.

“I know the truth about you, Kiera,” I said. “I know you are in more pain than anger, and all you did to me and now have done to yourself was your way of covering up that pain. Don’t be afraid of it anymore. It’s there to clean away your guilt so you can live. Live for your parents. Live for the people who are waiting to love you. And live for Alena.”

I let go of her hand, stood up, and put the chair back.

“I’ll wait for you downstairs, Mrs. March,” I said. I was sure they wanted to be alone with their daughter.

Neither of them said anything to me. They watched me leave. I fell asleep for a while in the waiting room. Mrs. March woke me, and for a few moments, I really didn’t know where I was.

“She’s coming out of it,” she said, smiling through happy tears. “She has to be fully evaluated yet, but Dr. Kindle thinks the worst might be over.”

“Good,” I said, and got up.

“Donald’s waiting for us in the parking lot. He’s leaving his car here. He wants us to go home together.”

I saw him standing by the car. He got in when he saw us and started the engine. I got into the rear quickly, and Mrs. March got in beside him. No one spoke for the longest time. I nearly fell asleep again, but when we reached the gate and it opened, Mr. March did not drive in. Instead, he turned to look at me.

“Thank you for what you said to Kiera in there, Sasha. You are a remarkable young lady after all. I apologize for the things I said to you.”

I didn’t know what to say. He was still staring at me, and we weren’t moving. The gate remained wide open, and the March mansion loomed ahead, many lights on. I imagined that Mrs. Duval and Mrs. Caro and the others were all waiting for news.

“Maybe Mrs. March was right,” he continued. “Maybe you are the daughter we lost. Maybe in an ironic and terribly painful way for us all, Kiera brought you here. I know this,” he said as he turned around to drive in. “You’re not leaving until you’re old enough to say good-bye and be on your own.”

Smiling, Mrs. March reached back for my hand. I took hers, and the three of us drove up the grand driveway to the waiting mansion.

And for the first time since I had arrived there, I felt that I was really coming home.
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I had no idea what Kiera would be like when she came home from the hospital. Mrs. March said that when her husband told Kiera I was going to remain with them, she wasn’t upset.

“I wouldn’t tell you she was overjoyed with the news,” Mrs. March told me, “but she looked relieved. Right now, that might simply be because she’s not being blamed for something more. I don’t know. I always had trouble understanding Kiera and expect I will continue to have trouble. I’ll need your help.”

“We’ll have to help each other with that,” I said, and she laughed.

I was moved back into Alena’s suite. For me, it was like renewing an old friendship. I hadn’t realized how much the suite and everything in it had become part of me. I shared it with the memory of Alena, but I felt it was more mine now, too.

My schoolwork improved considerably over the next week. Mr. Denacio even took time out in instrumental class to have me demonstrate what real practice could do. What I enjoyed most was the expressions on the faces of my classmates. Why, they surely wondered, was I so buoyant and energetic, as well as happy, after all that had happened? They knew how much trouble Ricky and Kiera’s other friends were in because of what had happened to her. Perhaps they were friendlier to me because they were hungry for more details. Once I had felt as if I had celebrity status because I was friends with seniors and did things with seniors. Now I had it because I was simply an exciting person to get to know.

Of course, I gave them little information, but that just made them more determined to talk to me, be with me, and invite me to their homes. It all made me feel much better about myself. Why, Lisa Dirk even told me I looked as if I was limping less and less.

On Friday, they brought Kiera home. She was still confined to bed rest. All of her meals were brought to her, which was nothing new to her, I guessed. When I arrived home, Mrs. March told me she was upstairs and getting better. She knew that because Kiera was complaining.

“However, I think she’s still a bit stunned,” she said. “Dr. Kindle said psychological problems often follow such an event, so I wouldn’t be upset about anything she might say or do right now.”

I knew she was trying to prepare me for anything Kiera might say or do to me, but I had a new sense of power and strength. I was no longer afraid of Kiera. Her friends had practically crawled underground. They were meek mice in school now. Ricky’s disposition remained unknown. If his parents hadn’t had money and influence, he wouldn’t even have been attending Pacifica. The few times I saw him, he said nothing to me, and I said nothing to him.

It was impossible to avoid seeing Kiera, so I thought it would be best if I simply went directly up to her suite. The door was open, and she was propped up on big pillows in her bed.

“How are you?” I asked.

She stared at me as if we had never met. “Terrible,” she finally replied. “They want me to stay in bed another three days or so. I haven’t been able to wash my hair, put on any makeup, or anything. Look at what I look like.”

“Look at what you almost did,” I told her.

“Another goody two-shoes.” She looked away and then back at me. “Deidre called me in the hospital and told me what was going on with Ricky. I heard he told you things.”

“He did.”

“Are you happy now?”

“More than I was last week, yes,” I said.

She smirked. “It looks like I’m going to have to live with you.”

“Looks like it.”

“Why would you want to stay here after all you went through? They’d probably give you lots of money and place you in a comfortable new home.”

“Probably.”

“So?”

“I’m staying for Alena. I’m not becoming Alena,” I quickly added, “but I’m staying because of her. Besides, someone has to look after you.”

“Very funny.” She paused, her eyes narrowing a little. Here it comes, I thought. “I’m not going to say I’m sorry, if that’s what you’re waiting to hear.”

“That’s all right. I can wait. Someday you will.”

“How did you get so arrogant?”

“I had a good teacher,” I said.

I saw her fighting a smile. “I don’t want to like you,” she said defiantly.

“You will, eventually.”

“And I suppose you’ll like me, is that it?”

“Maybe. Eventually.”

“Eventually, eventually. Everything’s ‘eventually.’”

“Everything is. When my mother and I were living in the streets, I used to wonder if we’d ever get off them, get back into a home, into a life. If I asked her, she’d always say ‘soon.’ Soon’s a great word. It’s full of promise and hope.”

“Is it?”

“Sure. Soon you’ll get out of this bed, and soon you’ll go to school. Soon you’ll graduate and go to college, and soon you’ll meet someone you can love, who can love you, and soon you’ll get married and have a daughter maybe just like you, too.”

“Please. You sound like my mother now.”

“We all get to sound like our mothers.”

“She’s not yours.”

“No, but she knows where to stand, when to smile, when to laugh and comfort me.”

“You’re giving me a headache.”

“Okay.” I turned and started out.

“Hey.”

“What?”

“I don’t like you yet, but I don’t hate you anymore. Don’t ask me why not. And don’t say I hate myself more or anything stupid like that.”

“Okay.”

“They moved you back next door?”

“Yes.”

“Come back later, maybe eat in here. If you can stand it.”

“I think I can. I lived in the streets once, remember?”

Now she laughed.

I would eat with her, but before I did anything else, I asked Mrs. March for a favor, and she called Grover to bring the car around.

He drove me out to the cemetery where Mama was buried. It was one of those wonderful California late afternoons when the shadows from some scattered clouds were refreshing and the air cleaned out by the sea wind was sharp and fresh. When I entered the cemetery, the aroma of freshly cut grass surrounded me. It was a scent that spoke of life and renewal, even in a cemetery.

All week, I had felt guilty about being happy again. It was the old fear that by accepting the Marches’ generosity and affection, I was betraying Mama. I was at the cemetery to ask for her forgiveness again, but I thought I would do it a different sort of way. When I reached her grave, I set down the case and took out the clarinet. Then I sat close to her tombstone and began to play.

And before I was finished, I was certain in my heart that wherever she was, she was smiling.
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Just like there are all kinds of noise in our lives, there are all kinds of silence as well.

Mrs. Caro, my foster parents’ cook, is from Ballyvaughan, a small coastal village in County Clare, Ireland, and she says, “When the sea is calm, it’s like the world is holdin’ its breath, darlin’. It’s so peaceful, your heart seems to go into a slumber and you feel so content. To me, that’s the sweetest silence.”

I knew that silence, too. When my mother and I had slept on the beach or when we had sat quietly and just stared out at the ocean, I had heard the same silence, and Mrs. Caro is right—it is sweet, because it brings a feeling of peace and even hope to your heart.

Another silence is the silence just before sleep, when you put the lights out. Even in my foster parents’, the Marches, home, this enormous mansion in Pacific Palisades, California, with all the servants moving about and the army of workers on the property, it can get quiet enough at night to hear your own thoughts or hear the door in your mind begin to open to permit your dreams and nightmares to tiptoe into your head.

In this deep silence before I do fall asleep, my memories of my mother and me living homeless in Santa Monica often come rushing back into my mind. They are very unpleasant memories, but try as hard as I can, I cannot forget them or keep them out. It’s like trying to stop the rain from soaking you with a single umbrella.

Years after my father deserted us and depression and defeat had driven my mother to alcoholism, we literally slept in a very large carton on the beach and sold my mother’s calligraphy and my handmade lanyards to tourists on the boardwalk. That little money barely kept us alive, until the fateful rainy night when the girl who is my foster parents’ daughter, Kiera March, high on Ecstasy, drove through a red light and struck my mother and me as we were crossing the Pacific Coast highway. Mama was killed instantly, and I was injured seriously enough to spend weeks in the hospital recuperating from a serious femur fracture.

Oh, how silent the world was for me then.

There was the silence of tragedy, but also the silence that comes with great anger and rage, when you hate the sound of your own voice and especially the sound of other voices, none of which can really make you feel any better, and many of which were empty, mechanical voices without sincere compassion, voices with no particular interest in you or your welfare. You become just part of their routine, another daily statistic to be included in some report.

There is probably no deeper silence than the silence that follows the loss of someone you love. I had suffered this silence, so I understood Jordan March’s desperate search for someone new to love after she had lost her younger daughter Alena to acute Leukemia. From what I could see, because she and her husband, Donald, had favored Alena so much, their older daughter Kiera’s resentment and jealousy fueled her rebellious and practically suicidal behavior, whether it took the shape of drugs, sex and alcohol, or simply driving fast and recklessly.

Partly out of a sense of guilt and partly out of a desire to have me take Alena’s place in her heart, Jordan March surprised me with an idea one day at the hospital. She offered to take me into her home and give me all the things a wealthy family could give me. I of course hesitated. How could I go and live beside Kiera March, the girl whose wild and thoughtless behavior was responsible for my mother’s death? Wouldn’t that be the gravest insult against my own mother? Not that I cared about them then, but what would other people think of me?

My private-duty nurse, Jackie Knee, a nurse Jordan March personally arranged and paid for, told me to accept Jordan March’s offer and, in fact, take everything I could from the wealthy Marches. Maybe that was my initial reason for entering their home and assuming many of Alena’s things, besides living in her bedroom suite. Gradually, though, I found myself feeling sorry for Mr. and Mrs. March, and eventually, even feeling sorry for Kiera.

Did I forgive her or did I always harbor hate and a desire for vengeance deep down inside me? It took me a very long time to find that answer. Goodness knows that I had many more reasons to hate Kiera after I was brought to her home. Naturally, she resented my presence. In the beginning, even her father resented me. I understood why. After all, I was a constant reminder to him about what a terrible thing Kiera had done, and a parent, especially one as proud and egotistical as Donald March, couldn’t help but hate feeling responsible, and hate everyone and everything that made him do so.

Gradually, as Jordan March tried harder and harder to turn me into her lost daughter Alena, Kiera had another reason to despise me. Once again, it seemed as though she was becoming second best, at least as far as her mother was concerned, and I wasn’t even blood related! I should have known she wouldn’t stand by and let this happen to her again, that she would do anything and everything she could to drive me from her home.

Despite how poor her school grades were, Kiera was far from unintelligent. She was clever and conniving. Eventually she succeeded in having me believe she had not only accepted me in her life but wanted to be the big sister that she wasn’t able to be for Alena. Her regret seemed so sincere that I bought into it. I was flattered that she included me with her friends, all seniors. It helped me to feel important at a time when I was feeling very sorry for myself.

Later she succeeded in getting one of her boyfriends to seduce me and then got me into serious trouble with her parents by making it seem as though it had been my entire fault. She convinced them that I had never really left the tough, gritty street life behind. As incredible as it was, she had them believing that I was corrupting her and her friends and not vice versa.

But in the end, I thought that her conscience about the way she had treated and thought of her sister Alena and what she had done to me had driven her to be reckless again, and she nearly died in a drug overdose. All of the mean things she and her friends had done to me were revealed when her friends, overwhelmed by her near fatality, confessed to being part of Kiera’s schemes.

Now imprisoned in a silence of her own making, she did seem to begin to change. However, I had suffered too much because of her to simply accept the nice things she said and the kind way she behaved toward me after all this. I didn’t come right out and say so. I just took longer to believe in anything.

My mother used to say that a little skepticism is a blessing. “It’s like a safety valve,” she had told me. “It will keep you from falling too far too fast.” She was bitter by then. My father had not only left us without a word but had taken all our money and everything else we had of any value. Forced to accept whatever employment she could get, my mother had often been exploited. She had grown more and more depressed, let herself go physically and mentally and began to drink heavily. Eventually, we were evicted from our home.

“Remember this, Sasha,” she had told me during one of her more sober moments, while we sat on the beach and stared at the ocean. “The world is divided into two kinds of people, the gullible and the deceptive. It’s only good and sensible self-defense to be distrusting and be a little deceptive yourself. This isn’t paradise yet. We’re always in one danger or another, no matter where we are.”

I didn’t understand all she was telling me back then, but I could feel her pain and agony. It washed away her beautiful smile and smothered to death the softness in her soul. I know she drank anything alcoholic because she hated herself, hated what she had become even more than she hated my father. She was choking on her own venom. I cried for her often then, cried more for her than I cried for myself.

Ironically, her death had brought me to the lap of luxury. Not only did I now have far, far more than I had then or even could have imagined having, I had more than probably ninety-nine percent of girls my age. After having once been a pitiful creature on the streets, I found myself now being envied by girls and boys whom I had thought were princes and princesses themselves.

I challenge you to try to do what I have trouble doing even today. Try to imagine a nearly fourteen-year-old girl having to sleep with her mother on the beach in a large carton, a girl with nearly no clothes, old shoes, who couldn’t go to school, a girl who had to wash herself in public restrooms, a girl for whom finding a quarter or even a dime on the sidewalk or beach was like finding gold.

Then try to imagine this girl being taken out of a hospital room full of welfare patients and brought to a private room where she was given a private-duty nurse, treated by the best specialists, and then brought flowers and gifts she could only dream about receiving while walking past store windows.

Imagine this girl being taken to live in a mansion that could only be approached by a private road, a uniquely styled house with a tower that made it look like a castle. Not only did the property have tennis courts, an indoor pool, and an outdoor Olympic-size pool but also a man-made lake big enough to accommodate rowboats. Imagine her being given a room that was larger than the house in which she had once lived, a suite with a walk-in closet that looked as if it was half the length of a basketball court, filled with clothes and shoes many of which had never been worn more than once and some of which still had their price tags attached.

Imagine her having her own private physical therapist to help get her strong and well again. And being provided with her own private tutor to get her ready to go to school again, but not just any school, a beautiful private school with only the children of the very rich attending, and with classes small enough for each and every student to get personal attention.

If you can imagine all that, you can see me now years later, a high school senior bedecked in only the most fashionable styles and trends, a high school senior who is constantly told she is exotically beautiful, something her mother was and she always dreamed she would be. You can see me as an honor student, popular, who on her seventeenth birthday was presented with her own red BMW hardtop convertible.

How often I have sat by the window in my suite and looked out at the well-manicured grounds, the pool and tennis courts, and closed my eyes, feeling sure that when I opened them again, I’d be back on the beach, sitting beside my ragtag mother, staring out at the sea, both of us left dumbfounded by how quickly hardship and misery had grasped and tightly held the two of us.

But when I opened my eyes, I was still here, still the ward of a very wealthy foster family, gliding through life without a worry in the world.

Kiera was off in her charm school college now. Her parents had yet to learn it, but she had told me she thought she was close to becoming engaged to an English boy, Aubrey Woodhouse, whose famous architect father had been knighted. She e-mailed me almost daily, describing her social life and sharing her most intimate love secrets. I knew how hard she had been working at making me again feel like her sister. I imagined she was doing it because she needed my forgiveness and because, despite what a brave and often arrogant facade she had, she was basically a very lonely person, lonely and especially afraid that I would replace her in her father’s heart. I thought that was something she would never have to fear.

Even though my foster mother desperately tried to make me feel as loved as her lost daughter had felt, I knew I was still a guest, an orphan in her husband’s eyes. Eventually he was kind and full of praise for me, and certainly generous, but there was always that look of restraint, that realization that I was not his real daughter. He could only care for me just so much, the way a father would, before that look came into his eyes and he would pull back and become more distant and formal.

Mrs. March was aware of it as well. She tried so hard to regain a daughter, to hold onto her idea of a family. Her new goal now, her method of overcoming this last hurdle, was to have her and Mr. March legally adopt me. From time to time, I couldn’t help but hear them discussing it. Up to now, he was reluctant. To justify his hesitancy, he pointed out the complicated legal and financial considerations. He also emphasized that they had established a quarter of a million dollar trust fund for my college education.

“It’s not that we’re not looking after her future,” he said.

Another one of his excuses was the emotional and psychological impact it would have on Kiera. “Let’s wait until she is more settled, more adult. Even though she is doing well—better, in fact, than I had ever expected—she is still quite fragile, Jordan. You know what her therapist, Dr. Ralston, told us about sibling rivalry and how that diminished her self-esteem. Go slowly, or you’ll destroy all the progress she has made,” he warned and my foster mother stepped back again and again.

It would be a little while longer before I would understand the real reasons why he was hesitant. Some of it did have to do with what he was saying, but the biggest reason lay in waiting, as patient as a confident tiger who knew his prey was coming closer. He would pounce when the time was right.

And the poor lamb, innocent and trusting, I, Sasha Porter, could fall victim.

My mother’s words never were forgotten. They linger now in the shadows of this exquisite mansion. Often, even on one of my happier days here, I would hear them as if her ghost, dressed in shadows, stood in some corner waiting for me to walk by.

It’s only good self-defense to be distrusting.

Remember the safety valve.

Always be skeptical.

I heard her, but would I listen?

And even if I did, could I stop any of it from happening?

My mother had come to believe that everything for us was decided even before we were born. It was futile to fight destiny. Why try? Why bother? She was that discouraged and defeated.

I couldn’t blame her for feeling that way. I hoped she was wrong.

But deep in my heart, I was afraid she was right.

I was afraid that someday I would be as stunned and lost as she was the day she died.

And there would be a new silence.    
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IN THE EYE OF THE STORM . ..

iving on the streets with her destitute mother,
selling knickknacks and trinkets just to survive,
Sasha Porter dreams of someday having a normal
life, with a real house and family. But she never
dreamed a devastating tragedy would bring her
those very things: on 4 stormy night by a rain-
spactered highway, a speeding car veers out of
control, suriking and killing her mother and badly
ing Sasha.
. IS ANYWHERE TRULY SAFE?
In the h\-splu] Setal whisked off 10 a fancy
request of wealthy Mrs. Jordan
W e snges vho ks wich by
Sasha’s bedside and in: her
family’s sprawling, luxurious mansion. Sasha soon
learns Mrs. March never recovered from the loss of
her daughter Alena, and with nowhere else to go,
Sasha agrees to use Alenls room, sleep in her bed,
and wear her clothes. But someone will make sure
thar Sasha never takes Alenas place: @ jealous sister
dead set on making Sasha's life a living hell.
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