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For Erin and Evan,
who are the most loved, adored,  

and amazing children I could have ever hoped for.
I am so very grateful for you.

***
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*************************
1

Moving Day

Don’t you worry now, Sugar Pie. Everything’s gonna be all 
right.” Gram must’ve said that a million times over the last 

few days, and that’s a pretty big promise to make to a grandkid. 
But, truthfully, I don’t think I’ve ever doubted her because 

Gram doesn’t lie. She says, “Life ain’t worth a hill of beans if you 
don’t speak the truth.” And in Gram’s book, even a half-truth mea-
sures up to a whole lie. But today, the day we’re moving, I’m work-
ing hard at believing her.

Gram’s in the kitchen double-checking our cupboards. She 
said the only thing she’s leaving behind is mouse poop (not that 
I’d ever seen any). The cupboard doors bang as she yells up the 
stairs. “Label them boxes, Sugar Pie, with your name and what 
you got in ’em.” 

Packing’s a lot harder than I thought. Not the actual packing, 
that’s easy, but the part about leaving everything behind. This old 
brick farmhouse is all I’ve ever known or at least all I can remember. 

I push the last box to the middle of my room and write big 
black letters on the side: 

River's Box

pillow

red flannel blanket
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hockey pucks

baseball glove

ballerina jewelry box

I think about leaving the jewelry box behind but don’t because 
it’s from Gram. Plus that’s where I keep my heart necklace.

My real name is River, but Gram calls me “Sugar Pie.” I’ve 
been alive for four thousand six hundred and twenty days, which 
means I’ll be thirteen on my next birthday, and in all that time, I 
still haven’t figured out why anyone would name their kid River. 
But that’s the name I came with—to my adoptive parents, any-
ways. I thought babies were supposed to come into the world 
free of names and everything, but I came fully clothed, wearing a 
white and yellow checkered dress just the right size for an eighteen-
month-old. And I only know that because Gram told me. 

Gram said she was blown clear out of the water on the day my 
parents brought me home. She had no idea they were going to 
adopt. It was like I’d fallen straight from the sky, and when I asked 
why I was such a secret, she shook her head and said, “Sugar Pie, 
I haven’t a clue. Your mother never did have the sense God gave 
a goose.” 

Gram keeps a special picture of me on her nightstand. It’s the 
picture she took that day. My mom (who is Gram’s daughter) is 
holding me on her hip, and my dad (Gram’s son-in-law) is stand-
ing behind with his arms wrapped around the both of us. I was 
actually cute—real chubby with a crooked little smile. Even then 
I had a ton of hair. It was curly all over the place and shiny brown 
like a chestnut. Hanging around my neck was a silver necklace 
with a dangling heart charm. On the front “River” was engraved, 
and on the back was 9-23-1970. I didn’t come with a birth certif-
icate, which Gram said was the most ridiculous thing she’d ever 
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7Moving Day

heard. A lot has changed since then. First of all, I’m not chubby 
anymore. And second of all, my mom and dad are gone.

As far as my real parents go, I can pretty much guess I came 
to them the way most any kid does—plopped into the hands of a 
doctor, screaming at the top of my lungs, and completely naked. 
And since they gave me away when I was only one and a half, I can 
only guess I was unlovable too. 

After I was adopted, Gram said my parents loved me more than 
all the frogs in the pond. But after six months, when I was two, 
they decided I was too much trouble. That’s when they packed 
everything important into the trunk of their Mustang and drove 
away. 

They didn’t pack me. 
But Gram said I wasn’t any more trouble than Mud Pie, the 

three-legged pig she had at the time. She said I was just like any 
other two-year-old who liked getting into things and had to throw 
a hissy fit every now and then. Gram said my parents never could 
figure out what they wanted. She spent years trying to find them 
but then decided it was time to give up.

I have no idea how one kid could have two sets of parents, and 
in two short years, have them both decide they don’t want you any-
more. Maybe I really was too much trouble, but I’ve never heard 
Gram tell a lie or anything even close. 

It’s been ten years, and they haven’t come back.
Sometimes I imagine my parents on the day they left. They’re 

cruising along in their Mustang, singing along with The Beach 
Boys without a care in the world. My mom leans her head against 
my dad’s shoulder (the one tattooed with a heart and her name 
inside), and she’s dangling her feet out the window, letting the 
wind tickle her toes. She smiles and turns to check on me. That’s 
when she realizes I’m not there. She screams, and when my dad 
realizes what’s going on, he does a crazy U-turn and races back 
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home at one hundred and ten miles per hour. They run into the 
house all frantic, and Mom’s crying uncontrollably. She picks me 
up, holds me tight, and says, “River, thank God you’re all right! I 
thought Daddy put you in the backseat. You’re such a good little 
girl and never make a peep. I thought you were just sleeping, but 
when I turned to check on you, I realized you weren’t.” 

Then I realize I’m daydreaming again. 

***
I tuck my diary deep inside the box, right between my pillow 

and red flannel blanket. Even though I never write in it, I think 
it’s a good idea to save just in case. Plus, that’s where I keep one 
of Paddles’s white feathers (Paddles was the best pet duck anyone 
could’ve had).

Gram yells up the stairs again. “Hurry yourself along, Sugar 
Pie. You gotta be a little quicker than a herd of turtles! The mov-
ers are here.”

I tape the box shut and look out my window. I say goodbye to 
our backyard, to the pond where I play hockey in the winter, to 
the creek where I caught pollywogs, and to the path leading to our 
woods, right where I buried Paddles. I touch the window, taking 
one last look at my tire swing. I remember the day Gramp hung 
it. He let me pick the tree. I chose the biggest oak tree right in the 
middle of our yard. Gramp even let me help tie the knots. 

I have no idea what I’ll see from my new window, but I know 
it won’t be as beautiful as this.
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*************************
2

It’s Gonna Be All Right

I sit on the front steps, waiting for the movers to finish their 
job, and whisper goodbye to the eighteen maple trees 

standing tall and proud along our driveway. Gramp planted them 
way before I was born. They got to live longer than he did (which 
I hardly think is fair). But at least I’ve climbed to the top of every 
one of them—even with my eyes closed. The people who bought 
our house have a boy my age, but I can promise he won’t climb as 
high as me. 

When the movers are done loading Tilly, Gram’s ’62 Chevy 
pickup, Gram and I hop in and head down our driveway for the 
last time. Gram loves her Chevy so much she named it. She says 
anything so shiny and turquoise that shimmers in the sun like 
it does is truly alive. Gram decided on the name Tilly. And even 
though Tilly’s been around for more than twenty years, you’d be 
hard up to find a speck of rust on her. And according to Gram, 

“Everybody ought to have a pickup cuz you never know what you’ll 
have to haul.” 

We reach the end of our road when I see a beautiful lady out 
walking her dog. She’s tall, skinny, and has a ton of curly brown 
hair, just like me. Maybe she’s my real mom. She could’ve gotten 
pregnant when she was a teenager and then left me on the front 
steps of an orphanage. Maybe she never told anyone about me, 
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which would explain why I don’t have a birth certificate. Things 
like that can happen. 

“Gram,” I say, “are you sure we have to move?” 
She gives me a look that says I’ve asked that question one too 

many times. “Sugar Pie, that farmhouse is too big for the two of 
us. It’s time for moving on. Doesn’t mean it’s gonna be better or 
worse—just different.” Gram takes a deep breath and lets it out real 
slow. “Everything’s gotta change sometime, and there’s not a soul 
on this earth that can do a thing about it.” 

“But what about Gramp? What do you think he’d say? And,” I 
say as a reminder (just in case she forgot), “we won’t be able to have 
picnics with him in the cemetery anymore.”

“Don’t you worry about that, Sugar Pie. All that’s left of Gramp 
in that cemetery is a box of dry, dusty bones. The living part of him, 
all them memories we’ve got in our hearts, they’re gonna travel 
with us anywhere we go.”

We reach the freeway, head south, and pass that familiar big, 
green sign:

Thanks for visiting Punxsutawney, Pennsylvania,

home of Punxsutawney Phil.

Come back soon!

I stare out Tilly’s window and can’t look at Gram, or she’ll see 
my eyes all watery. “But when Mom and Dad come back, they’re 
not going to know where I am.” I try to swallow the lump in my 
throat. “Did you even think about that?” 

Gram doesn’t answer right away. Maybe she doesn’t know what 
to say. Maybe she doesn’t believe they’re coming back.

“Sugar Pie, I know you’re worried. But you gotta remember that 
we haven’t seen hide nor hair of your folks in over ten years. That’s 
a mighty long time. Now, if something changes and they do come 
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11It’s Gonna Be All Right

back, they’ll check in with the postmaster. He’ll have our new 
address.” Gram stops talking for a minute, like she’s thinking about 
what to say. “And when you think about how big the world is, 
Birdsong, West Virginia’s just a hop-skip-and-a-toad’s-jump away 
from Punxsutawney.” She turns to look at me (I can tell because I 
see her reflection in Tilly’s window). Then she pats my leg and says, 

“Don’t you worry now, Sugar Pie. Everything’s gonna be all right.” 
“But, Gram, couldn’t we have at least waited ’til school’s out? 

There’s only a few weeks left.”
Gram looks at me like she wants to say she understands or 

maybe that she’s sorry. But she doesn’t. “I know, Sugar Pie, but 
we’ve got to move now cuz I’ve heard the wind. And there ain’t 
nobody who can fight the wind.” 

It wasn’t long after Gramp died when Gram started up with the 
whole wind idea. One day she walked to the end of the driveway 
to get our mail and heard a kitten meowing. Hiding by the side of 
the road was a small gray kitten. Gram said it was no bigger than a 
ball of yarn and cuter than a bug’s ear. Then Gram told me she got 
this funny feeling inside, like she was hearing a tender voice tell-
ing her to pick the kitten up and bring it home. Gram told herself 
it was hogwash and that the kitten surely belonged to someone. 
She told herself it would find its way home, so she left it there. But 
when Gram was halfway back to our house, she heard the sound 
of brakes screeching and a thud that nearly tore her heart in two. 
That night she didn’t sleep a wink. 

Gram had the same thing happen another time when we were 
heading out to buy groceries. She was backing Tilly down our 
driveway when she heard that tender voice again (that’s when she 
decided to call it “the wind”). It told her to go back and lock the 
house. But Gram hadn’t locked the house since the day she and 
Gramp bought it nearly fifty years before. She said there was no 
use wasting time doing something senseless and never went back 
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to lock up. When we got home, our door was wide open, and any-
thing worth a penny was gone. Gram said she learned an impor-
tant lesson that day, and I knew it had nothing to do with locking 
a door. 

I suppose since Gram heard the wind telling us to move, we’re 
better off moving a few weeks before school’s over than to stay and 
find out what would happen if we didn’t. 

Gram cracks her window, and part of her hair falls loose from 
her bun. As the wind pulls it out the window, it looks like a long, 
silver streamer waving goodbye to Punxsutawney. 

Next thing I know, Gram reaches in her purse and takes out 
her pack of Camels. I can’t stand breathing in all that smoke. It 
makes me feel like someone’s stuffed fifty-seven cotton balls down 
my throat. I turn and look at Gram. “You need a smoke already?” 

She keeps her eyes on the road and doesn’t blink. A minute later 
she says, “Humph. You’re right, Sugar Pie.” Then without looking, 
she hands me her cigarettes. “Toss ’em out the window. I’m going 
cold turkey. It’s high time for change.” 

“Are you serious, Gram?” 
“Never been more serious in my life. Besides, they’re just a pack 

of skinny, white rodents. You light ’em up, and their eyes glow red. 
You suck ’em in, and they head straight for your lungs. Then they 
gnaw away on them like they was hunks of provolone cheese.” She 
grabs Tilly’s steering wheel even tighter and keeps right on driv-
ing. “I’m plum done.” 

I open my window and toss them out, one by one, real slow—
not in case she changes her mind, but in case I need to get back 
home. I’ll follow our trail. 

We drive a while longer when I decide I really ought to know 
something about where we’re moving (and this time I’ll listen). “So 
why’d you pick Birdsong, anyways? Didn’t you say it was a small 
town?” 

Copyrighted material



13

“Sure did. That’s one of the things I like about it. Everyone 
knows everyone in a small town. Plus, the name Birdsong is so full 
of life it could make a dead man dance. Soon as I saw it on the map, 
I knew that’s where we were going.” Gram tucks the gray streamer 
back in her bun. “And,” she says, “the wind told me.” 

Gram keeps talking, giving me all kinds of information about 
Birdsong. Some of it I’m sure I could do without. “And it’s smack-
dab in the middle of all kinds of mountains, roaring rivers, and 
nature parks, and it’s high time we had ourselves some adventure. 
White-water rafting, hiking, and fishing in those ice-cold moun-
tain streams, we’re gonna do it all.” 

I’m beginning to think Gram might have been sucked up by 
aliens and returned with someone else’s innards. “Gram,” I say, 

“did you forget about your leg?”
“No siree, Sugar Pie! I didn’t. There’s ways around nearly every-

thing if you put your mind to it. I’m gonna get me some physical 
therapy soon as we settle in. I’ve walked with this old Louisiana 
limp long enough, and it’s time for change.” Gram smiles bigger 
than I’ve ever seen. “And I might start plucking me a few strings 
on a banjo. Bluegrass music is big around those parts.” Gram gives 
me a wink with her right eye. “I’ve got a feeling bigger than any 
twenty-pound rump roast that we were meant for this journey.” 

It’s Gonna Be All Right
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