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            Earth’s the right place for love:
I don’t know where it’s likely to go better.
I’d like to go by climbing a birch tree 
And climb black branches up a snow-white trunk 
Toward heaven, till the tree could bear no more, 
But dipped its top and set me down again.
That would be good both going and coming back.
One could do worse than be a swinger of birches.

—from “Birches” by Robert Frost 






For my parents, Tom and Gail Schirmer, who brought me up with books to read, trails to explore, courage to dream, and love to back it all up. Thanks.

And for all the Global Citizens who have gone out collecting leaves . . .

That which does not kill me makes me stronger.
—Friedrich Nietzsche 
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CHAPTER 1

Forty-one minutes to cross-country practice.

Forty-one minutes to shorts and running shoes.

Forty-one minutes to crisp October air that smells like apples and leaves and wood smoke all at once.

And that means forty-one more minutes of science class. 

I try to catch Zig’s eye, but he’s busy taking notes, so I look around while Mrs. Loring lectures us about the wonder of trees. Her dark eyes are huge behind her glasses, like she has the most exciting news ever.

“Did you know there are probably more than twenty thousand species of trees in the world?”

I don’t think Kevin Richards knew, and I’m pretty sure he doesn’t care. He’s wadding up tiny balls of paper, trying to shoot them into the desk in front of him. Ruby Kinsella’s sitting there, but she’s too busy writing in the green marble notebook she always carries around to notice she’s under attack. I hear a rustle behind me and turn to see Bianca Rinaldi rummaging through her backpack for lip gloss.

“Twenty thousand!” Mrs. Loring says. “And scientists think there may be a thousand different species in the United States alone.”

That’s a lot of trees. I pull out my sketchbook and start doodling some of them. I wish I had my colored pencils.

The clock ticks.

Forty minutes.

Forty minutes of Bianca kicking my desk and smirking about the fact that Dad drove me to school in the hearse this morning. I argued, but it didn’t do any good.

“It has four wheels and runs fine. It’ll get you there,” he said.

“Four wheels and a huge sign that says ‘Zales Funeral Home’ on the side,” I said. “I might as well show up at school with a coffin strapped to the roof.” But he had a pickup at nine, and Mom needed the van anyway.

It’s been Bianca’s favorite topic of conversation all day.

“Poor Gianna. Imagine having to ride around in a car full of dead bodies,” she whispers to Mary Beth Rotwiller, and they crack up. I look down at my sketchbook where I’ve penciled in the classroom window, the trees outside, the track I wish I were running on right now.

Thirty-nine minutes.

“So,” Mrs. Loring says, “given all those different kinds of trees, completing your leaf collection should be a piece of cake. I’d like to review the requirements one last time. Please take out the project packet I gave you.”

I pull my science binder from my backpack and flip through the papers, but I can’t find the leaf project stuff. It might be in my locker. Here’s a French handout on parts of the body I’m supposed to be studying for a quiz next week.

“Psst. Gianna!” Zig slides his desk a little closer to mine. “Look on with me,” he whispers.

Zig is my lost-homework hero. Mom says I have attention issues. Zig has the opposite of attention issues. I bet he could find his second-grade name tag if you asked him. And it wouldn’t even be wrinkled.

“Here.” He points to the list of requirements on his paper as Mrs. Loring reads them off.

“You need twenty-five different leaves. You’ll organize and catalog them, label each leaf with its common and scientific names, its geo graphical range of distribution, its primary characteristics, and its main uses. You should find a creative way to display your leaves. And I expect you to meet all your deadlines. The final project is due one week from today.”

“One week. Got that?” Zig whispers and nudges me with his elbow. I nudge him back. Okay, it’s more like a sharp poke, actually. But he knows better than to tease me about deadlines. My brain and deadlines have never gotten along, but finish lines are a whole other story. I’m only good with time if it has to do with running.

Which reminds me. Thirty-four minutes.

“Your first deadline is rapidly approaching,” Mrs. Loring says, tapping the big “OCTOBER 11TH” she’s written on the blackboard. “I want to see ten leaves by Monday to make sure you’re on track.”

I wish I were on the track. I look out the window. Thirty-two minutes.

“Then you’ll need to have all twenty-five leaves collected and identified by next Thursday so you’ll be ready to turn in the final project on Friday,” Mrs. Loring says, and smiles out over our desks. She’s sure we’re all well on our way.

Not.

She reviews how to use a leaf identification key, even though she’s sure we’ve mastered that by now.

Not.

She reminds us that she has poster board and binders available if we need them, but she’s sure we’ve all taken care of materials by now.

Not.

She reminds us how much fun this project is going to be. 

Double not.

I open my sketchbook again and scratch in a big barren tree with branches as empty as my leaf collection is right now. I’ll start collecting tomorrow. How hard can it be?

I draw in the sports field with soccer nets standing guard at each end. We’ll be out there for cross-country today, too, doing our track workout. I sketch the oval that rings the field and try to texture it with the edge of my pencil to make it look gravelly.

Finally, the bell rings, so I don’t have to settle for just drawing the track. I sign my sketch at the bottom— 

Gianna Z.

—because artists should always sign their creations. I grab my notebooks and head for the door.

“Two weeks to sectionals. Two weeks!” Coach Napper tweets her whistle to mark the end of our last 800-meter run. It echoes high and sharp against the brick wall in back of the school. “You need to get a move on, Zales!”

“Huh?” I stand up from my lunge stretch. What’s she talking about? I just had my best run of the week. “I’m set, Coach. My times have been—”

“Your times are fine. I’m talking about your science grade. Coach Loring—Mrs. Loring—just came over from the soccer field to talk with me. No passing grade—no sectionals. I’ll have to send your alternate.” Coach nods at Bianca Rinaldi, who’s just jogged up to us.

“Oh, wouldn’t that be sad?” Bianca turns her lip-glossy mouth into a phony pink frown. “But I’m ready if you need me, Coach. I’ve knocked ten seconds off my regular four-mile time in the past two weeks.” She tugs at the bottom of her purple stretchy T-shirt so it almost covers her belly. The silver sparkle letters on it spell out, It’s not how you play the game; it’s how you look when you play the game.

“Keep working on it, Bianca.” Coach nods. Bianca tosses her ponytail and trots over to Mary Beth Rotwiller, sitting on the steps.

This is not happening. Bianca Rinaldi isn’t a runner. She might look like a model for running shorts, but she’s not a runner. She’s not breathing hard. She’s not sweating. There’s no mud on her sneakers, not even on the bottoms. You can’t run cross-country with clean sneakers.

Coach can’t send Bianca.

I say it out loud. “You can’t send her.”

“I have to send her if you’re not eligible. Take care of it.” Another tweet of the whistle, and everyone heads for the locker room.

I pull open the door and a blast of hot, wet air hits me— a haze of shower steam, sweat, and body splash. I go to the sink, splash cold water on my face, and look up to wipe the drips off my pointy chin. If it’s really how you look when you play the game that counts, I’ve got trouble. My curly red hair frizzes itself into a bad imitation of a shag carpet when I sweat. My cheeks turn the color of ripe strawberries anytime I run, so even if I’m not really pushing it, I look like I’m about to pass out.

“You okay?” Ellen Frankenhoff’s face appears in the mirror over my shoulder. “You’re kinda red à la visage.”

“Huh?”

She pats her cheeks. “Visage means face. We need to know it for the quiz.” Ellen is in my French class and has clearly been studying more than I have. I hope I remembered to put those notes in my backpack.

“My face is always kinda red.” I turn and reach for my wind pants on the bench behind her.

“Tell me about it. Exercise is so overrated.” Ellen pulls on her sweatshirt. Her glasses get stuck in the hood, so I reach over to help her get untangled.

“You’re getting faster, though,” I say. “You’re doing really well for a new runner.” Ellen never meant to be a new runner. She was perfectly happy going to Recycling Club after school, but her mom signed her up for the cross-country team after she saw a new report on adolescent obesity.

“Oh, Ellen’s gotten lots faster, hasn’t she?” Bianca tosses her empty water bottle on the floor, steps up to the mirror to smooth her already-smooth blond hair, and smirks. “Maybe she’ll be your alternate when you fail science, Gianna.”

“Gianna’s not going to fail science,” Ellen says to Bianca’s reflection, just as Coach steps into the locker room behind us. 

“Well, good.” Bianca whirls around so fast I have to jump to avoid getting swatted with her ponytail. She glances at Coach and grins. “I’m sure you have everything under control, Gianna. You probably have that leaf collection half done by now, right?”

My running shirt feels like it’s tightening around my chest, and as Bianca bounces off to meet Mary Beth, I sink down on the bench next to Ellen. “She knows. How does she know? How could she know I’m behind on that project?”

Ellen doesn’t say anything.

I look up at her. “Because I’m late with everything?”

She smiles, but not in a mean way. “Bianca and Mary Beth are like bloodhounds. They sniff out your weaknesses.” 

That makes me laugh a little.

Ellen tilts her head. “What’s so funny?”

“Nothing, really. It’s just that Zig and I play this game where we figure out what dogs people would be if they were dogs. We always had Bianca and Mary Beth pegged as pit bulls.”

Ellen smiles, too. “Maybe they’re mutts—like a pit bull–bloodhound mix.”

“Always ready to go in for the kill.”

Ellen sighs. “ ’Fraid so, Gianna. Bianca’s dying to go to sectionals. She’ll do anything to make sure there’s a reason they need her as an alternate.”

“Terrific.” I take a deep breath. “You need a ride home?” 

Ellen nods. “If it’s okay.”

“Fine with me—if you don’t mind riding in the hearse.”

“Empty, right?”

“It’s always empty when Dad picks me up. He says it’s disrespectful to expect the dead to go along schlepping kids all over the place. They’ve done their time.”

“Yeah, I’d love a ride. And Bianca’s probably gone by now so we won’t have to listen to the corpse-car jokes.” She picks up Bianca’s water bottle from the locker room floor and tosses it into the recycling bin with a sigh. “Did you know Americans throw away thirty million of these things every day?”

“Wow.” That’s a lot of water bottles. There must be something someone could make out of those.

I grab my duffel bag in one hand and my backpack in the other. “Coach can’t replace me at sectionals. She can’t. Bianca has glitter letters on her shirt. That’s just not right.”

Ellen and I step outside, and Dad’s there waiting in the long black car with Zales Funeral Home printed in big silver letters on the side. All the windows are down, and he’s playing the Beach Boys full blast. Thank God everyone else is gone.

By the time we drop Ellen off at her house and swing by to pick up the spinach Mom wants from the farm market, it’s after five.

Zig’s waiting for me on the porch steps next to our Halloween pumpkins, attaching a motorized propeller to the back of some LEGO thing.

I slam the hearse door and walk over. “Hey!”

Zig holds up one finger but doesn’t look up. He can’t talk and think at the same time, so I plop down next to him to wait. The bricks are warm from the late afternoon sun, even though the air’s cooling down by the minute. I run my hand over the biggest of the five pumpkins we picked from the field at the Parkinson farm last weekend. We won’t carve them until the night before Halloween, but we always put them out early to brighten up the porch. My little brother Ian’s pumpkin is the huge one; he’s only six, so Dad had to carry it for him. Dad’s is short and sort of squatty, like him. Mom’s is perfectly round, without a single scratch or mark on it. Nonna’s is tall and skinny and a little bit crooked. And mine is medium-sized with a big knobby bump toward the bottom that looks like a witch’s chin.

I’m figuring out where the eyes will go when Zig finally looks up. “Hey.”

“What’s that?” I nod at his twirly LEGO thing.

“A battery-operated, multi-environment hovercraft.”

“Which is . . . ?”

“A motorized, air-propelled vehicle that can operate on land, water, or, most importantly, ice. The Coast Guard uses them on the lake when ice fishermen get stuck out there.”

“Does the Coast Guard make theirs out of LEGOs, too?”

He puts down his LEGO-mobile and gives me a shove. “Too bad you’re being such a dork. I came over to see if you wanted help with your leaf project.”

“In that case, please accept my humble apologies. I’m sure your hover-ma-callit will kick the Coast Guard’s butt.”

He grins, brushes a flop of black hair from his eyes, and reaches for his school stuff. “I collected a few extra leaves you can have.” He presses a keypad to disarm the buzzer alarm he rigged up on his backpack zipper to keep Kevin Richards from stealing his math homework. “Here you go.”

He hands me a clear plastic bag with leaves inside. It’s labeled with blue marker; one leaf is a linden, and one’s a tulip maple.

“Thanks.”

“How many do you have so far?” he asks.

I pick up a couple of long pine needles from the step and poke them against one another. “Hey! This is kind of like sword fighting, huh?” I get a long one in each hand so they can do battle.

“Gee . . . have you even started?”

My right hand picks up a little leaf to use as a shield and is about to win the whole fight, but Zig snatches it away.

“I have a few,” I say.

“How many?” He stares me down.

“Okay, fine. Two.” I hold up his linden and tulip maple leaves.

Not many people can get to me like Zig. His real name is Kirby Zigonski Junior, but he’s always been Zig to me. We’ve been friends since third grade, when he sat behind me in Mrs. Light’s class, right next to Lawrence, our classroom iguana. With names like Zigonski and Zales, we’ve been homeroom and locker neighbors ever since.

“Want me to help you find more tomorrow?”

I nod as Mom sticks her head out the door. “Dinner!”

“Hey, Mom! Okay if I go out collecting leaves with Zig in the morning?”

She shakes her head. “Not tomorrow. You know it’s market day.”

“Shoot.” I turn to Zig. “Sunday then? Definitely Sunday.” 

“Definitely definitely? Or definitely maybe?”

“Definitely,” I say. He starts down the steps and I head to the kitchen for lasagna. The smell of Nonna’s sauce is pulling me in.

“Gee?” Zig stops on the sidewalk.

“Yeah?”

He points to the bag of leaves he gave me. It’s blowing away, flopping down the steps.

“Oh, right!” I trip on Mom’s planter and stumble down to grab it. “Thanks!”

I wave and take my leaves inside.

Two down. Twenty-three to go.
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CHAPTER 2

Gee! Hey! Hey, Gee! I got a new joke!”

Ian storms down the stairs in his Superman pajamas and almost crashes into me in the kitchen.

“Too early for jokes.” I squint into the fridge light looking for last night’s leftover lasagna. I bet Dad ate it after Mom went to bed.

“Come on, Gee! Wanna hear a riddle?”

“No.” I move a package of tofu, wondering what it’s like to live in a house with Pop-Tarts in the cupboard.

“Okay, ready? What do you say when a girl named Gianna wakes up and goes to the bathroom?” He reaches past me and snatches a yogurt.

I try to swat him but miss.

“Give up?” He ducks under my arm and pulls a spoon from the silverware drawer. “You say, ‘Gee WHIZ!’ Get it, Gee? Gee, WHIZ!”

“Ugh.” I pull open the refrigerator drawer where we keep the fruit and almost scream. Balanced on top of the apples is a set of false teeth. They look like they’re about to take a big bite.

“Nonna!” I call.

My grandmother hustles into the kitchen and plops her pocketbook on the table. I point into the fridge.

“Oh good. There they are!” She rinses her teeth off under the kitchen faucet and pops them into her mouth.

“Now you . . .” She points a plump finger at Ian. “Let your sister have her breakfast in peace. And you . . .” She raises an eyebrow at my green flannel pajama pants. “You’re not even dressed yet. Sbrigati, sbrigati!” She claps three times, fast. “Hurry up.”

“Ugh.” It’s 6:30 a.m., and I’m being rushed in old-world Italian.

“Go on.” Nonna waves her papery hands in the pink morning sunlight, shooing me upstairs. “It’s almost time to leave for the market.”

The market became a family ritual when Nonna moved in with us after she broke her hip two years ago. The first Saturday of the month, we pile into the car and cross the border into Canada to shop at the big Italian market in Montreal. Most people think of it as a French city, and it is, but there are all these little pockets of other languages and cultures there, too. There’s an English part of the city, a Chinatown, and an Italian section that Nonna says makes her feel like she’s home again. It makes her happy. So we go.

By the time I’ve thrown on my jeans and Picasso T-shirt, everyone else is putting on shoes and jackets. Except Nonna, who’s still standing in the kitchen.

“Where did I put my . . . uh . . . my . . .” Nonna taps a finger against her lips. I saw her smile just a minute ago, so I know it’s not her teeth again.

Nonna’s had trouble remembering the names of things lately—even plain old ordinary things like brooms and spatulas. The other day when she was baking Italian wedding cookies to take to a funeral in the mortuary downstairs, she couldn’t remember what her oven mitt was called. She asked us to help find her “hot hand.”

I’m starting to worry about her.

“She’s just getting older,” Mom said when I brought it up last week. “Lord knows you forget things, too . . . like that leaf-collection project you’re supposed to be working on.” And she sent me to my room to work on it. I made a great collage with Nonna’s old National Geographic magazines instead. 

“Come on, Mother! Come on, Gianna! The traffic’s going to be worse if we don’t hurry!” Mom yells into the kitchen. Nonna’s still frowning.

“What did you lose, Nonna?” I ask her.

“My carrying things.” She opens the oven door and bends to look inside.

“Your pocketbook?” I pick it up from the kitchen table where she left it ten minutes ago.

“That’s it! You’re a good girl.”

“Smile, Nonna!” Ian leaps into the room with Mom’s cell phone camera and snaps her picture.

“Ian?” Mom holds out her hand for the phone. Ian was banned from using it two weeks ago when he jumped out of the shrubs like a member of the paparazzi and ambushed our mailman, who’s about eighty years old, with no sense of humor. He snatched the cell phone, marched Ian to the house, and gave Mom a fifteen-minute lecture on parenting. She was embarrassed enough to put Ian on cell phone restriction for life.

Ian drops the phone into Mom’s hands and sulks his way out to the other Zalesmobile, the dark green minivan we drive when Dad isn’t trying to embarrass me to death.

“Oh, hang on a minute!” I run back to the house for my camera. The market is my favorite place to take pictures; everything there looks so juicy and bright. I pull the door closed and climb into the middle seat next to Nonna. “Okay, ready!”

Dad drives, but Mom’s so worried about traffic that she keeps stepping on an imaginary brake on the floor in front of her.

“You know,” Dad says after we cross the border into Canada, “I think maybe it’s time for a family chat.” He does this when we’re all held captive in the car.

“How’s that leaf collection coming along, Gianna?” Dad tries to catch my eye in the rearview mirror and almost weaves into a Corvette with Quebec plates. Mom swats at him, and he swerves back to his own lane.

“Fine,” I say.

“I was talking with Coach the other day when I was waiting to pick you up . . .”

“I know, Dad. No sectionals unless I’m passing science. I know, okay?”

Mom jumps in. “When’s the deadline for that leaf project?” Deadlines are her specialty. She does all the bookkeeping and paperwork for the funeral home and is secretary of her women’s volunteer group in the community.

“End of next week. We’re supposed to have ten leaves by Monday for a start.”

“And?” Mom asks.

“And what?” I know I’m being mouthy, but I don’t care.

“Mom’s trying to help, Gee. We both are. You’d probably like us to leaf you alone right now.” He winks at me in the rearview mirror. “And we know you’re pining for the days when you didn’t have big projects like this. But you need to get this one finished and spruced up by Friday. Oak-ay?”

I roll my eyes. “Quit it.”

“Sorry.” He mirror-winks again. “I was just needling you.” 

I try not to smile. It’s hard to stay snotty at Dad. “Well, I think your jokes are way too sappy. But I’ll get it done. Zig offered to hike with me tomorrow.”

“A date?” Nonna perks up. “That Kirby Zigonski is such a nice boy. He’s a keeper, Gianna!”

“Nonna!” She wiggles her silver eyebrows at me and I have to laugh. “We’re friends. He said he’d help me out. But we’re just friends.”

Nonna smirks, like she knows something I don’t. The truth is, things have been a little weird with Zig. The other day he was looking at me, and I kept thinking I had spaghetti stuck in my hair or something, but when I asked him what the deal was, he turned reddish and got all busy with his backpack alarm. We’ve been best friends so long it’s just weird to think of him any other way.

“We’re friends, Nonna,” I say again.

“We’ll see,” she says.

Dad turns up the radio. Mom goes back to balancing the checkbook, with papers and receipts spread out all over her lap. I can look out the window in peace.

I love to watch how things change when we drive into the city. Condominiums are the first signs that Montreal’s getting close. They’re built up along the St. Lawrence River, thicker and thicker until you get to the bridge. It’s named after the explorer Jacques Cartier, but Dad calls it “the ol’ Jack Carter Bridge” to bug Mom. She thinks everything should be pronounced properly.

Traffic isn’t bad, so fifteen minutes past the bridge, we pull into the big parking lot for the market. I complain about getting up early on Saturdays, but I love this place. It’s like jumping into a giant tossed salad—fruits and vegetables and flowers of every color. People of every color, too. You can walk around and sample cheese from Quebec goats, crunchy apples, tangy dried cranberries. There’s a store that just sells olive oil—about a million different kinds. One bottle costs five hundred dollars! Every time we go in there, I wonder what it must taste like. They never offer samples of that one.

Today, Nonna needs a big jug of regular, normally priced olive oil, so she picks out her favorite kind and chats in Italian with the old man at the counter while he puts the jug in a paper sack. Mom and Dad have gone to pick up a bottle of wine. I’m checking out all the different shapes of bottles while I try to keep Ian from destroying them. I love the lines in the bottles, the way they overlap one another, the way some bottles have big loopy handles. This would be a great place to sit and draw, but I left my sketchbook in the car.

Ian and I follow Nonna out into the crisp air. The smell of fall leaves mixes with hot apple cider someone is serving from a cart.

“Want some?” Nonna asks.

“No thanks. I want my hands free for pictures.” She buys Ian a cup while I unzip my camera case and snap a few pictures of the vegetable vendors as we pass. Maybe I’ll draw one of these scenes later.

So many colors get thrown together here, like they’re all shouting to be heard at once. Orange pumpkins next to bright pink mums with dark green leaves. Yellow gourds piled high next to crates of polished red apples. I’m clicking away when Ian pulls on my sleeve.

“Nonna went over there to get some eggplant. You’re in charge of me.” He grins and dribbles cider down the front of his shirt. “She says she’ll meet us in the bakery when you’re done.”

The bakery isn’t just any bakery. It’s the greatest bakery in the universe. The best thing about market Saturdays is when we all meet there for the last stop of the day. There’s a glass case full of desserts that look like they were clipped out of food magazines. My favorite is the Royale. “Une Royale, s’il vous plaît,” is how I order it, since the bakery staff only speaks French. If I get it right, I end up with a perfect little rectangle of dense cake layered with fluffy mousse. It’s like eating a chocolate cloud.

I’m hungry just thinking about it, so I put away my camera and take Ian’s hand. Mom and Dad are walking up to the bakery door too.

“Nonna’s grabbing an eggplant,” I tell them.

“Mmmm.” Mom licks her lips. “Is she making eggplant parmesan tonight?”

“She didn’t say.”

Ian snatches Mom’s cell phone back from her purse while she’s busy thinking about eggplant. A burly man in a blue flannel shirt opens the door for us.

“Merci.” Mom steps inside. Ian snaps his picture.

The smell of the bread almost lifts me off the floor. How do people work here all day and not eat everything? I’d constantly be sticking my fingers in the frosting and licking them.

Mom takes a number and waits for them to call it. I try to tune out the bustling feet of the crowds, the clinking of coins in the cash register, and listen for our number. It’s my first year of French class in school, and we’ve already done numbers, but Madame Wilder speaks slowly and clearly when she’s teaching us. Here, French words just fly out of people’s mouths like barn swallows. I have to listen hard or our number flits past before I can blink.

“Trente-huit?” The woman behind the counter looks around and I think hard. Thirty-eight. That’s us! Mom nods at me and I step forward to try our order: two baguettes, three cream-filled éclairs, a fruit tart for Nonna, and my royal chocolate cake. I may not have studied the body parts, but I did look up all my favorite food words and practice the order at home last night so I could get it right.

“Je voudrais deux baguettes, s’il vous plaît. Aussi trois éclairs de la crème, une tarte de fruits, et une Royale.” I search the woman’s face to see if she knows what I mean. Mom nudges me and I remember to add “S’il vous plaît,” which means “please.”

The bakery lady smiles at me and starts putting things in a box. Apparently, I’ve done all right. I turn around so Nonna can congratulate me and realize that she hasn’t met us yet.

“Shouldn’t Nonna be done by now?” I ask Mom. “The eggplant guy is only a few booths away.”

“She’s probably chatting up Mr. Passini.” Mom’s ogling the croissants, but they’re made with so much butter she never lets herself have one. She checks her watch. “We should be leaving soon. Go see if you can hurry her along.”

I’d rather wait for our bakery order and maybe rip off a hunk of bread to sample, but I grab Ian’s arm and pull him toward the door.

“Smile!” He clicks a shot of the bakery staff on his way out. 

When we get to the booth where Nonna buys her eggplant, Mr. Passini is there with his cocker spaniel.

“Ah, come stai, Gianna?”

“Bene, grazie, e tu?” I tell him I’m well and ask how he is. That’s about as far as I can go on the Italian that Nonna’s taught me, though. Mr. Passini understands.

“Just fine. Your grandmother hasn’t found you yet?”

“We thought she’d be here.”

“No, we were out of eggplant, so I sent her to Hassan.” He points to the next row of vegetable sellers, past a display of cornstalks and pumpkins.

“Thanks.” Ian snaps a photo of Mr. Passini waving.

“Grazie!” I try to grab the phone from Ian, but he’s too quick. “Quit it! Mom’s going to be mad.” He follows me across the aisle.

“But I like taking pictures, so I can remember important stuff.” He holds the phone up to get a shot of some rutabagas. 

Hassan, it turns out, still has eggplant and tells us Nonna left with one of them about fifteen minutes ago. She should have met us at the bakery.

Ian and I walk up and down the aisles looking for Nonna until we end up in a big booth bursting with pumpkins. She’s not here either, so we start up the last row of vendors.

My heart’s pumping faster, and my stomach feels all tight. What if she fell? What if it’s her hip again, or worse? I look at the cell phone in Ian’s hand and wish Nonna had one that we could call.

“Let’s go find Mom and Dad,” I decide, pulling him away from a plate of pineapple samples. A car horn blasts on the street next to us and makes me jump. When I look, I see an old lady scurrying out of the way of a delivery truck. A man in a green wool hat shouts something in another language from the driver’s window. When the truck passes, the woman is standing at the side of the street. She looks scared and confused. Wisps of gray hair drift out from under her scarf, and one of her shoes is untied. She looks down the alley one way and then looks up toward the bakery, like she can’t remember where she is or where she’s supposed to be. Her jacket hangs over one arm. In her other arm, she’s cradling an eggplant. 

“Nonna!” Ian pulls away from me and runs across the street without checking for cars. When I catch up, Nonna is already shaking her finger at him, warning about city traffic. 

“What happened?” I ask her. She still looks confused, and somehow, it makes me a little angry. I want her to tie her shoe and fix her hair.

“I picked up the eggplant and then I couldn’t find my car,” she says, looking toward the parking lot. “I thought I parked on the street, but maybe not.”

“Nonna, we drove the van, and we parked in the lot. You were supposed to meet us at the bakery. Remember?” How could she have forgotten the bakery?

My heart is still thumping from our search through the market, and here she is wandering around with her eggplant. How could she not remember to show up at the bakery?

“Of course.” Nonna’s mouth forms a tight grin, and she fakes knocking herself on the head. “Now I remember.” But I’m not sure I believe her.

Mom and Dad walk up with long French bread in a paper bag and a bakery box tied with blue ribbon. “There you are, Mom. Are we all set now?” she asks Nonna.

“She got lost, Mom.” I try to tell her about Hassan and the delivery truck, but she just puts her hand on Nonna’s shoulder. Dad takes the eggplant from her and holds her elbow when we step up on the curb.

“It is awfully busy here today.” Mom pats Nonna’s shoulder again. “It’s tough to find anyone in this crowd.”

“Hey, look,” Dad says, holding up Nonna’s eggplant so the stem sticks out like a nose. Above it are two dents like squinting eyes. “Doesn’t this sort of look like Mr. Passini?” Dad wiggles the eggplant so it looks like it’s talking.

“Hello, Gianna,” Mr. Eggplant-Passini says as Dad bobs his head up and down. “You’re looking lovely today. Are you having me with olive oil or marinara sauce tonight?”

Nonna shakes her head, laughing, and takes her eggplant back.

On the drive south, we talk about Italian recipes and French pastries, fancy olive oil and when we’ll carve our pumpkins for Halloween.

But I keep remembering the look on the face of that old lady across the street. She had no idea where she was. And it scared her.





End of sample
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