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Chapter 1 
The last day of fourth grade was about to begin. Anna and 

her classmates in Miss Humphrey's homeroom got up from 

their desks as they did each day and put their right hands 

over their hearts. 

I pledge allegiance
to the flag
of the United States of America
and to the republic
for which it stands
one nation 
under God 
indivisible
with liberty 
and justice for all. 

Anna said to her friend, Carlye, "That's the last time we 
have to say the Pledge until we are fifth graders."   

"Yeah," Carlye responded.  "The last day of school is great. 

No more homework.” 

"No more math," sighed Anna. 

"And no more vocabulary tests," said Caryle with relief. 



"And the best of all," said Anna, "no more social studies!  I'm 

going to the pool every day and not think about school.  

What are you going to do this summer?" 

"I get to go to camp in Hot Springs for two weeks.  I've 

never been before, and my big sister and I can't wait!"

Anna could see that Rocío was listening to what they were 

saying, so she asked her if she was excited about summer.   

"I guess so," Rocío answered quietly. 

"You guess?" both Carlye and Anna said at the same time.  

 "What could be worse than having to go to school all 

summer?" asked Anna.  

Their conversation was interrupted by Miss Humphrey's 

familiar voice.  "Class, Noel Leon Elementary is beginning a 

summer assignment program this year.  This is to prepare 

you for the types of assignments you will be doing in your 

next grade."

Twenty-four varieties of sighs and words of exasperation 

could be heard.   

Asa was the first to speak.  "So much for summer!"   

Ellen, the organized one, asked "When is it due," knowing 

her mother would ask that question in the car on the way 

home.  Ellen also asked whether she and her twin sister, 

Nelle, who was in Mrs. Carter's class, could work together, 

which was usually not permitted when they both had 

projects.

Miss Humphrey held up her hand, an all too familiar signal 

that she would answer all of their questions, but not all at 

once and not in the rat-a-tat fashion that they were being 

asked.  By the end of the fourth grade, her class had 

developed an ability to ask the precise questions needed to 

give them the information they needed to decide whether an 

assignment would be liked or disliked.  She liked to think it 

showed critical thinking, even if it almost always resulted in 

the conclusion that they disliked what was being assigned.   

Asa needed no more information to make his decision.  

"This can't be good," he said. 



"You haven't even heard what the assignment is," Miss 

Humphrey added quickly.  "This is not like anything you 

have ever done.  It requires you to think, but it's really about 

observing and listening and writing your opinion.  I know 

each of you has an opinion.  There will not be a test.  So 

here is the assignment: 

First, your fifth grade English teachers will be teaching you 

about different kinds of words next year. You will be learning 

about synonyms, antonyms, homonyms, and palindromes, 

among others. They have asked that you look for 

palindromes this summer and keep a list of at least fifty. You 

can stop your list at fifty, but you can also keep going if you 

think it is fun."	  

 "I can tell you right now I'm stopping at fifty," said Asa 

without raising his hand. Remembering that there are rules 

even for the last day of school, Asa raised his hand and 

when Miss Humphries looked his way, asked "What is a 

palindrome?"

"A palindrome is a word or a phrase or numbers that read 

the same backward and forward," said Miss Humphries. 

"Like my name!" said Anna.

"Yes, that's right. That's a good example, Anna."

Walking over to the board at the front of the room, Miss 

Humphrey wrote "Never odd or even." "This is an example 

of a phrase that is a palindrome." She continued writing. 

"'Step on no pets' is another example."

Carlye said, "Hey, the name of our school is a palindrome! 

'Noel Leon' Elementary!"

"That's right," said Miss Humphrey. "See how easy this is! 

All you have to do is write down fifty palindromes you see 

this summer and turn in the list on the first day of school."  

"That's not so bad," affirmed Ellen, speaking for herself and 

the rest of the class. "Nelle and I will have our lists done by 

tomorrow." 

"But," Miss Humphrey interrupted, “your list and Nelle's 

have to be different words with no overlapping, so if you 

work together, you'll need one hundred examples."



"Unfair!" exclaimed Ellen. 

"There's more. You both have to choose different parts of 

the Pledge of Allegiance for the second assignment, which 

is from the fifth grade social studies teachers. Their 

assignment is for you to pick one line out of the Pledge of 

Allegiance and talk to another person about what that 

means to them. Then you write a summary of what the 

person said and tell how that made you think about the 

meaning of the Pledge of Allegiance. Your report cannot be 

more than two pages and you must turn it in on the first day 

of school."  

"That sounds hard," said Carlye. 

"Well," said Ms. Humphrey, "think about it this way. If you 

chose 'to the flag' as your line from the Pledge of Allegiance, 

you might look for someone who is in the military or who 

raises the flag each day. You could ask that person why she 

thinks it is important for everyone to say 'to the flag' as a 

part of our Pledge of Allegiance. What that person says and 

what you think about the phrase after talking to the person 

are all you have to write.”  

“This is pass/fail. If you do the assignments, you will receive 

an automatic fifty points for each class to start out the year. 

If you don't do the assignments, you will receive a zero. This 

will be easiest fifty points you will earn in fifth grade. Any 

questions? If not, have a safe and fun summer!" 

"My mother won't let my summer start until I get this done," 

said Ellen. 

Rocío, usually very quiet, volunteered that she already knew 

which part of the Pledge she was going to write about. 

Anna noticed and she worried, because she had no clue 

what she would write about. As the bell rang, she forgot 

about everything but her summer freedom. The first day of 

fifth grade was a long way off.



Chapter 2 
Two weeks later, Anna's family was on the road to the 

beach for their annual family vacation. Three generations 

loaded up cars and vans to travel eight hours to a condo 

Anna's family had rented for the week. There would be 

thirteen in all - her grandmother and grandfather, Anna's 

mother and father and Anna's two sisters, Anna's Aunt 

 Jessie, her husband, Uncle Trenton, and their two children, 

and  Anna's Aunt Grace and her husband, Uncle Sidney, 

and their two children. 

 Anna loved being with her family, and she always rode with 

Kappy and Lovie, the names given to her grandparents by 

Aunt Jessie's oldest child. Kappy was how Aunt Jessie's 

daughter had shortened "Kapugen" and it stuck for the rest 

of the grandchildren who came later. "Kapugen" was the 

name of the father of Miyax, a character in the book Julie of 

the Wolves  that was a favorite of Aunt Jessie and Kappy 1

during their attempt to read all of the Newberry Award 

books.  

Lovie's name was bestowed by the same first grandchild, 

who was always told, "I love you" in a lilting warm voice that 

made her know inside that she was loved no matter what 

she did (or didn't do). "Lovie" started out as "Wuvie," but all 

of the grandchildren had graduated to pronouncing her 

name correctly. Still, there was always a child-like love that 

was felt each time her name was called, no matter how old 

the grandchildren were. 

As they drove along the four-lane that cut through the rural 

Arkansas Delta, Anna asked Kappy to tell stories of Kappy 

and Lovie growing up in their hometown along the 

Mississippi River.  She had heard the stories many times 

and she knew where Kappy and Lovie would break off a 

story with something like, "I wonder what happened to Joe?" 

Lovie would try to answer those questions by searching on 

Facebook and would provide an answer, even if it was more 

about Joe's sister than Joe himself. Anna liked the way 

Kappy and Lovie acted toward each other - plain talk with 

respect and understanding.  

For this trip to the beach, Anna's favorite cousin, Bob, was 

also in the car with Kappy and Lovie. Bob was the son of 

Aunt Grace and Uncle Sidney. Bob was four years older 



than Anna, but he had always been fun with her, and they 

shared a love for baseball and reading. When she was 

learning to read, she loved being with Aunt Grace and Bob, 

because they would sit and listen to her read and then talk 

about the story, asking Anna questions that made her think 

about the story in different ways. Bob would loan her books 

from his own stash that he had enjoyed. Of course, the best 

ones were about baseball, but Bob did have a lot of books 

about girls doing spectacular things, and Anna loved those 

stories. If they were true stories, that made it even better. 

And Anna knew that Aunt Grace was always going to give 

her a cool book on her birthday.  

So all was good. Being in the car with Lovie, Kappy and Bob 

for an eight-hour drive made her content. Not realizing how 

deep in thought she had been, Anna was jolted back into 

the present when Lovie said, "I found Joe! He works for 

Delta Electric in Clarendon. You'll have to look him up when 

you go to Clarendon next month.” “I will," said Kappy.  

Another reason for Anna’s excitement on this trip was her 

mother’s decision to see if she could be responsible with a 

cell phone for the summer.  Among her friends, Anna 

understood that no one got a cell phone of their own until 



the end of the fifth grade at the earliest, but Anna’s Nana, 

her dad’s mother, had passed away in March, and her 

phone was still on their family plan until the end of the 

summer.  Anna was so excited about having the phone for 

the summer that she didn’t mind it when Nana’s friends 

occasionally called the number by mistake. Her world was 

good. 

Chapter 3 
For the next thirty minutes, Anna and Bob texted and 

Tweeted to their friends and to their cousins in the other 

cars in their caravan. Their cousins were having a good time 

as well, watching the movies that were the family's standard 

beach fare. Everyone had the lines memorized to the 

dialogue and they belted out the songs in overly dramatic 

fashion. In Kappy's car, it was either NPR or some group 

from the Seventies like Crosby, Stills & Nash.  And she 

didn’t care either, thinking to herself, “I like what they like." 

Anna's and Bob's friends all knew exactly where they were 

along the route to the beach, because Anna and Bob 

thought they needed to know. And texts allowed their friends 

to experience every odd cow, ancient tractor, church 

marquee message, and mysteriously shaped cloud along 

the way. For most of Anna’s friends, this meant that their 

mothers were constantly passing the phone to their 

daughters, because they didn’t have the benefit of a Nana 

phone.  



However, the texts also brought responses from their friends 

like, "Are you going to stop at Otto's in Hattiesburg? They 

have the best chicken strips." That would inevitably lead to a 

question to Lovie, the more flexible grandparent, about 

whether they could stop at Otto's. Lovie would respond, "I 

don't know what your mother has planned for lunch. And 

you know all of the men want to keep charging toward the 

beach like they're on a mission. It can't take long. But ask 

your mom and dad." Despite Anna's best efforts, the 

ultimate response from her mom and dad would be, "We'll 

talk about stopping there on the way back." That meant it 

wasn’t likely to happen, because the trip home was usually 

a mad dash so the adults could get back to their jobs and 

other routines. 

Both Anna and Bob had downloaded different GPS apps 

that spoke to Kappy in different voices at roughly the same 

time. Kappy was in a good mood, but he told them he 

wanted their phones off when they got to Mobile, because 

"those phones will get us lost and I have to concentrate."  

Bob and Anna both said, "Yes" but they knew Lovie would 

have her phone on "just in case." Instead of saying, "Siri 

says to turn left in about a mile," Lovie understood that the 



better way to manage Kappy was to say, "Seems like we 

turned left in about a mile or so when we came through here 

last year." Anna smiled to herself as she focused again on 

her phone. It was always entertaining to watch Kappy and 

Lovie as they "negotiated" the route.  

One of Anna's texts was from Carlye, who was at camp and 

was having a blast. She had made a lot of new friends, and 

as long as her mother kept sending care packages, Carlye 

told Anna she would not starve. There was to be a dance on 

Friday, and Carlye was hoping Lawson would ask her to 

dance.  

Another text was from Rocío, who asked Anna if she had 

started working on her summer assignment. Because Rocío 

used her mother's phone and they only had a set amount of 

minutes each month, Anna didn't have the kind of back and 

forth text exchange with Rocío that she and Carlye did. "I 

haven't even thought about it," Anna thought to herself. "I'll 

respond after a while." 

Chapter 4
As they approached the Mississippi River, Kappy said, 

"Let's play the alphabet game." With Rocío 's text on her 

mind, Anna responded without really answering Kappy's 

invitation, "I have a silly summer assignment, and I haven't 

even started."  

Her exasperated tone stood in stark contrast to the mood 

just fifteen minutes earlier. Lovie said, "There's still a lot of 

summer left, Annie. Don't brood over something like that 

and let it spoil your beach trip." Lovie knew that once Anna 

got something on her mind, she wouldn't let go of it until she 

had a plan, so she decided to help the process along.  

"What is the assignment, Annie? Maybe we can help you 

think about it so you will have a plan." 
 
"It's about palindromes and the Pledge of Allegiance," said 

Anna with no enthusiasm.  

"How do palindromes and the Pledge of Allegiance go 

together?" asked Lovie.  



 
"I don't think they do.  One is for English and the other is for 

Social Studies. I have to find 50 palindromes and write them 

down. And then I have to pick a part of the Pledge of 

Allegiance and talk to a person about why that part of the 

Pledge is meaningful to them.  Then I have to write why it is 

important to me. I don't see why they have to ruin our 

summer like that."  

Kappy piped up, "I remember one summer Aunt Grace had 

to read Guns, Germs & Steel  for a summer assignment, 2

and she waited until we were on vacation just a week before 

school started. She read it on the way back from the beach - 

in the car - aloud - to all of us. Good book, but it wasn't as 

enjoyable as the time Lovie read To Kill A 

Mockingbird  using all of the different voices for Atticus, 3

Calpurnia, and Scout. We laughed and cried, sometimes at 

the same time, as Lovie read it to us.  I've got an idea. Let's 

play a palindrome version of the alphabet game. And we'll 

play together, not against each other. You can start your list 

right now. And we don't have to go in alphabetical order." 

"You only need forty-nine more," said Bob. 'My name is a 

palindrome, so 'B' is sitting right next to you.” 



Lovie quickly noticed Ava's Beauty Salon, so "A" and "B" 

were checked off.  

"'T' for Little Tot Daycare," shouted Anna.  

"There's the Hattiesburg Civic Center. We have our "C," said 

Kappy.  

And so it went with words on a tee shirt that read "Bank of 

Dad," a highway sign that warned new paving meant lanes 

were "not level," another sign indicating "radar in use," and 

an LED flashing billboard that listed the "stats" for the 

Mississippi Braves. Even with Kappy’s eagle eye, they were 

not able able to find the letters “q,” “x” and “z,” but Anna was 

off to a good start on her assignment.  

Chapter 5 
The beach with her family was everything Anna had hoped it 

would be. Lots of fun playing with cousins and enjoying the 

sun, sand creations, and catching crabs.  

It rained on the fourth day, but by that time everyone could 

use a break from the sun. Rainy days meant board games 

or movies. It was the only time all year that the whole family 

—grandparents, parents, siblings and cousins—did those 

things together. And it was great fun. Lovie would lose to the 

younger cousins just so they could win. Kappy sang goofy 

songs that described what was happening in the game 

before him but using a familiar tune. The grandchildren all 

tried to mimic him, and he and Lovie laughed with us when 

we got stuck and couldn't make the words just right. After a 

few trips to the beach, the grandchildren considered it sport 

to try and beat Kappy to the punch.  

On that rainy night, after all of the games had ended, Aunt 

Jessie, Aunt Grace, Kappy, Anna and Anna's mom were 

sitting on the patio of the condo, listening to the waves and 



the ocean breeze. Anna's phone buzzed and she saw a new 

message from Rocío. She had never responded to the one 

Rocío sent on the trip down to the beach.  

Anna quickly responded that she was sorry about not 

responding but would talk to her on Monday when she got 

back from the beach. She asked Rocío if she wanted to get 

together and talk. Rocío replied, "I can't. I have to watch my 

little sister and my little brother while my mom and dad are 

at work. Call me Tuesday morning at 501-383-1105."  

Anna's mother asked her who she was texting with and 

Anna said, "My friend, Rocío."  

Aunt Grace said, "Rocío Hernandez?" 

"Yes," said Anna.  

"I didn't know you and Rocío were friends. She was one of 

my best students in second grade," Aunt Grace continued. 

"She wants to talk about our Pledge of Allegiance summer 

project, the one I told you and Lovie about, Kappy. She told 

me to call her but the number is not the same as her mom's 



cell phone."  

"Anna," said Aunt Jessie, what's the number she gave you?" 

"501-383-1105." 

"That's the church's number," said Aunt Jessie. "Maybe, 

Rocío doesn’t want you to know, but Rocío and her brother 

and sister come to the church every Monday through Friday 

for our Safe Haven. She and her brother and sister are 

waiting for me each morning when I arrive at the church. I 

think their mother drops them off on the way to work. I'm 

happy to see them every morning. Rocío is a good little 

momma, and Arora and Natán are precious. Have you met 

her little brother and sister?" 

"No," said Anna. "We only see each other at school. Her 

family doesn't come to things at the school like PTA." 

Aunt Jessie and Aunt Grace glanced at each other before 

Jessie nodded to Grace to go ahead and explain.  

Aunt Grace continued, "This may be hard for you to 

understand, but Rocío and her family have a hard time.  

They live in a camping trailer - the kind people pull behind a 

car. It’s the kind that pops up like a tent."  

"They live there all the time?" said Anna.  

"Yes, all the time. Rocío's dad is not there a  lot of the time, 

because he travels around the country finding work where 

he can. Her mom works at a local grocery store in the 

warehouse. The mom and three children can fit into the 

trailer pretty well." 

"How do they cook? How do they wash their clothes? How 

does Rocío do her homework?" asked Anna. 

"It's probably not easy, and I don’t really know," said Aunt 

Jessie, "but we let them wash clothes at the church and 

we've offered to let them live in our mission house, but they 

are afraid." 

"Of what?" 

"Rocío and her sister and brother were all born in the United 

States so they are citizens. Rocío's mother, Sara, was born 

in the United States but didn't have a birth certificate. 



Because she was born at home and her parents moved 

around for work, her birth wasn't registered with the state. A 

volunteer lawyer helped her get a judge to order the state to 

give her a birth certificate. Until then, she didn't exist as far 

as the state was concerned." 

Aunt Grace added, "Until Sara got her birth certificate so 

she could apply for help, the school sent food home with 

Rocío that they could eat out of a can or warm up on a 

Coleman camp stove. We loved Rocío and wanted to help 

her." 

"So all of you know Rocío – and have helped her family?" 

asked Anna. 

"Yes," said Kappy, “all doing a little bit."

"So why won't they live in the mission house?"

"Like I said, they're afraid. They're afraid that if someone 

knows where they live, the dad will be sent back to El 

Salvador, since he is not a U.S. citizen," said Aunt Jessie. 

"Right now, their camper is parked at the old sawmill on 

Chicago Mill Road," added Aunt Grace. “The owner is a 

member of Aunt Jessie's church and they are pretty sure no 

one will bother them there. He drops by from time to time to 

check on them. The church and the school are their safety 

net. They know they can always come to us, but they don't 

know whether someone may cause problems for them by 

calling the sheriff. So we offer help and let them accept what 

they want. We don't force anything on them."

"And don't forget the help from the legal aid lawyers," added 

Kappy. "Without Kevin and Harry, Rocío's family would have 

a lot of other problems to deal with. Getting the birth 

certificate and health insurance were all their doing."

Anna was bewildered by all of this new information. She sat 

silently, worried about Rocío and her family – worried about 

things she had never thought about before.  It explained a 

lot though. Rocío made good grades and was one of the 

neatest girls in the class. “How could she be like that, living 

in a camper trailer?” she wondered to herself.

Aunt Jessie couldn't help but notice. "I hope we didn't tell 

you too much," she said, "but Rocío is a very special girl 



and now that you understand, you can be the best friend 

she could ever have." 

Anna didn't say anything but wondered what it would be like 

to sleep in a pop-up camper tonight instead of their condo. 

And what was it like when it was cold or rainy? She finally 

broke her silence with a question, "Why would a school and 

a church and a lawyer do this for Rocío and her family?" 

Aunt Jessie answered first. "It's who we are as a church. 

We reach out to those in need and share God's love. There 

are a lot of Rocíos, Aroras and Natáns out there, and I'm 

grateful that my church members want to touch each one of 

them."

Aunt Grace chimed in, "Students may think that we teachers 

are just making them do work, but we care about them and 

see their potential. We want each of them to succeed and 

that often means helping them when they are not at school 

so they can do their best while at school.  I used to worry 

about Rocío and her family every day when she left my 

class." 

Kappy, happy but moved just to be a part of this 

conversation with his granddaughter, could only say, 

"Everyone deserves to be treated with dignity, Anna, 

including Rocío and her family.  I want to make sure that 

happens for families like Rocío’s." 

Aunt Jessie ended the conversation with an invitation for 

Anna to join her on Tuesday at Safe Haven. "Can I?" Anna 

asked her mother. "Yes, Annie," said her mother, who was 

also moved by Rocío's story. Anna jumped in her mother's 

lap and hugged her tight before heading off to bed.



Chapter 6 
On Tuesday, Anna's mother dropped her off at the church. 

Aunt Jessie saw her and called her name. Standing next to 

Aunt Jessie were Rocío, Arora and Natán. She ran to them 

and hugged Aunt Jessie. Rocío said, "This is my sister, 

Arora, and my brother, Natán." "Hi," said Anna. 

Anna noticed other kids from her school. She also noticed a 

lot of adults who were sitting in chairs organized into loose 

rows in the corner of the large room. 

"I thought Safe Haven was for kids," said Anna. 

"It is," said Aunt Jessie, "but two days a month volunteer 

lawyers come here to help people with their legal 

problems." 

"Like what?" 

"Well, sometimes people can only afford to live in an 

inexpensive place that is not clean and safe. Two months 

ago, there was a woman here with her two children. One of 

the children had asthma and had to be treated in the 

hospital. The doctor told her that there was mold or 

something unhealthy like cockroaches in their apartment 

that was making his asthma worse. She needed her lease 

deposit back to be able to rent another apartment, but the 

landlord refused to give it to her. A volunteer lawyer met with 

her and then met with the landlord. The landlord refunded 

the deposit and the family moved. Arturo over there is the 

little boy with asthma. He's playing up a storm now." 

"One of them helped my mother," said Rocío. "We feel safer 

now." 

Out of the corner of her eye, Anna saw Kappy greeting one 

of the people in the chairs. "Kappy!" shouted Anna. Kappy 

smiled and waved, but Anna could see that he was busy 

right then. Her time would come at lunch.  

Aunt Jessie took the hands of Arora and Natán and said, 

"We're going to play over here. You two can catch up." 

"Rocío," said Anna, "I didn't know about your family. I'm 

sorry. I should've talked to you more. I should’ve been a 

better friend."



"My mom wouldn't let me tell anyone. She's still scared 

someone will take my dad and she'll lose us kids because 

we live in a trailer."  

Neither of them knew what to say next. After a few moments 

of silence, Anna said, "So have you finished our fifth grade 

homework?" 

"Almost. I've done the Pledge part, but I still need to do the 

palindrome part. Have you?"

"I've done the palindromes, but I haven't started the other 

one. Since Aunt Jessie has your brother and sister, let's look 

for palindromes here."

On the walls of the room were Spanish and English words 

side by side. "There," pointed Anna."That word ‘oso’, is a 

palindrome."

Rocío excitedly said, "Yeah, 'oso' means 'bear.' There's 

another one, ‘efe’, 'F' in Spanish." 

"And what's that word 'somos' mean?" 

"'We are.' This is easier than I thought,” said Rocío. “Do you 

think the fifth grade teachers will count Spanish words?"

"I don't know,” said Anna, “but let's find more than fifty, just 

in case." 

At lunch, Kappy sat with Anna, Rocío, Arora and Natán. "So 

are you and Rocío having fun?" he asked. 

"Yes, yes, YES! I love Rocío! I want to come back 

tomorrow!" 

"We'll have to talk to your mother about that, but I'm sure 

you and Rocío will get together again soon."  

"Kappy," said Anna, "why was Mr. Johnson, Asa’s daddy, 

helping you and the other lawyers today? He's not a lawyer, 

is he?" 
 
"No, he's not, but there are a lot of business people who 

care about helping families like Rocío's.  Scott is one of 

them.  Some of those people we were helping today work 

for his shoe company. Others buy shoes at his outlet store. 



So by helping them, he helps his own employees and the 

people who buy the shoes his company makes.  But it's 

much more than that to him. He tells me every month when 

he volunteers that he just can't ignore the people he meets. 

He looks forward to greeting them here and taking down 

information about their problems.  He's much better at all of 

that than I am. Many times, he’s got their problems worked 

out before they come to see the lawyers.  Carlye’s dad feels 

the same way.  He works at the bank, and he encourages 

his employees to work with us a half day every other month 

to answer questions about loans and credit cards and things 

like that."  

Anna had more questions to ask, but Natán saw Aunt Jessie 

leading in a mother sheep and her baby lamb and bolted 

from the table toward the animals.   

“Children,” said Aunt Jessie, “today we have special guests 

– a mother sheep, called a ‘ewe,’ and her baby called a 

‘lamb.’  As everyone crowded around Aunt Jessie, Anna’s 

questions faded and she was soon anxiously waiting her 

turn to pet the “ewe” and her baby boy, “Bo.” 



CHAPTER 7 

The following Thursday, Anna's mother and Aunt Jessie had 

arranged for Anna to join Rocío at the Safe Haven for a 

second time. To make things more convenient, Anna spent 

Wednesday night with Aunt Jessie and her family. When she 

arrived at Aunt Jessie's house, she had a surprise. Rocío 

was there to spend the night as well.  

"Rocío!" shouted Anna as they ran to each other and 

hugged. Aunt Jessie smiled as she watched them 

immediately begin to tell the other about what was 

happening in their lives. Aunt Grace had given Anna a gift 

for Rocío, and it was the size of a small suitcase. Rocío 

opened it with excitement and discovered a new backpack 

and shouted, "Mochila!" But there was more. Inside was a 

book about dogs, a headband, and a t-shirt that was just like 

the one Anna's mother had packed for Anna to wear the 

next day.  

Anna was excited now. "We'll be twinkies," she exclaimed, 

and Rocío smiled.  



At supper, Uncle Trenton began his "Question of the Day" 

game for all of the kids. "Today's question is 'If I had to 

decide right now, I would want my job to be....'" 

Anna was relieved. Most of the time, his questions were 

silly, like "If I had to decide to be an animal, I would be..." or 

"If I had to change my name, I would choose…" But the last 

time she was at their house for a meal, it was "If I had to 

hold hands on the playground with a boy in my school, it 

would be..." Eewww! So this question was neither silly or 

yucky, and that was good.  

Aunt Jessie's daughter, Rachel, who would be in the first 

grade in the fall, said she would be an airplane pilot. 

Everyone at the table but Rocío knew this was probably 

because Rachel had recently traveled with Aunt Jessie to 

Chicago and the female pilot talked to her when Rachel was 

leaving the plane. Her answer might change tomorrow, but 

she was quick with her answer today, and Anna thought 

Rachel was more certain than Anna would be.  

Uncle Trenton saw the family dog, Otto, begging for food 

from four-year-old Julie and said, "Otto, what do you want 

your job to be?" Otto barked "woof" as Julie dropped a 

couple of her unwanted green beans, and Uncle Trenton 

said, "Otto said he wants to be either a 'wolf' or a vacuum 

cleaner; he's not sure." Everyone laughed, as they often did 

when Uncle Trenton was hosting his "Question of the Day" 

game.  

To no one's surprise, Julie said she wanted to be a "doggie 

walker," which the family understood to mean that she 

wanted to be like the professional dog walker who passed 

their house three times a day with six dogs of all sizes. Julie 

cared for Otto, but she always wanted more dogs and had 

recently asked Aunt Grace if she could borrow her new pup, 

Tucker, so she could have two dogs to walk at the same 

time. 

It was Anna's turn next. Before anyone could ask her the 

question, she piped up, "I've always liked to draw and 

design things, so if I had to choose today, I would be an 

architect. But how long do you have to go to college to be 

an architect? That might change my mind."  

Aunt Jessie turned to Rocío. "Rocío, you don't have to play 

our game if you don't want to, but we would love to hear 

what job you would choose if you're willing to tell us."  



Rocío hesitated and then said softly, "I want to do a job 

where I can help people like my family."  

"That's not a job," said Rachel.  

"Yes, it is," said Aunt Jessie. "Helping people is what people 

do in a lot of different jobs. It is a lot of jobs - and a way of 

life." 

"Like your job," said Anna.  

"Yes, that's right," said Aunt Jessie, "and Aunt Grace's job 

as a teacher and Kappy's job as a lawyer. All jobs involve 

helping people in one way or another."  

Uncle Trenton asked Rocío, "How would you want to help 

people if you had to decide today?" 

"I want to help people like my family," said Rocío quietly.  

Sensing that Rocío's answer was heartfelt and serious and 

not in the playful off-the-cuff spirit of Uncle Trenton's 

"game," Aunt Jessie told her in a comforting tone that she 

liked Rocío 's answer and teased Uncle Trenton about what 

job he would choose.  

Uncle Trenton, always the fun one, said, "Justin Bieber," 

and everyone laughed. 



CHAPTER 8 

The next morning, Anna and Rocío chatted and laughed all 

the way to the Safe Haven. As they arrived, Rocío's mother 

and her little brother and sister were waiting for them. 

Without complaining, Rocío took charge of Arora and Natán, 

who were excited to see both Anna and Rocío. Aunt Grace 

had also given Anna a gift for Arora and Natán, t-shirts that 

were not the same as the ones worn by the "big girls," Anna 

and Rocío. The shirts were white with squiggly green and 

red stripes across the front. They shouted at the same time, 

"Méjico!" and immediately asked to put them on. Aunt 

Jessie and Rocío agreed. They quickly changed and were 

proudly puffing out their chests to show off the colors of the 

Mexican flag to anyone who looked their way. 

Anna's attention was drawn to a lady with two kids who was 

crying. Next to her was a kind looking man with a 

stethoscope around his neck. Anna thought he must be a 

doctor in the Safe Haven's medical clinic, a part of the 

medical-legal partnership at Aunt Jessie's church.   



Aunt Jessie greeted the man warmly, "Hi Dr. Patrick, how 

are you?"  

Dr. Patrick responded, "I am well, Jessie, but Ms. Rosa is 

not, and I'm looking for someone to help me. She does not 

speak any English, and I need someone to translate for 

us."  

Before Aunt Jessie could say anything, Rocío said, "I can 

help," with a boldness that was not characteristic of her.  

Dr. Patrick looked at Aunt Jessie, who gave him a slight 

nod. Dr. Patrick got the message and said, "Let's go over to 

the clinic office. Rocío, can you explain to Ms. Rosa that I 

need to ask her some questions and that you are going to 

help me?" 

Rocío nodded and immediately began conversing with Ms. 

Rosa in Spanish as they moved toward the office. Realizing 

that Anna was left out, Rocío, speaking first in Spanish and 

then in English, asked both Dr. Patrick and Ms. Rosa if Anna 

could come with them. Dr. Patrick hesitated but Ms. Rosa 

grabbed both Anna and Rocío by the hand and started 

walking, so he said, "Sure."   

When they reached the clinic office, Dr. Patrick directed Ms. 

Rosa to a private room where Anna took a seat against the 

wall. Ms. Rosa sat in another chair and Dr. Patrick pulled up 

a stool near to her. Rocío stood by Ms. Rosa, still holding 

her hand.  

Dr. Patrick began to talk to Ms. Rosa and Rocío translated. 

When she didn't understand what Dr. Patrick was saying or 

didn't know the Spanish word for a medical term, Rocio had 

to ask him to explain. But most of the time, the translation 

went smoothly, and Ms. Rosa would nod her head toward 

Dr. Patrick and occasionally look at Rocío and smile. When 

Ms. Rosa spoke, Rocío followed the same pattern, 

sometimes asking Ms. Rosa to explain what she was 

saying. However, for the most part, Rocío's translation was 

done confidently and without hesitation. 

Listening to Dr. Patrick's side of the conversation, Anna 

could tell that Dr. Patrick had seen Ms. Rosa one other time 

about a week ago and had taken some blood for tests 

based on what he had observed. The tests had confirmed 

his initial diagnosis that Ms. Rosa had diabetes and high 

blood pressure. Anna knew a little about diabetes, because 

Kappy's father, her great grandfather, had died after his 



diabetes resulted in an infection that would not heal. She 

never knew her great grandfather, but she had heard Kappy 

say that he tried to eat healthier to avoid getting diabetes 

himself.  

Dr. Patrick was talking to Ms. Rosa about her diet and the 

type of food she should prepare. He was also talking to her 

about a pill she could take to help control her diabetes.  

As the discussion continued, Rocío had to explain to Dr. 

Patrick a couple of times what certain foods were that Ms. 

Rosa was asking about. Rocío did so without asking Ms. 

Rosa, because she knew exactly what Ms. Rosa was 

referring to. When Rocío explained to Dr. Patrick what 

"menudo" was, she turned up her nose to show that it was 

not her favorite. Ms. Rosa noticed and gently scolded her 

but with a slight smile and a sparkle in her eye as if to say 

that young people don't know what good food is. Anna 

recognized the look and understood the message without 

knowing Ms. Rosa's words.  

Dr. Patrick finished and wrote out a prescription for Ms. 

Rosa. He told Rocío to ask Ms. Rosa if she had any other 

questions. After a brief conversation with Ms. Rosa, Rocío 

said, "Ms. Rosa asked me how much the medicine will 

cost."  

Recognizing from his experience that the question was 

actually about whether she could afford the medicine, Dr. 

Patrick left the room briefly and returned with some samples 

that Ms. Rosa could start with. Dr. Patrick explained, with 

Rocío 's help, how Ms. Rosa was to take the medicine and 

then asked her to schedule an appointment to meet with the 

clinic's social worker the next week.  

Before Ms. Rosa could respond, Rocío asked, "What is a 

social worker?" 

Dr. Patrick explained that a social worker helps people with 

a lot of different problems, including in Ms. Rosa's case, 

health insurance and how to eat in a more healthy way.  

"Is she a volunteer like you and Kappy?" asked Rocío.  

"No, she is a part of the staff at the church and she works 

with church members and the people who come to the Safe 

Haven." 



Rocío leaned over to Anna and whispered, "That's the job I 

would choose if we were playing Uncle Trenton's game 

again.” Anna smiled inside and out. Rocío was confident 

and comfortable. She was happy, and that made Anna 

happy. They were becoming best friends, sharing things that 

no one else shared. Most of all though, Anna saw that Rocío 

could do something that none of Anna's other friends could 

do - she could speak Spanish - and she could help Ms. 

Rosa even when other adults couldn’t.  

Rocío was beaming as both Ms. Rosa and Dr. Patrick 

hugged her and thanked her. "We may be needing your help 

again, Rocío," said Dr. Patrick.  

As they left the clinic office, Anna said to Rocío, "I have a 

plan." 

"About what?" said Rocío. 

"You can start teaching me how to say words in Spanish, 

and we can have our own secret code at school."  

"Yeah," said Rocío, as they walked away arm in arm. "And 

your first word is 'gemelas' —‘twins’—that's us from now on. 

We're 'las gemelas.'" 



Chapter 9 
Summer passed quickly and Aunt Jessie and Anna's mother 

let her attend Safe Haven once a week. She and Rocío 

looked forward to those days, and Rocío's family even came 

to Anna's house for dinner one night. Anna and Rocío had 

no more secrets between them, and they were ready for the 

beginning of fifth grade for one reason: they would be 

together every day. 

Anna still had not written her Pledge assignment, and her 

joy about being with Rocío every day was mixed with 

anxiety about the assignment that was not done. 

The afternoon before school was to start, Anna's mother 

suggested that she go to her room and say the Pledge of 

Allegiance over and over until she decided what to write 

about. "It won't work," Anna said, but she did it anyway.

"I pledge allegiance

to the flag

of the United States of America
and to the republic

for which it stands,

one nation,

under God, 

indivisible 

with liberty

and justice for all." 

There was no inspiration.  She tried again.  

“I pledge allegiance 

to the flag 

of the United States of America 

and to the republic 

for which it stands 

one nation, 

under God,  

indivisible, 

with liberty 

and justice for all.” 

Still no inspiration.  



She said the Pledge over and over, even using her best 

imitations of Kappy’s silly voices. She tried his British accent 

and his Donald Duck voice. Her brain wouldn’t work.  

After thirty minutes of non-stop "Pledging," Anna took a 

shower.   She thought about her summer and how the first 

day of fifth grade would be different than her last day of 

fourth. Her eye now certainly caught every palindrome she 

passed, but that was not what made her feel different. Was 

it how she now saw Aunt Grace, Aunt Jessie and Kappy? 

Was it her friendship with Rocío? Was it how she looked at 

other children her age and wondered if their lives were 

different than her life? All she knew was that she was 

different somehow.   

Suddenly, Anna had her inspiration.  She quickly called Aunt 

Grace, Aunt Jessie and Kappy. They were happy to hear 

from her but were surprised with her serious questions 

about the Pledge of Allegiance and the phrase “justice for 

all.”  Follow-up texts to Anna’s mother from the three made 

her mother relax.  She hadn’t heard a peep from Anna, but 

she knew Anna was well on the way to writing her report.  



After talking to Aunt Jessie, Aunt Grace and Kappy, Anna 

was focused. She wrote her report in about thirty minutes 

and then went to sleep.  

When she woke up the next morning, she made a few 

changes and recopied the paper in her best handwriting.  As 

she came into the kitchen for breakfast, she announced, 

"Well, I'm done." 

"Done with what?" said her father. 

"With my Pledge paper." 

"Why so early? You've got another hour before school 

starts," her father kidded.

"Do you want to read it to us?" said her mother. 

With unusual confidence, Anna said "No, thanks."

"Wow, this is not the little fourth grader I picked up last May," 

said mother. 

"Nice palindrome, Mom - the ‘wow.’" 

Chapter 10 

Anna arrived at school with excitement about seeing Rocío 

and her other friends. The bell soon rang and she made her 

way to Miss Howard's classroom. After the class roll was 

checked and Miss Howard gave her "rules" for the year, she 

asked the students to put their palindrome lists in one 

basket and their Pledge papers in another. It looked like 

everyone but the two new kids had actually done the 

assignment. 

The morning consisted of preparing notebooks "the Miss 

Howard way," going over the daily routine, and reviewing 

the syllabus for fifth graders. At lunch, Miss Howard quickly 

scanned the Pledge papers and selected one for each line 

of the Pledge. 

Rocío’s paper was about "under God," and she had 

interviewed Aunt Jessie at Safe Haven. To Rocío, it was 

important to have "under God" in the Pledge, because it 

reminded her of how the church had helped her family. Miss 



Howard commented that Rocío’s report was a new way for 

Miss Howard to think about the Pledge.  

When the class came to "justice for all," Anna could see that 

Miss Howard had her paper in her hand: 

"And Justice For All"  

By Anna Lewis 

I chose "justice for all" for my report. I talked to three people 

instead of one.  Each of them helped me to understand that "justice 

for all" means different things to different people.   

My Aunt Grace said she helps all of her students, because "all" of 

them have potential and should have the opportunity to be the best 

they can be. She said "justice for all" is about "social justice." I don't 

really know what that means, but one thing she said is that all of her 

students should be able to get to learn as much as they can so they 

can do great things.  She said she hopes they all remember that she 

believed in them and cared about their future.    

My Aunt Jessie is a pastor. She said "justice for all" is about treating 

everyone the way I want to be treated. She said  "justice for all" is 

about how we act toward other people when we believe they are 

created by God just like us.  

My last person to talk to was my grandfather, Kappy.  I didn’t really 

know what he did as a lawyer except I knew he went to court. He 

said he went to law school because he wanted to help people.  He 

said that he was able to help people as a lawyer but he kept noticing 

people in court who didn’t have a lawyer.  He began to volunteer to 

help people who couldn’t afford a lawyer, and he said he began to 

understand how they felt. He said a lot of them felt hopeless until 

he helped them. He told me to remember that “justice for all” is a 

part of the pledge that I say each day. He said it is my promise. I 

never thought of it that way before.  I just said the words.  

So I think "justice for all" means being fair  to everyone and helping 

all people to  have the opportunity for justice. Because I also had to 

find palindromes this summer, I realized that there cannot be 

"justice for all" unless we are "all for justice." “All” even means kids 

like me and Rocío. “Justice for all – all for justice” is not really a 

palindrome, but I like to think about it that way. I think it means 

the same thing when you read it forward and backward.  

Miss Howard asked everyone to stand and say the Pledge. 

This time - the first day of fifth grade - each of the words 



seemed bigger and more important. And Anna knew that 

she wasn’t just saying the words. 

Not the End: Rather, Anna's Beginning… 
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