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Peter

Dad left eight weeks after the accident. We weren’t surprised. I mean, he and Mom had fought for months. They seemed to believe the walls of our house were soundproof, but they weren’t, so we knew how many evenings ended with angry exchanges.

We also knew the fights weren’t why he left. Dad was pretty passive. He’d have stayed to the end, I think, as most of the yelling coming through the walls was Mom, but after the accident he couldn’t figure out how to go on. Suddenly he had to take charge, and Dad didn’t have the first clue how to take charge.

Starfish and I missed him, but what could we do? Everything was different. Since everything was changing already, for Dad to walk away simply kept up the inertia we had going. Then, of course, we had to move, because we had nothing left.

Star fought the move, but I thought it paled compared to the rest of it. What was a move in light of the end of a family?

Five seconds. We’d been told the accident, from beginning to end, had taken less than five seconds. In five seconds our worlds had spun out of control, and it was sure going to take more than five seconds to find the brakes on it.

That summer, right after school ended, Dad took all of us to his mother’s house, and he left us there.  Mom, Starfish, and I would live with Dad’s mom. Dad didn’t tell us where he was going to live. He kissed Mom, kissed Starfish, shook my hand, and with tears in his eyes simply said he wasn’t strong enough for the life we had right now. He didn’t want us to hate him, but he was weak, knew he was weak, and hated that he was weak.

However, that hatred didn’t stop him from being weak, and he walked down the pitted walkway to the crumbling driveway, got in his car, and drove away.

We never saw him again.

That began the second part of our lives, the one without Dad, where Mom was new, Grandma took care of the details, and nothing looked like it had for the first fourteen years.

It started badly, but change has that tendency. It ended great, because I forgot to mention one little detail.

God was looking out for the Staffords, and regardless of the twists, turns, and complete nosedives the story takes, if God’s watching out for you, you’re golden.

Trust me on this. I would know.

Especially that nosedive part. Yeah, we saw a whole lot of those. But noses scab and heal, and life can go on.

“IT SMELLS STRANGE IN HERE,” Starfish whispered when Grandma left us alone. We were taking over the small upper section of her house, which was roughly broken into two rooms. This was sort of an attic, so the ceiling was sloped, too low to stand up in a few places. My grandpa had once started to finish it, so the beams were covered, but it still looked, felt, and smelled like an attic. “What if it’s mold? What if we die from living up here? Nobody would care, Pete. Nobody cares about us. Dad left us here like kittens at the pound, and Mom...”

Starfish was having a hard time dealing with Mom. That made sense, because they had been close, and Starfish was just like Mom. Like old Mom. She had plans, ambitions, dreams. Having Mom’s brain break during Star’s final years of high school and then moving to a new town to live in our grandmother’s tiny house was not part of Star’s plan, and she was angry.

I might have been angry. I didn’t get angry often, so maybe this gnawing in my gut was anger. But I thought it was something else. Fear, maybe. I wasn’t afraid of much, either, but when Dad’s car pulled out of the drive, I’d sure felt something, and it wasn’t something good.

While he hadn’t surprised me, I also hadn’t expected it. But then, nothing for the past two months had lived up to expectation.

“Let’s unload some boxes,” I suggested. That seemed like the sensible thing to do right now. We had an empty room and full boxes. Unpacking made sense. We needed some sense.

“Why? We can’t stay here, Pete. How can we live here?”

“You have other options?” I asked. “Because I think we’re staying here.”

She growled at me. “Don’t you see how hard this is? You’re just like him, letting the world happen around you. Look around you, Peter. This life shouldn’t happen to us.”

I didn’t want to hear that I was like Dad. I didn’t hate my dad, but I knew he was spineless. I knew Mom always got what she wanted, that Dad seemed to have no thoughts of his own. Then when Mom’s brain had stopped running the show, Dad had walked away. I wondered who would run his show now. 

Anyway, I had thoughts of my own. Nobody ran my show but me. I was also a realist. Pitching a fit up here in Grandma’s tight, narrow, super-hot attic wasn’t going to change a thing.

Considering the super-hot part, I opened the windows and set the box fan running. White noise made me want to rip out my hair, but Starfish needed it. She didn’t handle heat well. If I cooled down her outside, maybe she could do a little internal cooling, too.

Yeah, it was a longshot, but longshots were all we had. And wow, the target was small and almost invisible in the distance. A Normal Life. I knew that was Star’s goal, and we were a very, very long way from there. Another galaxy far away.

But unpacking and cooling us down was all I could think to do, so we reluctantly started to do it.

Someone from Grandma’s church had lugged three twin beds up here. Dad should have brought our furniture, but he didn’t think like that. He wasn’t a detail man. So we had three old twin beds, two dressers, neither of which sat square on the floor, and nothing else. And yet, the area was small enough that those five items were a tight fit.

“It’s no fair you get a room of your own because you’re a boy,” she said. “I’m older. Mom is a mom.”

“I don’t need a room of my own,” I said. I’d said this before. More than once, in fact. But if Star took the largest area—and it didn’t have a door, just a double-wide doorway, so it barely counted as an individual room—then she wouldn’t have as much to complain about. Right now, she was holding together by finding as much to complain about as possible.

I let her have it. It was a strange coping mechanism, but it was better than the first three weeks where she hadn’t stopped crying. That had gutted me. I didn’t want to spend those weeks crying, but watching her cry had done me in. Dad had joined her. I’d spent a lot of time walking around the block to keep from crying all the time with them.

Star huffed at me and pulled a bunch of pillows and stuffed animals from a box. She would decorate up here. In no time it would look homey. Her side would look homey, at least. Mom didn’t care about décor much now. I never had. Maybe I did it to drive Star crazy, because she couldn’t understand not being surrounded by sentimental bling. Maybe I did it because I didn’t care and didn’t collect sentimental bling.

“It’s no fair you have so little to unpack,” she said when I put bedding on my bed, stuffed my clothes into two drawers and left the rest in the box next to the bed, and said I was done. I couldn’t help but laugh.

“So it’s someone’s fault that you collect everything and I collect nothing?”

She huffed again, her eyes suspiciously damp. I wondered if I could run out before the waterworks started.

Except he had run out, and so I would stay. I wasn’t Dad.

She sat on the bed, and I sat at her side. I was three years younger than Star, but I was taller than she was. I’d gotten my height from Mom’s side of the family. Star came from Dad’s side. Dad himself wasn’t short, five-ten, but the women in that family were little, like Grandma. Grandma barely came up to my shoulder. Now that tiny old lady ran our family.

Life had gotten very weird.

The wooden steps up to the attic creaked and groaned, and Grandma and Mom appeared. Grandma clung to Mom’s arm to steady her, her eyes bright in her wrinkled face. I wondered if she knew Mom and Dad had been fighting before the accident. Would she have taken us if she knew? What did she think about her son dropping us here like kittens?

“Your mom wanted to see her new space,” Grandma said. She let go of Mom’s arm and moved to stand beside Star’s bed, stroking a large stuffed pink lion. “Oh, Star, you’re going to make it look so alive up here.”

Star nodded. She loved Grandma, so she didn’t complain. I knew she would complain to Grandma eventually, but my sister was hurt and sad, not a monster.

“Peter has to walk through our room to get to his,” Star said. She shook her head. “I know you’re trying, Grandma, but this is hard.”

Grandma sat down on the bed and put her arm around Star. They looked normal together, both about the same size. Mom and I were too big for the pair of them. Mom sat on the third twin, looking around in confusion. I hated that look. Her brows pulled in, and she always looked like she might cry.

The worst part of the accident was that Mom lost most of her past and a lot of her smarts, but she knew enough to know that she’d lost it. She was aware that she was different. I couldn’t quite imagine that.

“It’s not home,” Mom said. Her brow furrowed deeper, something it did when she tried to access missing thoughts. Rarely did she find them. “Is it home?”

“No,” Star said quietly. “We moved, Mom. Remember? Today is moving day. We have a new house. We live with Grandma now. We get to bake cookies.”

Mom smiled at that. For the past couple days Mom had connected Grandma to cookies, and that thought had made her happy.

Making Mom happy had become the family pastime.

“Cookies,” Mom said. She closed her eyes and sniffed the air, although nothing up here smelled like cookies. “I love cookies.”

Grandma chuckled and stood. “Ah, can you two unpack for Evelyn? I’ll take her down and get some cookies started. Any orders?”

“I like your snickerdoodles best,” Star said. She sighed and ran her hand over her eyes. Then she whispered the next words. “I’m sorry, Grandma.”

Grandma wrapped her arms around Star and rocked her, looking up at me as she did. She had a question in her eyes, but I wasn’t sure what it was.

“We’re okay,” I said. I shrugged. I figured that was an acceptable lie.

“I know,” she said. “We’ll all be okay.”

She took Mom back down the creaky steps, and Star pulled the lion into her lap and wrapped her arms around it.

“Do you think we’ll be okay, Pete?”

“We will,” I said. Was that a lie? I didn’t know, nor did I care. It was the right answer, lie or not. “God fixes broken things.”

Star laughed. “We’ll see about that. But maybe. She could have died. They said that a hundred times. Pete, this is the worst, and don’t ever tell anyone I asked this, but... Would that have been so much worse?”

I sat at her side and pulled her stuffed seal into my lap. It had come from a zoo trip a few years ago. All of us had gone on that trip, our whole happy family.

“I don’t know,” I said, because I’d had the thought, too. Was Mom still herself? We didn’t really know this lady who lived in Mom’s body. Was it okay to grieve the Mom we’d lost when it appeared she was right in front of us? Mom felt possessed sometimes, like a new person had moved into her body. What was a person supposed to do with that? “I don’t know anything, Star.”

She put her arm around me and pulled my head down to her shoulder, slowly rocking.

“I was whiny,” she said. “I’m sorry. You’re young. You’re tall, and sometimes... You did better than Dad lately, you know? Don’t boys need their dads?”

“Girls need their moms,” I said. “We both need both of them.”

“We both lost both of them,” she said. “But we have each other.”

I nodded and closed my eyes. Yes, we had each other. Right now, that would have to do.

***
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“ARE YOU KIDDING ME?” I turned a slow circle in the room, and Star giggled.

“Grandma and I had fun,” she said. “Mom had fun, too. She picked out these two.”

They had gone shopping this morning, and they’d bought stuff for my room. I now had two stuffed animals on my bed, a blue and red bear, which apparently Mom had picked out, and four posters. Two of those were movie posters from old sci fi movies, and two were landscapes, a mountain and beach scene. I was pretty sure Grandma had been behind the landscapes, as her theme seemed to be peace, and the posters were peaceful. Star knew what movies I liked, so those were her.

It didn’t stop there. A vase of flowers sat on the dormer windowsill, picked from Grandma’s wild flowerbed, and a string of white lights hung around the dormer. Also, a strange, shaggy green carpet about the size of a bath towel lay beside my bed. I felt like I was in a girls’ dorm room.

Not that I knew what would look like, but the shaggy rug screamed girls’ dorm to me.

“They had fun,” Star said. “Don’t be so hard on them.”

I laughed. “You’re such a liar. Half of this was your doing.”

She giggled again. “True. But they wanted to make you feel at home. Mom keeps going on and on about settling in new homes. She needed to know you were settling.”

And we couldn’t say no to Mom. That was probably going to get us into trouble at some point, but right now it made life run more smoothly, and we would do anything for a little smooth sailing.

“It’s not like we’re going to invite friends over,” Star said, falling onto her bed. I could see her from my bed, so we had no privacy up here. She’d grumbled about that, but not like I’d expected. Because Grandma was great, Star was trying.

“Real friends won’t care,” I said. I laughed. I was not a glass-half-full sort of person, so the words sounded ridiculous coming from my lips.

“Do you miss your friends?” she asked. I moved back to her side of the room and sat on Mom’s bed. It had a few new stuffed animals, too. Old Mom would have hated the look of her area, as she also had a cheap beach poster and two animals on her bed, but new Mom was easier to please.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Sure.”

She grimaced. “You don’t, do you? I made fun of you for being a loner, but now that’s a perk. You don’t miss people. I wish I was a loner and had nobody.”

The words stung, but they weren’t personal. She was right. I was a loner. I’d had school friends, but not close friends. I also had some internet friends from a couple forums, and my situation hadn’t changed those friendships. 

“We should find people,” Star said, sitting up straighter. I wasn’t sure where that had come from. School had let out a week ago. Summer loomed ahead. I didn’t even know how to find people outside of school, and we had weeks before it started. Which was a good thing. I wasn’t looking forward to starting freshman year in a new school, knowing nobody.

“How?” I asked.

“I don’t know. The mall? The pool?”

“Does this city have a mall or a pool?” I asked. I wanted the answer to be no. I didn’t want to meet strangers, especially not at a mall or a pool.

“We should find out,” she said. “Let’s go driving. There’s also youth group. Grandma’s church is too little for a youth group, but maybe we could find another one.”

“What just happened?” I asked. “You’re being positive about this.”

She rolled her eyes. “Grandma’s kind of excited about having us here. I thought we were all alone, but we’re not. But I don’t know if we can make it, Pete. Grandma’s on a fixed income. Mom has disability income. None of that is much money. I should get a job, I guess. And that means we need to go driving, too, to see what’s out there. We went shopping, but I wasn’t paying attention to anything.”

Star also had the worst sense of direction, so even if she’d been paying attention it wouldn’t have helped.

We went driving. I manned the GPS, reading Star directions instead of letting the phone read them to her. Mistwood had nothing. I kid you not, it had cows and sheep. But Grandma said things happened in Calicorn and Evansdale, so we drove to Calicorn. It sure wasn’t big, but it had all the basics. A couple small community pools, a mall, and lots of churches. Star could probably find some people here.

But we would go to school in Mistwood, and we didn’t know how to find people there. When we finished our Calicorn recon, we drove to Mistwood, which took all of ten minutes, and that only because Star took two wrong turns and spent time backtracking. We found two churches, bigger than the little church Grandma attended, and we took down their names, because they might have youth events.

When we got home, I was worried. I’d struggled with all the changes, but I was coping. However, today’s excursion reminded me we had to go to school at some point. New buildings, new people, lots of drama and change. I’d heard small towns could be closed off to strangers, and while I didn’t need a lot of people, I needed some and didn’t want to be shunned because I was new.

That fear drove me to join Star the first time she attended Mistwood Christian’s youth group.

It was a good thing. Eventually. But sometimes good things have humble, not-so-awesome beginnings.
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Wendy

I’d heard the vireo call all morning, but I hadn’t seen him. They weren’t rare, but wow, they were elusive. If I found this bird, I’d have the whole row checked on my bird list. I already had three completed rows, but it wasn’t enough. I wanted to see them all.

The air was still chilly, because late May didn’t get that hot around here. By late July I wouldn’t be out here, that’s for sure. I melted in the summer. I wished Mom and Dad had raised us in Minnesota or upper Michigan. Cold temps, snow... So much better than melting summer days when it hurt to breathe and I didn’t want to move. A girl can only strip off so many clothes in the heat and get away with it, and legal stripping still didn’t help in July.

I wasn’t on the path, following the bird call, when I felt something. I looked around. I wasn’t alone. How did I know that? I’d read that line in suspense novels, when the hero knows someone is watching him—or her—from the shadows, but I thought that was just book reality. However, right now I was sure I was being watched.

I looked around, curious and growing somewhat nervous. This was a public park, so it’s not like I expected to be all alone. But off the path, back here at the park’s edge, I guess I did expect to be alone.

“Hello?” I said quietly. I felt ridiculous saying it, especially since I whispered it. If someone dangerous was out here, I shouldn’t call at all. If it wasn’t someone dangerous, they would never hear me whispering. I rolled my eyes at myself and turned my attention back to the bird call.

Which, unfortunately, was further away than before and moving higher into the trees. I’d lost it.

“Drat,” I grumbled. I didn’t whisper that, and I heard a sound from the right. I glanced that way and found some boy sitting against a tree, a journal on his knees, laughing at me. So I’d been right. Someone was out here watching me. The hair on my neck prickled, and that made me angry. “What? What are you laughing at?”

“Your colorful language,” he said. He had a nice smile, even if he was using it to mock me. “It’s lacking a little spice.”

“So you want me to stand out here cursing at birds and squirrels?”

“No,” he said. “I’m not much for the most colorful language myself. What were you doing?”

“Looking for a vireo,” I said. Nothing. “A bird.”

“Oh,” he said. He looked up. “I see why. This place is filled with them. They’re louder than I expected.”

“So you don’t come here often?” I asked. He grinned again, and this time I grinned with him. It sounded like a pickup line from a movie. 

“Nope. First time. I couldn’t sleep because the bedroom was a thousand degrees, so I took a walk. I had no idea I’d find a park. Seemed like a good place for a little quiet.”

“Until I started traipsing around here,” I said. “Sorry.”

“No. You’re part of the experience. Experiences are good. Usually they’re good.”

Well, if that wasn’t cryptic. I figured I should head out in case this guy was a serial killer. He didn’t look like a serial killer, but wasn’t that was people said about every serial killer? Dangerous gang members looked the part, but serial killers blended in.

However, this skinny kid in the woods with a notebook really, really didn’t look like serial killer material.

“Are you visiting?” I asked, because asking personal questions of the stranger who might be a serial killer was such a good idea. What was wrong with me?

“No. My mom and sister and I just moved in with my grandmother. My parents split. I’m here for a while.”

“May I ask her name? It’s a small town.”

“April Stafford,” the boy said. I wondered at his age. It was hard to tell with boys. They looked young until pow, one day they just grew up. And that could happen anywhere from age thirteen to eighteen. So I was pretty sure I was talking to a teenager, but I didn’t know more than that. A new kid who was now living in a hot bedroom at his grandmother’s house.

“Nope,” I said. “I don’t know her. Sorry. I’m Wendy, by the way. Wendy Pickens.”

The boy stood up and up and up. He was skinny as a rail but tall. Maybe his skinniness made him look taller. So he’d gotten the teen boy growth spurt but hadn’t gotten that hormone kick to fill him out yet.

Adolescence was weird. Not like I was doing any better. I was getting hips and curves except my chest. I wondered if I’d ever fill out there.

“Pete,” the boy said. He had an ornery smile. This boy could be trouble. Harmless trouble, but that was just the baby face. Maybe not harmless trouble at all. Probably not a serial killer, but more girls fell prey to boys with ornery eyes than serial killers. “Peter Stafford.”

“It’s good to meet you, Pete,” I said. “County school in the fall? High school? Middle?”

He cringed when I said middle school, so he must be older. Older and feeling insulted. “Freshman. County school... Is there more than one high school in this county?”

“No. But some people on the far north edge go to Calicorn’s county school and not ours. And some people drive over to the Christian school south of Evansdale, and some homeschool.”

He nodded. “I’m going to Mistwood High. Tell me it’s not a nightmare.”

“Not a nightmare,” I said. “I think it’s a pretty normal school. Not great, but not a nightmare.”

“So that’s where you go?” he asked.

“Sophomore,” I said.

“My sister’s here, too,” Pete said. “She’s going to be a senior. She wasn’t happy about moving right before senior year.”

“No, I imagine not. Can I ask what you’re writing? Are you journaling?”

The notebook was pressed to his chest, a pen in his other hand, and he looked at them like he was surprised to see either of them.

“Ah, yeah,” he said. So no. Not journaling. I wondered what a guy wrote about early in the morning in the forest off the park path. “I guess I should head back.”

“I’m sorry you couldn’t sleep,” I said. Which was sort of a lame thing to say, but I didn’t want Pete to go yet. I wanted to understand him. He was tall but young, hiding something in his journal, and his life had just turned upside down. No, he hadn’t said that, but everything pointed to that. Hot bedroom, grandmother’s house, parental divorce, worries over the new school...

I was so glad not to be in Pete Stafford’s shoes right now. I’d been whining about my life lately, but I wasn’t going through anything like he was going through.

Mostly.

“It’s okay,” he said. “It will be fine. Maybe I’ll see you in school. You can brush me off. Isn’t that how all the classes treat the freshmen?”

I laughed. “I promise not to brush you off if I see you at school. It won’t be that bad. I promise.”

He grinned, again with the sparkling eyes. “So you’re a genie or a witch? Because I’m pretty sure you can’t promise me a good time at school.”

“Not a good time. But I promise some kids don’t brush off all the younger classes. Some. Three. Two minimum.”

This got a laugh from the guy, and wow, he might be tall and skinny and waiting on that hormone burst to beef him up a little bit, but this guy had a lovely laugh. For a guy who might have issues, his whole face could relax.

I walked away, because I could tell he was too polite to walk away first, and he was ready to go.

I didn’t mention Darla. I tried not to think too hard about why.

***
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ON WEDNESDAY I WALKED into the youth room, not sure I wanted to be here. I liked youth group. Really. But I hadn’t slept well last night, and today had drained me. I wanted to be at home in bed with a book. Instead, I was manning the youth room door, ready to greet newcomers to our summer kickoff.

I figured I wouldn’t have much to do. People moved away from Mistwood. Nobody moved into town. Peter had, and likely his family would be the sole newcomers for the next year.

That wasn’t fair and I knew it. But yeah, this was that proverbial little nowhere town where people dreamed of bigger things. Except me. I didn’t dream much at all anymore. Let my sister do that.

“You’re good here?” Darla asked. “You’ve been grumpy today. You won’t send people away, will you?” I stuck out my tongue at her, and she laughed. “If you want, I can do this.”

“No,” I said. “I’ll do this. Go mingle.”

She shrugged and disappeared into the room. Maybe half the kids were already here. We were the biggest church in town, which didn’t make us all that big, but we were the only youth group, so the room would fill up tonight.

I shouldn’t have been surprised when Peter walked in, his sister at his side. Where he was tall and skinny, she was shorter. She wasn’t skinny, just normal. They shared eyes, but that was it. She looked happy to be here, and he looked wary. However, when he saw me, his little-boy smile showed up. Man, this kid was probably trouble when he was little. I assumed that smile was even more adorable when he was half as tall. He probably got away with everything.

“Wendy,” he said. “Star, this is Wendy.”

Star, who I thought had a pretty name, simply widened her eyes at her brother. “How do you know someone?”

I laughed. I loved watching siblings. Other siblings. “We met in the park two mornings ago. Peter, it’s good to see you. And you must be the big sister who had to change schools for senior year.”

Star gave her younger, not-so-little brother a nice sisterly glare, and then she gave me a friendly smile. “Yep, that’s me. Any other tidbits he passed around?”

“Nope,” Pete said unrepentantly. “I think that’s it. Our parents split, so we’re living with Grandma.”

Okay, that was interesting. He wanted her to know the story he’d told. Something about his story was a lie, and he wanted her to back him up.

She nodded. “Yeah.”

“I also know it’s hot in the bedroom, which is why your brother was out and about so early.”

Star grimaced. “Yikes. Hot isn’t the right word. We have a fan for cross ventilation, so instead of the room being still and stifling, it’s windy and stifling. But Grandma does her best. It’s not her fault things... are what they are.”

Ah, the secret again. This was fun. I hadn’t expected greeting to be fun. I wondered how much of the secret they would give away if I kept them talking.

Not that I planned to do that. I was curious, not mean. Splitting parents and senior-year moves meant something bad had happened. I didn’t wish bad things on people just so I could dig into their secrets.

“Do you have questions about tonight?” I asked. I decided bring this back to safer ground before one of them hurt themselves or the other with the wrong words.

“How big a group will this be?” Star asked.

“Probably close to forty. A lot of them, most of them, go to Mistwood high.”

“So maybe we’ll walk into the building not complete strangers in August,” Star said. “What do kids do around here in the summer? I wanted to find kids, but there’s no mall or pools or anything.”

“A lot of them farm with their families. Some work. When we visit, we meet at someone’s house. You’ll meet people here, I promise.”

“You and your promises,” Pete said. He smiled, but something about that smile was off. “Must be nice to be so certain about something.”

Star looked at her brother in surprise. I did, too. That was one bitter statement.

“What?” he asked. “Life isn’t exactly brimming with guarantees. I’m going to sit down.”

Star watched him leave. “I’m sorry. It’s been rough. We’re doing our best. He told you about our parents?”

“Just that they split.”

She nodded. “Okay. Yeah. I guess I should walk in there and be friendly.”

My heart went out to her. She didn’t look like she expected a good outcome here.

“It will be okay,” I said. “I won’t promise it, since that seems to rub Pete the wrong way, but I’m still sure of it. Head to that pair of girls over there. Makayla’s the tall one, and Addy’s the shorter one. They’re seniors, too, and they’re very nice.”

Star gave me a grateful look and headed toward the girls. I turned to figure out what had happened to Pete. I could help him find someone, too. I wasn’t sure what he did, though. I didn’t know as much about the boys except in hobby terms. I knew the computer guys and the athletes. I wondered if Pete was either of those.

He was standing in the back eating a cookie. The look he gave me as I approached was not welcoming.

“Sorry,” he mumbled. I held out my hands.

“You’re being honest,” I said. Except he wasn’t, not entirely. But that bitter statement—pretty sure that one was honest. “I can introduce you to people if you want.”

He gave the room a good, long look. Right now, everyone stood in a pair or a group. I tried to see it as he must see it, people shoulder to shoulder, leaning in to be heard. From here he saw backs and sides, everyone shielded against outsiders.

Because he was an outsider. Anyone new started as an outsider, even here at youth group where we were supposed to be family.

“Hey,” Darla said. I cringed. Meeting Darla wouldn’t be bad for Pete. Not at all. This guy was young and new. He didn’t especially know me or like me, so why was I so afraid of Darla?

“Darla, this is Pete Stafford. His sister Star is here, too, talking to Addy and Makayla. They’re new. Pete’s a freshman like you are. I thought I’d introduce him to people.”

Darla laughed. “Freshman? That’s so cool. Except we’re going to be the newbies in school. So, you’re a newbie geographically, but a lot of people in school won’t know other people, because we funnel in from three middle schools. So, what do you like to do?”

Darla stood at my side, but she had taken over. Which she did. And she was good at it. Darla was good at everything. And beautiful. I wasn’t sure Pete had blinked yet.

“Um,” he said. He backed up a step, which I found interesting. Most people wanted to get closer to Darla. The look on his face was already familiar. I’d seen it with his sister. I’d seen it with his journal. Pete was taking a moment to format a lie. “I like videogames. I’m not an athlete. I don’t know. We just moved, and everything is new.”

Darla nodded and took his arm. “Dan and Titus, maybe. Also freshmen. Come on.”

They left, and I took a deep breath. For a minute I’d had someone to talk to. Two of them. And I’d sent them away to talk to someone better. I wasn’t sure why I’d done that.

“You okay, Wendy Pickens?”

I smiled and turned. Spence Silas stood at my side. The guy was newly out of college, our youth leader for a year now.

“Yeah,” I said. I took a deep breath and smiled. Spence had that effect. He was charming, handsome, friendly, and deeply spiritual. I wanted to be his spiritual equal when I grew up, to be honest. “We have some new kids.”

He raised one eyebrow and smiled. “Do we, now? From the county?”

He was asking if the new kids had lived here their whole lives and had just come in from the hollers to civilization. Okay, maybe he wasn’t quite asking that. Mistwood wasn’t that backward. But we were close.

“Just moved. Family split up, and they’re with a grandmother. Stafford. Do you know an April Stafford?”

Spence gave that some thought. He’d only lived here a year, but he seemed to know people. “I might. Anyway, you’re giving the Staffords quite a look. Assuming that young man there is one of them?”

He gestured toward Pete, Darla, and Danny. Dan. He’d outgrown Danny. They were laughing at something, probably something Darla had said.

“Maybe I was giving Darla a look. It’s fine. Pete’s a freshman like Dan and Darla. The other one’s a senior. Moving senior year sounds rough.”

“Yes, it does,” Spence said. He frowned and looked around. I knew when he spotted her, because his frown deepened. It was a frown of compassion. It was safe to say just about anything Spence did was done with compassion. I had no idea how he did that. “A move senior year, a broken family... Very rough. I’m glad you were here to greet them. I assume that’s how you know their story? Or do you know them from elsewhere? Neighbors?”

“I bumped into Pete at the park, so he must not live too far from Chapel Park. Then yes, I met them when they came in.”

“Good. We need friendly souls to welcome those who find their way here.”

Spence said things like that all the time. Some youth leaders were hip and cool. Spence had an older soul. At least that was my opinion.

“I’m not sure I count as friendly,” I said honestly. “But I’m not shy.”

“Wendy,” Spence said. He tilted his head. “Still.”

I shrugged. If I didn’t say words, maybe this subject would go away. He put his hand on my arm.

“You count as friendly. Very friendly. The opinion of one person—the poorly worded, badly spoken, rude opinion of one broken person—cannot change that.”

I said nothing, and he sighed. He couldn’t make me talk about it, and he knew it.

Spence didn’t stick around long. I grabbed a few cookies and joined Kat and Misty, two friends from school. Kat loved to talk, and tonight I let her. I continued to glance toward Pete and Star, wondering about their stories. I thought about my summer plans, which didn’t amount to much. I sort of hated summer, when I didn’t know what to do and always felt I should be doing more.

But I was fifteen and couldn’t work yet. Kat and Misty both worked with their parents each summer, Kat on a farm and Misty at the bakery in town, so they were busy.

It would be me and birds. And Darla, except Darla’s friends didn’t work, so she would be busy with friends.

I wasn’t lonely, exactly. I had people. I could have more if I worked at it. But for the past few months I hadn’t bothered. One little thing had gone wrong, and I’d shut everything down. Maybe not my wisest move. But I also didn’t care to try again.

I glanced yet again at Pete. Broken family. Secrets. New school. And he was over there laughing. His path was harder than mine for sure, but he seemed to think it was worth the effort to smile and meet people and make things right.

Okay, God. If you want me to get out there, give me a little energy to do it, because right now I can’t do it on my own.

I glanced at Spence after I thought the prayer, and he smiled, like maybe he was an angel who had access to my prayers and knew what I was thinking. And he approved.

I had to grin at my whimsical thoughts. And I felt like crying at the realization that I needed to put a little more work into my life, and I wasn’t sure where to start.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


-3-



[image: ]




Peter

“There,” Mom said, setting down the syrup bottle. I’d just watched her take the time to dab a little syrup into every hole in her waffle, and now she was smiling like she’d completed a masterpiece. Mom’s brain right now fascinated me.

Depressed and worried me, too, but it also fascinated me.

“Very nice,” Grandma said, leaning over Mom’s shoulder with a smile. “Now eat it. And you have to eat the fruit, too. Pete, do you want another waffle?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said. Grandma plopped one on my plate, and I glanced at Star, who was eating fruit and gaping, mortified, at Mom. “Star, close your mouth.”

She stuck out her tongue at me and went back to eating.

“So you had fun at youth group?” Grandma asked.

“Yes,” Star said. “I mean, it was okay. Some girls talked to me. I don’t know if they’re going to be my best friends, but we’ve only been here a few days, and people talked to me. Pete, too. It’s even more a miracle if people talk to Pete.”

She widened her eyes and grinned when she said it, clearly striking back at me. I laughed.

“Nice. But yeah, it was okay.”

“And you met that girl before?” Star asked. “You were wandering around at night?”

I laughed again. “I wandered at six thirty in the morning. The sun was up. I’m not a toddler who might get out the door and walk off with strangers. I was in a public park.”

“Writing?” she asked. I didn’t answer her.

“You were in the park?” Mom asked. “Was it pretty?”

“It was,” I said. “I woke up too hot. No offense, Grandma. I’m sure we’ll get used to it. I took a walk, found the park, and stayed for a little while. I saw Wendy out there watching birds, and she said hello.”

That was mostly true. I didn’t say that I watched her first. She was so intently looking for her bird she didn’t see me, and I’d simply watched. She was pretty, and I didn’t usually get a chance to stare unhindered at pretty people. My hobby relied on me seeing people and understanding them, so to sit and watch one... I’d taken the opportunity.

I’d been surprised to see her at youth group. Good surprised. Because of her I’d met a couple people, like Darla and Dan. And another guy, Titus. Would they be my new best friends? Doubtful. But it felt good not to stand around alone at the youth meeting.

“So you’re finding your way,” Mom said. She sighed. “I want to find my way. I want to go out. Where can we go?”

All of us looked at one another. Taking Mom out wasn’t easy. She got confused and sometimes disappeared. She didn’t realize she needed supervision now. The disconnect between who she was, who she thought she was, and who she’d been got confusing, and it was easier to keep her home.

And unfair. If she was lonely and knew she was missing out, then keeping her home was mean. I hated meanness.

“If you’ll take us out, I’ll walk with her,” I said to Star. I couldn’t drive. Star couldn’t handle being with Mom in public. Maybe between the two of us we could do this.

“I need to shop today,” Grandma said. “You and I can both go. All three of us.”

Star nodded and relaxed. I knew she wanted to feel differently about Mom. I didn’t hold her feelings against her. 

After lunch Grandma drove us to the closest shopping area. I asked Mom to hold my hand, because she looked scared. Right now it didn’t take much to overwhelm her, and she latched on.

The specialists said she would settle in time. She would never be who she was, but she might not be so fearful in the future. They also said, many times, that brains were unpredictable. Just like everything else in the world. 

Mom did pretty well. She asked for things like she was seven, and they were weird things. She wanted a fancy briefcase for work, and when we walked past the toy aisle, she asked for a bright pink plastic harmonica. At least she kept it tame. She asked, but when we said no, she let it go. That hadn’t always been the case.

After fifteen minutes, Grandma had put several things in the cart, things like trash bags and shampoo, things for the house and a few food items, and Mom said she was bored. She let go of my hand, and I nodded to Grandma and followed her. I couldn’t quite tell Mom what to do, although I’d been told that was okay, that I could be a respectful son while treating my mom like she was seven, so I walked at her side.

“Pete,” she said, like she was surprised to see me. Never a dull moment with my mother. “Pete, you write.”

I hesitated and then took an extra step to catch up. I wondered if she knew where she was going.

“Yeah,” I said. Hope sparked. I hated hope. “You remember that?”

She looked at me, and I knew it was gone. “No. I don’t remember much. Where are we going?”

I sighed and held out my hand, and Mom took hold. I led her back toward Grandma.

Halfway there, I realized we were passing through the women’s section. Socks and stockings and bras. Wonderful. Mom stopped and picked up a bra. It was lacy, and I was embarrassed to look at it.

“This is good,” Mom said. “Boys like the lacy ones. Right?”

She held it out for my inspection, and I was sure my face went crimson. Star had the right of it by refusing to do this. At least for her the bra section wasn’t a giant, scary, unknown. Moms weren’t supposed to have breasts. They were moms.

“Pete,” came a familiar voice. I closed my eyes and wished I was a hundred miles from here, all alone in a forest, writing. Oh, such a dream. Then I opened my eyes, and Wendy was in my line of sight. She gave my mom a curious look.

“Hi,” I said.

“Isn’t this pretty?” Mom asked Wendy, holding out the bra. “The boys like these. But you can’t show them. Not yet. We’re not old enough. Except... I am. But I don’t have any boys now. Except Pete. He’s my boy. My baby boy.”

With that Mom put the bra back on the rack and wrapped her arms around my head. Great. I let her do it, but wow, I was ready for this outing to be over.

“Mom? This is Wendy. She’s in youth group. You should say hello.”

Mom let go of me and gave Wendy a long look. Wendy simply watched all this. I had no idea what was going through her head. She put out her hand.

“It’s good to meet you, Mrs. Stafford,” she said. She cringed. “It’s Mrs. Stafford, right?”

“Evelyn,” Mom said. “Ah, Stafford. Yes. But Kevin... Kevin isn’t here. He had to go away. Because...” Mom furrowed her brow and put her hand to her head. That meant she was trying too hard. She would get overstimulated soon and confused, and she might make a scene.

I hated those. Yes, because they were embarrassing, but also because she was so confused and upset. I had no idea how much of old Mom was in there. She knew enough to know she’d lost things, and I thought sometimes old memories flashed through, but she couldn’t make them fit anywhere. The whole thing broke my heart.

“It’s okay, Mom,” I said. “Star and I are here. And Grandma. We’re not going anywhere. Nobody else is leaving.”

Mom nodded. “Right. Pete is here. And Starfish. What a funny name. Who would want to be called Starfish?”

Wendy smiled at that. “So your sister isn’t named Star?”

“Sharlene,” Mom said. “My daughter is Sharlene, and it’s pretty, but she hates it.”

Now Mom was getting indignant. The name conversation could go on for quite a while.

“Mom, we should go find Grandma. Do you want any snacks this week? We need to help Grandma pick them out.”

Mom nodded. “I love snacks. Cake. I love snack cakes in their little plastic bags. A treasure in a bag.”

Mom mimed opening a bag, and Wendy smiled. Not a mocking smile, simply a smile. I thought I would die, but she was simply enjoying my mother. How awesome was that.

“Don’t let me keep you, Evelyn,” Wendy said, stepping back. “It was good to meet you.”

Mom nodded. “You’re very pretty. Pete needs a pretty girl. Every boy needs a pretty girl. Goodbye. We’re going to get snack cakes.”

I led Mom away, not looking back. Was Wendy laughing at us? Was she mortified? What would she say to anyone? Star hoped nobody would ever find out about Mom, but that was silly. We couldn’t lock her in her room for the rest of her life. But I had to admit that had been awkward.

And Mom had been good. Sometimes things went very wrong for Mom. Eventually everyone would see that, too. I had no idea what would happen when everyone saw the dark parts of life with my mother.

Now that someone had seen it, someone who knew me, maybe that was about to start.

When we got home, Mom went down for a nap. She slept a lot, and we’d been told that was normal. It might change; it might not. Star was in the living room with a book, and I sat at her side.

“Was it awful?” she asked. I grinned.

“No. Mom was good. A little offbeat, but I think that’s just the new normal.”

Star huffed. “It will never be normal.”

“Wendy was there.” I hated to say it, but she needed to know. She needed to see that yes, people could find out without the world coming to an end.

“Wendy? From church? She met Mom? Was it awful?”

“I just said it wasn’t,” I said. “Mom was looking at lacy bras to wow the boys when Wendy found us.”

Star put her face in her hands. “Tell me you’re making that up.”

“Nope.”

“Pete, you’re supposed to look out for her, not let her make a fool of herself. We have to take care of her.”

“She was fine,” I said. “Okay, I’m sure my cheeks were red, but she wasn’t making a scene. She was just bra shopping. To attract the boys. Yeah, it was weird.”

“What did Wendy say? What did she do? Will she tell everyone? She seemed nice, but...”

“She shook Mom’s hand, said hello, and helped me steer her back toward Grandma.”

“You let Mom get away from Grandma?”

“Star,” I said firmly. “We can’t just lock her in her room.”

“But we could,” Star said. “Wouldn’t it be better for Mom if she was in a safe place with other people like her? This is too much, Pete. Now people know, and... What will Wendy do now?”

“I doubt she’ll do anything.”

“She’ll tell people.”

“Maybe. Do you think we can keep it a secret? Eventually we’ll go to church with her, and one day Grandma won’t be here, so we’ll have to deal with her ourselves.”

“No,” Star said. “If you leave it up to me, I’m going to find a safe place for her. This is silly, Pete.”

We’d debated this long and hard. Star wanted to put Mom away. I didn’t. Dad hadn’t, but then he’d left us on his mother’s doorstep, so his opinion made no sense and also didn’t matter.

We could let Mom go and visit her sometimes. But she knew. She knew who we were. She knew what she’d lost. Sometimes she remembered things and was almost herself, and I knew it would break her heart to lose us.

But maybe I was selfish. Maybe I hoped for a miracle. I didn’t think so. I knew this Mom was the only mom we’d ever have, and I still wanted her here.

“For now, it’s fine,” I said. “You don’t have to go out with her.”

“So you’re fine with it? Bra shopping with your mother? Having your friends see you?”

“Look, I’m not ashamed of Mom,” I said. “I’m sad for her. And sometimes she fascinates me. The mind is a very strange creature, and hers does very strange things.”

Star took a long, deep, longsuffering breath. “Fine. But she’s yours. And I might go far away to school. I don’t hate Mom, Pete, but I can’t stop my life for her. She had dreams and ambitions. She wouldn’t have stopped her life for anyone, either. She’d have done what was best for everyone. If that meant putting one of us away if we were a danger to ourselves, she’d have done it.”

I left Star there, angry, and moved to the kitchen table to do homework. Star and I remembered Mom differently. Yes, she was ambitious. Successful. She got things done. She made sure Dad got things done. But would she have walked away from one of us if we’d gotten in the way of her dreams? I didn’t think so. Mom wasn’t cold and unfeeling, and that’s how Star was painting her.

But Star didn’t know. She’d never sat with Mom like I had, talking about my passions. Nobody else in the world cared about my hobby, but she always made time for me.

When I’d lost Mom’s brain, I’d lost my only cheerleader.

I knew I wouldn’t get her back. This mom was still learning to read again, so I knew my poetry would never appeal to her. But knowing that once she’d seen me and understood me made me want to take care of her.

The question was whether I wanted to take care of her alone. That might become an issue one day.

That evening I cornered Grandma after Star and Mom went up to our rooms.

“Were we wrong?” I asked. Grandma stayed up a little while past the rest of us, quietly knitting. Or crocheting. I wasn’t sure what she did, but it involved yarn, and she always looked peaceful when she did it. “Should Mom be in a home somewhere? Did it upset you to be seen with her today?”

Grandma put down her knitting.

“Evelyn still has value,” Grandma said. “Value to you and Star. To me. I don’t know if she’d be happier here or elsewhere, although I think she’d be lost without her family. But we can still learn from her. For selfish reasons, I want her here. Kevin was so wrong to leave all of you. I’m ashamed and disappointed but not surprised. He could have learned so much by taking care of Evelyn. He’d have grown and changed and become an amazing man. But growth is hard, so he ran from it.”

“Is Star running from it?” I asked. “I want Mom here. I miss her so much, Grandma. But getting to know this new mom is interesting. And strange.”

Grandma laughed. “It is, isn’t it? Star needs her mother. I’m so sad for her that right now, on the cusp of adulthood, she doesn’t have her mother. Worse, her mother is here but inaccessible. However, I think if Star spent time with Evelyn, she would still learn things, important things.”

“As long as you’re here, we’ll keep Mom, right?” I asked.

“Currently I’m her legal guardian. So yes, unless her brain takes a turn for the worse and she becomes dangerous, she’ll be here with me. You two are welcome to have normal lives, Pete. Get jobs, go to college, fall in love and get married. You don’t have to drop it all for her, but I think we’re wise to keep her with us and learn from her. God has mighty lessons in store for us, for her, all through this accident.”

I went to bed feeling justified. I didn’t want Star upset. I hated having to take sides. We were family, and there shouldn’t be sides. But I liked that Grandma was on my side.
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Wendy

I WASN’T SURE WHAT I’d witnessed today. Pete’s mom was different. She didn’t act like a mom. She didn’t act like a grownup at all. Was she on drugs? Did she have a disease? I had no idea, and I was afraid to ask someone. Maybe she was just a strangely free spirit, and I would offend with my questions.

I didn’t mention her to anyone. I wanted to see Pete again and figure out more of this puzzle, but what Spence had said Wednesday haunted. I hadn’t caved under the opinion of one person. I’d heard complaints about myself for years. That one person just said it well, and publicly, and now I needed to regroup.

Sure, six months was a long time to regroup, but it would happen.

I was such a liar.

Darla showed up Friday morning for breakfast, dressed for a day on the town.

“The new boy was nice,” she said. “Didn’t you think so? He has a nice smile. But wow, he’s so skinny he might blow away.”

“His weight might catch up with his height,” I said. “Be nice.”

She laughed. “I’m not trying to be mean. I’m just talking. I like him. Did you meet his sister?”

“I did. She’s worried about starting as a senior.”

“No doubt.” Darla pouted. It was adorable, just like everything else about her. “I hope she finds people.”

“I sent her toward Addy and Makayla. She seemed okay with that.”

Darla tilted her head and smiled. “Yeah, that was good thinking. They’re nice. I figure she needs nice, right? Pete said his parents split. His dad walked away, but now he’s staying with his paternal grandmother. I wonder how she feels about her son’s family staying with her. I hope it’s not tense over there. I hope they get along. Everyone should have a safe place. Home should be a safe place.”

She looked right at me when she said it, and I said nothing. I wasn’t going there, and I sure wasn’t going there with her. Also, it hurt. She knew more about Pete’s situation than I did. I’d met him first.

I sounded like I was six years old.

Darla bopped off when a friend came to pick her up, and I cleaned up the kitchen. I hadn’t slept well again, and I didn’t know what to do with myself today. The temps were warmer than predicted, much too warm for the last days of May. If the whole summer was warmer, I wouldn’t make it to fall. I would melt or get arrested for indecent exposure.

The thought made me think of Pete’s mom looking at bras to make the boys swoon. I had to laugh at the image, along with the bright red of the guy’s cheeks.

Although it was too warm, I went out early to the park. I lived eight blocks from Chapel Park, too far to walk, so I rode my bike. Not many people biked around here, but I liked it. Kids my age, so close to driving age, wouldn’t be caught dead on a bike.

I’d always kind of forged my own path. And until six months ago, I’d considered that a good thing.

I pulled my binocs and guide book from my backpack. Maybe today I’d see that silly vireo. Or maybe I’d see something else. I had a whole lot of birds left on my list. I hoped we could get to the lake this summer, and maybe I could check off a couple more. What might it be like to travel across the country and see completely new birds? I could get myself a new checklist.

I shouldn’t have been surprised when I stumbled across Pete, almost where I’d found him last time. His notebook was in hand, and he slammed it closed when he saw me. I decided to answer the unasked plea in his eyes, and I wouldn’t ask about the notebook.

However, I might ask about the parent.

“Hey,” I said, stopping several feet away.

“Chasing more birds?”

“Not well,” I said. “It’s late in the morning for some of them. Mostly I didn’t know what to do with myself today. I wish I could get a job. But I’m only fifteen. I could probably find something, like a babysitting job, but I’m not that great with kids.”

He gave me a small smile. “Yeah, kids are rough.”

I wasn’t sure what to say now. He was alone out here, and he probably wanted to stay alone out here. I should leave him in peace.

“Did you enjoy youth group?” I asked, because my lips didn’t seem to care about his peace.

“Yeah,” he said. He shrugged. “It was okay.”

I took a step closer. “Did your sister enjoy it?”

He grinned. “Sort of. She’s angry about moving, so enjoying something makes her angry, too. She’s a mess. And I’m her little brother, so that makes me laugh sometimes.”

He shut down the grin and looked at his hands.

“That was my mom,” he said. He turned his pen over and over in his hands, giving it a serious stare. “She was hurt.”

I took another step closer and gestured to the spot at his side, against a big tree, and he nodded. I sat down beside him.

“You don’t have to tell me. It’s okay.”

“Did you tell anyone?” he asked.

“No. I didn’t know what I was seeing.”

“It’s okay,” he said. “People will find out. Star wants to hide her. I don’t want to hide her. But she’s different. What makes a person that person? Why am I me? If I can no longer think like me, and if I lose most of my memories of me, am I still me? What does God do with someone who’s two people? What if the first one loves God and the second one doesn’t? It doesn’t seem fair.”

I blinked, no idea what to say here. These were huge, gigantic, life-altering questions. I thought Pete and Star were dealing with a parental divorce. Maybe because of infidelity or even abuse. This was so much harder.

“She was hurt,” I said. Maybe if he backed up, I could climb on board. I didn’t think I had answers, but I had ears, and I was pretty sure he needed to be heard. I would sure want to be heard if I were him.

“Car wreck. Just a few seconds, and her life changed. Serious TBI. Traumatic brain injury. She might get a little better, but not much.”
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