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      The weight of the body was not any different than most young men of that age. Not short, not tall, and certainly not overly muscular or fat. It was a normal-sized body, but when slack and being dragged over the uneven ground of the woods, it felt like something with much more heft.

      Maybe it was the emotional weight of what had happened that made him so difficult for the two girls to haul. Only one of them had used a large stone and smashed him from behind. But neither felt bad about her doing it, and now they had to remove the evidence of what had happened that night.

      “My hand is slipping. I need to stop,” whispered Evelyn.

      The girls each held a leg and were tugging the body backward towards the awaiting watery grave. They stopped, and each dropped the leg they were pulling.

      Both of the heavy boots crashed down onto the dried brush and leaves, but the girls weren’t concerned about the noise. The night air was already filled with the sounds of the bonfire just over the ridge. The yells and laughter rose into the sky like a tribal war party getting ready to strike.

      Evelyn felt like they were gearing up to track her down, and her fear heightened. She knew getting the body into the strong, deep current of the canal would need to be done before anyone realized he was missing.

      After a short moment, Ramona reached down and grabbed a leg again. “Let’s go,” she directed Evelyn, and she, too, picked up a leg, adjusted her grip, and the two resumed their grisly mission.

      The dried leaves and grass of the trail helped them slide the body along, but Ramona had to turn, with the small flashlight in her mouth, and try to guide them.

      “What if someone comes looking for him?” Evelyn whined.

      Ramona shook her head. “Shtop,” she tried to say, with the flashlight between her teeth.

      “Are you sure no one saw you come over?” Evelyn said with a soft whimper.

      Ramona tried to answer her by nodding, making the light flash up and down through the trees.

      Even with what had happened to her, Evelyn was letting the horror of what they were doing seep into her, and along with the strain on her body, her mind began to break, and tears blurred her eyes.

      Ramona heard Evelyn softly crying and stopped. She took the flashlight from her mouth and, for a moment, let Evelyn release her sobs in the dark.

      “I’m sorry I made you go with me. This is all my fault,” Ramona called over to her friend.

      Evelyn wiped her eyes and nose, stood straight, and took a deep breath. “This isn’t your fault. He’s the one who did this, not you.” Her voice was no longer sad but angry.

      Ramona listened and began to worry that Evelyn’s newfound defiance would make her want to abandon their plan and confess the truth.

      “You’re right,” Ramona tried to assure her, “but we can’t stop now. No one can know about any of this.”

      Evelyn was silent, and Ramona’s heart raced with worry.

      “Yes,” Evelyn finally said definitively. “I don’t ever want to think about this night again, and I don’t ever want to talk about it,” she then turned to Ramona and squared her shoulders, and even in the dark, soft glow of the moon, Ramona could see her resolve.

      She gave a nod, hoping that would spur Evelyn on and allow them to continue up the hill to a place where no one would be able to see what they planned to do.

      When she stood at the top of the steep embankment looking down on the deep and rushing water, she hoped everything about that night would be washed away forever. But what lingered was something that would not only bring back the horror of that night but fill her with conflict and a churning sense of guilt that no amount of water or time could wash away.
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      Benji

      It was the last thing I still see clearly. Chopped down and hanging in ruins, it is now a source of both suspicion and blame, neither of which is warranted, but only from this side of the veil do I see that.

      It was a bridge that linked our two sides. Constructed years ago of boards and rope, it wasn’t sturdy and certainly not safe, but it somehow lasted for decades. It was a vital access to a precious commodity we defended with our lives. That is why the person who stands accused of destroying the bridge is also facing accusations over my loss. The grudge is deeper than the water in the canal it once spanned.

      They still don’t refer to me as dead. I’m missing, but after over a year, most have lost hope of finding me, but they keep those thoughts to themselves, thinking they are allowing my parents to hope.

      There is finger-pointing along with the pain, and this stretch of water hidden deep in the woods is the source of the conflict, just like before.

      The first tragedy was thirty years ago and resulted in death, and that began a bitter feud between two families that soon festered and spread to the rest of the small valley. And now, with the supposed connection to my loss, the pointed fingers and passionate pleas for justice have only fueled the smoldering.

      Death is never easy to accept, especially when it’s your own. Maybe that’s why I continue to hover, to watch, and to hope that somehow, I’ll find the answers as to why this happened to me.

      Being alive for only fifteen years, I feel unfinished. How can I not? I have no choice any longer. My life is over, and while the warm and inviting light calls me to leave this stagnant space of gray, my desire for closure is stronger. Yet I’m not sure if finding it is even possible.

      And it’s not just for me that I seek this resolution. The existence I have now has me seeing what took place and the actions that led up to it in a completely different light. The people involved were present and moving forward with me during my life, but now I remain, and they go on. I know their origins, issues, and pasts. How different life looks when you see what came before. Even though I realize much more on this side, there is still so much I don’t yet understand. And if this loss is a mystery to me, my soul hurts for what it’s been like for her.

      She’s the reason I stay and sift through the clues. I have to help her let go. It’s the only way I, too, can make my way out of this limbo. I can’t move on until she can.

      It’s usually the cold that is most prominent when I relive my death. I’m not sure if it’s the actual physical sensation of when it occurred or the feelings of loss and regret that have come from it.

      What a change from what I once had. I still see my life. It comes back to me in quick flashes of remembrance. Some of the scenes are significant, some mundane, and yet I cling to them like precious little gems that will fall through my fingers if I don’t hold them tightly. I looked forward to what was to come and felt good about what I had already done. When I let myself drift back to what I had in life, I see warm, glowing sunsets hovering above the sparkle of the water. I hear the rhythmic wash of the river and the mechanical ticking of the reel as I bring in my catch. My chest fills with the breath of contentment and calm. And the other souls—those who created my life and made it what I miss—are who I must redeem and allow to live in peace.

      I have to find what brought it all to an end. I know it won’t change anything or bring me back to what I once had, but there is still a need for justice, or at least closure, even on this side of the veil. I know that is what is keeping me from following the glow that draws me toward some other place and away from this dark space of flux.

      Flashes of what took me are all I have, but I know it was violent as I remember the frantic attempts to thwart what was grabbing me and eventually snuffed out my breath.

      Her face comes into view, and the emotion of crying fills me. She’s still in pain. I know that she probably always will feel loss, but the trauma hasn’t lessened, even with time. I feel the push to wrap around her and protect her. How can I possibly leave when she’s still looking for me?

      I was an only child. Now she has no child, and yet she also has no evidence that I’m dead, except that I’m gone.

      Some people may have felt I was indulged and pampered. That may be true, but I wasn’t spoiled—I had chores and was expected to help with the farm and animals while also keeping up with schoolwork.

      My ventures into the woods and along the river were what I lived for. I did everything I could to be able to be in that place. It was my escape and reward to make my way back to where I felt free and most at home.

      I felt the weight of being the only one, and seeing things now, I know my parents had wanted more children. It never happened, and now it only adds to my mother’s feelings of failure and loss—emotions heightened by what happened to me. She blames herself for my demise—not that having other children would make her feel better, but having only one child has emphasized that loss.

      The guilt is overwhelming because she sent me away. It’s true, but like so many things in life, it was a moment of anger—one that she would forever regret.

      I want to relieve her guilt and let her know it wasn’t her fault, but I can’t do that until I know where to lay the blame. Why can’t I see that? There is so much now that has been revealed about my life and the past of those I knew who are still living. So much has opened up to me and yet the one thing I want revealed refuses to step out from the shadows. If I could just find the truth, then I could help my mother see that her shoulders are free from that burden.

      I’ve learned how to creep into her dreams. I’ve been able to breach that curtain between consciousness and sleep, and yet I can’t comfort her. I’ve tried to journey into the others who were part of my life, hoping I can glean something that would break the shell of secrecy around why I’m here, but the demon who caused this is keeping me from the truth.

      The life I lived is with me always. Every moment, from my birth, until I took that fateful walk back into the woods, is clear as if I’m still experiencing it. All of it except what led to my demise. That I still don’t see.
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      Landis

      I was told to call her Aunt Vera, but even at five years of age, I knew she wasn’t really my aunt.

      She was nice enough but the first to make fun of my smile. She tried to act like she was harmlessly teasing me by lifting her upper lip to expose her teeth. She did it when I laughed or grinned widely. It’s when I realized my smile was something to hide. Once, my mother scolded her, but instead of apologizing, Aunt Vera just looked at me and rolled her eyes. I knew we were a burden, or rather I was.

      My mother and Vera worked at a Bob’s Big Boy restaurant near the interstate. We stayed in a small room that had one twin bed. I slept in a sleeping bag on the floor, which I thought was a fun thing, not realizing how hard and dirty the floor was.

      “No going outside, no making noise, and don’t answer the door for anyone,” my mother would warn me. She said the same three things every time she left for work, but on that day, she added something. “And don’t go snooping around. Vera already thinks we’re stealing from her.”

      “Stealing what?” I asked, truly curious. There was nothing in that tiny, rundown house that I needed or wanted, and I had never stolen anything.

      “Don’t you worry about it. Just do what I say, watch cartoons, and be a good boy,” she said, ruffling the top of my head as she slid out the door. “Lock it!” she called from outside, and I flipped the deadbolt.

      I peeked through the sheer curtains of the kitchen window as she walked down the street toward the bus stop. It was the last time our lives would be happy.

      I knew I wasn’t supposed to use the stove, but I was hungry, and I’d seen my mother make macaroni and cheese many times, so I found a box in the pantry and began the process, just as I had seen her do it.

      I turned the knob of the stove, and after two clicks, a blue flame burst from the burner. I smiled at my success. I filled the pan with water and set it on the flame, and when it began to bubble and hiss, I poured in the noodles and gave them a quick stir.

      I wasn’t completely sure how long to let them cook, but I knew it would take a while, so I sat at the small table to wait. I became bored and was trying to draw a picture of a mouse on the inside cover of the telephone book when a knock came at the back door.

      I slid off the chair and under the table so if whoever was there tried to look in the window, they wouldn’t see me.

      After a moment, a second knock came. It was louder and more urgent.

      “I want my shit!” the voice yelled. It was muffled from the door, but I could clearly tell they were mad.

      Soon, there was another round of knocking and more yelling. I darted out from under the table and quickly turned the light off in the kitchen to better hide myself. Then, I crawled toward the hallway so I could run for the closet in our room. It was small but deep and a great place to bury myself under the pile of dirty clothes on the floor.

      “I know you have the stuff! If you don’t open this door, I’m going to break it down!”

      What stuff did he want? I wondered. There were others who came to the door, and my mother or Aunt Vera would exchange small packages with them. My mother would go to our bedroom and take them from the secret drawer where she kept her money and her treasure. But she never allowed anyone in the house, and no one ever came into our room.

      There was a loud bang as the man at the door slammed into it. He was trying to break it in. From the crack I heard, I knew it wouldn’t take much for the entire door to give way.

      I ran to our room and to that secret place. I pulled open the drawer of her small nightstand and reached behind it. My mother had to remove the drawer completely to reach what was there, but my thin arm and small hand were able to slip behind and grab the small satin pouch that held her treasure and the envelope she had stuffed with cash. When I pulled it all free, I saw there were several plastic bags with the cash and assumed they were valuable if my mother felt the need to keep them in her secret stash. I took them as well. She would be glad that I saved her stuff.

      There was another loud slam against the door. I knew I needed to run to the closet and hide, so I tried to shove everything down the front of my pants, but the envelope was too thick. The money and some of the bags spilled out onto the floor.

      I dropped to the ground and frantically tried to gather it all up. I then heard a smash, and I knew he was in the apartment.

      “What the hell?” I heard him say.

      And then a loud, blaring siren came from the kitchen. It echoed all through the house. What was that noise? Did we have an alarm on the door?

      I ran to the closet and closed myself inside. I then burrowed under the clothes, deep into the back. I lay completely still and waited. The scream of the siren was so loud I couldn’t tell what part of the house the man was in, but I stayed still and continued to wait.

      After several minutes, I peeked up from under the clothes. The alarm was still going, but if the man had been in the house, he surely would have come into our room to search, and the closet door was still closed. I pushed the clothes away and sat up. I put my ear to the door and could only hear the siren’s scream. Then I stood up and grabbed the door knob of the closet; I barely cracked the door and peered out.

      “Oh no,” I said, seeing smoke filling the room. Fire. I needed to get out.

      I walked out of the closet and across the room to the bedroom door. I carefully peered out but saw only smoke. I ran through the blare and haze, through the kitchen, and toward the door. That’s when I realized it was the pan I had put on the stove. It had been on the entire time and was now burning.

      My mother had told me never to touch the stove, and now I had caused all of this. I began to cough but knew I had to try and stop it.

      I grabbed a large glass from the cupboard, filled it with water, and then went to where the pan was burning and poured the water on it. The flash of steam hit my hand and arm, and I fell back. The money and bags spilled onto the floor, but I knew I didn’t have time to retrieve them. On the floor, I could see my way to the door, but when I put my hand down to try and crawl, a streak of pain coursed through me, and I screamed out.

      “Who’s there?” I heard a voice call above the blare of the alarm.

      Then I felt large hands grab my arm, and I flinched back, not only from fear but excruciating pain. It felt as though my skin was being torn off of me. My head began to buzz, and soon, the smoke turned dark.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up lying on the grass outside. I was wrapped in a blanket, and there were people all around, and a police officer was standing over me. I knew then I was in trouble. I had used the stove and had started a fire.

      I tried to sit up, but someone else sitting beside me put their hand on my shoulder. My hand throbbed.

      “Were you home alone?” the police officer asked. He was so tall, and I could barely make out his face because he was blocking the sun.

      I nodded.

      “Where’s your mom?”

      “At work,” I answered. “At Bob’s Big Boy.”

      He looked up at someone else and nodded.

      I then remembered the treasure, and my stomach clenched, worried I had lost it.

      I reached down under the blanket and felt the pouch where I had placed it in my underwear, making sure it was secure. But where were the money and the other bags?
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        * * *

      

      That was almost ten years ago. I haven’t seen my mother since that day. We used to talk on the phone every week, but the older I got, the less she had to say, and the calls became fewer.

      We used to talk about when she was going to be free and what our life would be like when she came to get me. But lately, she just says happy birthday, asks if I’m doing good in school, and then tells me to be a good boy. I don’t think she realizes I’m not a child anymore. I’m short for my age and don’t have many of the attributes others have at fifteen, but I’m no longer the little boy who was taken away.

      I didn’t understand why I was sent to live at a stranger’s home, and the first few times, it was like a new adventure. I would miss my mom, especially when I was alone in bed, but during our calls, she would always assure me she would be coming to get me soon.

      “It won’t be long. Be a good boy, and I’ll come and get you real soon,” she’d tell me.

      I used to wait each Sunday night for the phone to ring. The man at my third foster home would accept the charges and then let me sit alone in a small room he called his den so I could talk in private. I appreciated this when I went to the other foster homes because the noise in the kitchen, where the phone usually was, made it hard to hear, and my mother would often get annoyed and cut the calls short. But the call I got on my tenth birthday was the best. It’s why I know my future is on a lavender farm.

      “There’s a place I used to live with no crowds or smog,” my mother mused. “It was a lavender farm. It was just mine, and I can still smell the flowers. Someday, we’ll go back.” Her voice was light and dreamy, as if she were envisioning herself there at that moment.

      My heart swelled hearing that she had plans for us. I wanted to be anywhere with her, and if she wanted to live on a lavender farm, I wanted to do that, too, and it quickly became my obsession.

      I checked out books at the library that were about the flowering bush and where it was grown. I read about soil and rainfall and all the different things that were made from the fragrant buds.

      England and France grow the most lavender worldwide, but in America, the state that grows the most is Washington. I’m assuming that’s where we’ll go. I don’t see us moving to another country, and Washington is just a few states over from California, where we are now.

      I have so many questions about our plans for when she’s free. When she calls, there isn’t a lot of time, so I don’t pester her with questions like I used to, but I always reaffirm that her release date is still the same—September 9th.

      And the timing will be just right. I still have the treasure she entrusted me with, and we’ll use it to buy our farm. She’s getting out at the end of summer, and soon after, the lavender will be in full bloom and ready for harvest.
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      Benji

      Her name is Laura, and she still lives in the house on the other side of the river. She was the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen, and she’s only gotten prettier. I miss her, and I feel she misses me, making it a bit easier.

      I was thirteen, and she was fourteen years old when we met, and even though I know that is too young to really fall in love, it felt that way. My grandfather always said, “Perception is reality.” I didn’t know what he meant by that until now. However, what I perceived my feelings to be was what was real in my life regardless of what was reality. That all-encompassing, even painful ache is what I felt was love.

      Her long hair is what I noticed first. It was black and shined like the wings of a raven. She was with several girlfriends swimming at the trestle bridge. I was surprised I’d never seen her before. Our town was so small, I couldn’t believe this was the first time I’d noticed her.

      She looked at me with large, dark eyes. No smile, but something in her face made me feel like she was drawn to me, too. My friends all noticed her as well and did their best to get her attention. They laughed too loud, pushing and shoving each other. Even my best friend, Jeremy, couldn’t help himself and made a Tarzan call as he leaped from the tall bridge into the water below.

      The boys’ antics had the other girls whispering together in their giggling huddles, but Laura was quiet and didn’t acknowledge their clowning, which drew me to her even more.

      It was 1982 and the summer before my first year of high school. Which meant all the kids my age in Bingham County would be under the same roof. In our earlier grades, we may have been able to keep to ourselves—stay on our own sides of town, in our own schools, but when we reached high school, we were all brought together.

      Of course, I had no idea what was to come, yet I felt my time with Laura was limited and precious. I often wonder what I would have done differently regarding us. The only thing I would change is something I had no control over, so why do I even dwell on it? I hope she thinks of me. It’s a selfish thought. I don’t want her to feel sad. I don’t want her to be lonely. It’s how I feel now, and I would never wish this terrible ache on her.

      It’s only been a year since I left, and I have to keep myself away because I know it would only make my pain worse to see her. I miss others as well, but nothing compares to what I feel I lost with Laura.

      I’m not sure why I linger. I feel other things keep me close and watching, but the prospects I felt for her are unfinished. I’m guessing that pain will leave once I accept what happened. I wish I could, but there is still so much left undone.

      I want to apologize, but that can’t happen. I’ve tried to tie the loose ends that I left behind, but I can’t seem to find the missing pieces. And so, I continue to search.

      I would have married Laura if we had had more time. I know it sounds childish to say that at my age, but I genuinely believe it would have happened. Maybe that’s why I stay away. She probably feels she’s to blame.
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        * * *

      

      We sat under the cottonwood trees in a shaded and secluded corner of the woods we felt was our own.

      When the worry of our parents and others finding out became too much, I would try to convince her it wasn’t as bad as she thought. “Who cares what side of the river we live on. We didn’t start that stupid fight. Who even knows what it was all about? It doesn’t matter anymore.”

      For months, we hid in the trees, held hands, and stole kisses. The time went by so quickly, and I often forgot about my chores until I noticed the sun was beginning to fade.

      I would have to drag myself from her and then run to the gates, hoping that no one would notice and make a fuss that the water had flowed longer than it should have.

      It all seemed so perfect until our secret got out. When it did, both our families were on us like hens pecking corn. It was as if we had committed a terrible sin, and they did all they could to convince us that what we felt for each other was wrong.

      “You don’t know her,” I told my mother as she shook her head in frustration.

      “I know where she comes from, and that’s enough,” she balked. “They have told terrible lies about our family for years.”

      “Laura didn’t say those things,” I scoff. “How long are you going to hold a grudge? Why are you taking this out on her?” I demand.

      My mother rolled her eyes and leaned back in frustration. She had no good answer. Never would she reveal the reason for her deep-rooted fear and aversion. How could she have ever told me the truth when it would have destroyed everything she had tried so diligently to bury? I see now exactly what took place and why I could never be with Laura or know the reason behind it.

      The fierce determination coming from both our families to keep us apart only swelled our desire to be with each other. They may have discovered our love, but they hadn’t yet found our secret place deep in the woods or how we got there.

      With even more stealth, we each made our way back into the hollow and, seeing each other, embraced more fervently than we ever had before.

      “We won’t let them do this,” I told her. “They can’t keep us from seeing each other.”

      “But my brother says he’ll kill you if he sees us together.”

      I scoffed. “Kevin’s all talk. Besides, no one will find us. They don’t even know the bridge exists.” I then looked at her to assure myself she hadn’t said a word.

      She nodded but still looked unconvinced.

      I took her face in my hands. “Don’t let them do this. We can hide back here. They’ll never know.”

      She closed her eyes, looking as though she was about to cry.

      “But then what? We can’t hide forever.”

      I pulled her close. “We won’t have to hide. Someday, it won’t matter.”

      Laura leaned back and looked at me. “But when? They say my grandfather died because of what your family did.”

      I shake my head. “They’re wrong about it all,” I said.

      Through wet eyes, she peered up at me. “But my grandfather died, and my mother says your grandfather got away with it.”

      I flinch back. “My grandfather? That’s not true,” I told her. I had heard that there was a fight over water, but I’d never heard that my grandfather was accused of killing anyone. “He would never do something like that. It’s a lie.”

      Her face fell. “Why would my mother lie? She said they were fighting about the water and that your grandfather used a shovel to hit him and knock him into the river. She said you’re the grandson of a murderer.”

      “What?” I said, leaning back. “My grandfather is no murderer. He’s one of the best people I’ve ever known.”

      Laura looked at me like I was a stranger. “I never got to meet my grandfather. He died before I was born.”

      My chest sank. I felt like she was blaming me for her loss. I took hold of her shoulders and made her look at me. “Laura,” I begged. “Don’t let them do this to us. No matter what happened, it has nothing to do with you and me. It’s in the past. Please don’t give up on us.”

      Her eyes were heavy, and she slumped into me. We sat holding each other with nothing but the sound of water slowly rippling past us. I began to feel the weight of what seeing each other really meant. At school, we would pass each other in the hall and at lunch, but during the summer and any other time that we weren’t in school, our only hope would be the secret bridge in the hollow.

      “I love you,” I told her, still holding her close to my chest.

      She looked up at me with red eyes. “I love you too. But it’s so hard. I feel like I’m hurting my family, and I also feel like I’m hurting you.”

      I tightened my embrace and kissed her forehead. “The only thing that could hurt me is if I lose you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 4


          

        

      

    

    
      Landis

      They always say the same thing when they drive up to the house where you’ll be staying. “Well, here we are.” I’ve heard it eleven times and from almost as many different people. I’ve had many caseworkers. They are the people who know why you’re in this situation and make the arrangements for where you’re going to live. Some of these people last a few months and others a couple of years, about the same amount of time I spend in each home I’m sent to.

      The homes aren’t always terrible, but I’ve never been sad to leave. The last place they told me was just temporary, which was weird. Aren’t all these places just temporary? And yet, I’d never been told that before. It didn’t matter because I didn’t stay there even a week. It was a group home, and I was sent there for something I didn’t do.

      The boy who shared my room at the house before stole some money from the woman’s purse. He denied it, and I didn’t rat him out, so we were both suspects. We were put in a place called The Idaho Home for Boys. Two states away from where I’m from. They said it wasn’t a jail, but there were locks on the doors and men with uniforms and badges who told you what to do. I thought I’d be there awhile—at least until my mom could come and get me—but now I’m going on move number twelve. I hope she’ll be able to find me.

      The drive out to the new place is longer than I expected, but at least it isn’t a thirteen-hour bus ride. I’m still confused as to why I’m in another state. The longer I wait, the harder it is for them to find someone willing to have a boy my age live with them. I’m old for a foster kid. I’ll be sixteen in two weeks. I don’t know if anyone knows my birthday is coming up, and even if they did, I don’t expect anything. I’ve never wanted a birthday party or presents, especially now that I’m older. It’s just a date, and in just two months, I’ll no longer have to worry about where I live.

      “Landis is a cool name,” says my new caseworker, Marge. I don’t usually call adults by their first name, but she insisted. It’s her attempt, along with using words like “cool,” to act like she’s not the old lady she is. She continues to annoy me by trying to get me to talk the entire drive. And instead of finding out about where I’ll be living, it’s just mindless chatter.

      “I’ve never heard that name before. Where does that come from?” she asks.

      I shrug like I don’t know. But I do know. It was my grandfather’s name. I was named after my father, and my middle name comes from my grandfather. I never met either of these men, but that isn’t so strange, figuring I’ve never met anyone in my family except, of course, my mom. I haven’t seen her since we lived in Sacramento. She got us out of Los Angeles and moved us up north when I was three. She said there was too much crime in L.A. Somehow, it finds her wherever she goes.

      As we drive, I see large fields dotted with cows, and the houses are sparse and spread out, with farm equipment and large red barns. The other places I’ve stayed in are apartment buildings or side-by-side houses surrounded by concrete and chain-link fences.

      I’ve read books about places in the country, but I’ve never really been there until now. I can’t imagine I’ll be staying at one of these farms. There’s got to be a city coming up soon.

      The farther we drive, the less evidence I see of people. Why was I taken so far away from my mother? I have such a short amount of time until she’s able to come and get me. I don’t understand why I couldn’t have stayed somewhere closer until then.

      I’m tired of all the moves. You’d think I’d get used to it after eleven different times, but I don’t. The other kids who I’ve lived with have similar stories. There have been dozens of them. Some have parents who died, some have parents who are in prison like me, and others don’t know or just don’t talk about it. That’s what I do now. What’s the point of anyone knowing? I’ll soon be free of this. I have a date—September 9th. It’s fitting. It’s the day of the year that more people are born than any other day. It was the foster dad at home number seven who told me that. He said it was an actual statistic. He worked at a mortuary and said the day with the most deaths is January 6th, and the day with the most births is September 9th. The day I’ll be able to be back with my mother—to be home. It will feel as though I’m reborn.

      Some of the houses I’ve stayed in weren’t all bad, and at one, I had my own room for an entire week. The room was a converted closet, but I enjoyed the seclusion. It was my retreat from the mob of other kids. But none of those houses was ever really my home. And that’s just fine. Once my mom gets out, I’ll go back to living with her. It’s supposed to happen in just over three months.

      It’s not like I’m counting down the days; I’ve made that mistake before. And even if they don’t release her soon, I only have a few more years of staying with strangers—the “paid parents,” as my mother refers to them. She hates my situation and never wants to hear anything about the homes unless it’s terrible. She wants to make sure I’m still planning to be with her. Of course, I am. None of these other places will ever be better than being with her.
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      We pull into a narrow laneway lined by thick spruce trees. This isn’t it. It can’t be. All the way out here in the middle of nowhere?

      Then I see it. An enormous home. Large gray stones cover the entire structure, and tall carved rock spires reach up into the cloudy sky. A castle. That’s what it looks like—something from out of my books about knights and dragons—but sitting in the middle of farm fields.

      Marge turns to me and lifts her brows. “Well, here we are,” she says.

      “This is it?” I ask. I wonder if it’s even a house.

      She smiles brightly. “The Frosts have been waiting to meet you. They’re such nice people. I think you’ll really enjoy it here.”

      I look at the house and wonder how many other boys will be living here, too. Considering the size of this place, I’m sure there will be a bunch.

      I nod, but I have nothing to say. I don’t even have questions about this new place. It doesn’t matter. I don’t have a choice. If I mess up, I’ll have to pack up and move again, and I’m just putting in my time, just like my mom.

      “It looks like the river is just over there,” she says, pointing out in the distance where a long line of large craggy trees sways in the breeze. They look like tired old men unable to stand up straight. “My father and brothers used to go fishing. Do you fish?” she asks.

      I look at her oddly. Do I fish? She acts like I’m going to summer camp. I shake my head and look out the window. She can sense that I already hate it here. Why wouldn’t I? None of these people want you in their home, not really. It’s a money thing for them. They get paid for letting you live there. Initially, they may have done it to help out the poor kids without homes, but none of them would do it without the government’s money. And they need it. The houses are usually cramped and cluttered with junk and too many kids. There will have to be over twenty to fill this place.

      I look up at the ornate cornices and tall windows. The space around the house is preened and clutter-free. A huge red barn sits just behind and to the left, and there are corrals filled with horses and cows. The house looks as out of place as I feel.

      My shoulders sink as I realize what this really is. They’ve run out of options for where to store me, so it’s their last resort.

      “What is this place? Is this another group home or a …?” I sigh, wondering if I’ve finally worked my way through every possible foster home and am now at an orphanage. I was sent to that home for boys after some money was taken. Maybe they decided I really did steal it, and this was their only option.

      “Do these people know why I went to that place?” I ask, convinced that is why I’ve been taken here and irritated that I’m being blamed for something I had nothing to do with. They even searched me, and that was the worst part. I obviously looked guilty. How could I not? While I had no part in what was taken from that purse, my racing heart knew what I was hiding.

      I have two items that could ruin everything for me. One is a library book I wasn’t able to return, and the other I’ve carried with me for almost a decade—the opulent treasure I have hidden in my underwear.

      Cocking her head, Marge turns to me. “Landis, this is your new home. This isn’t a punishment.”

      “Then why was I put in that jail?”

      She lifts an eyebrow. “That wasn’t a …” she tries to find a word for it, knowing that’s precisely what it was. “That was a home for boys, and you were only there because we needed some time to get things arranged for you to come here. The Frosts have been wanting you here for some time, but some things happened, and we needed time to get everything arranged.”

      I huff. “It doesn’t matter. My mom is out in a couple of months anyway.”

      She scratches her head, searching for words, and I wonder if she knows something I don’t.

      “Her release date is still set, right?” I press her. I feel my face begin to sweat. It’s happened before. I’m told she’ll be out, and then some judge changes his mind and ruins everything.

      Clearing her throat, Marge sits up straighter. “I don’t know about any of that.” She looks out at the large, looming house. “Give the Frosts a chance. I think you’ll be very happy here.”

      At this point, I’ve stopped listening. I can’t even think about the possibility of my mom not getting out this time, and I’m tired of listening to the “what ifs.”

      I sigh loudly as a sign that it’s time to get this new home introduction over with. I open the car door and then retrieve my bag from the back seat. It’s a black plastic garbage bag. I had to leave so quickly; I barely had time to find a bag at all. It’s far too big for the number of things I need to carry—two shirts, two pairs of underwear, and five mismatched socks. I was supposed to get new shoes and a coat last year, but I ended up starting school without either of those things. I wonder now if I’ll be going to school at all since the year is almost over. I look around. It’s hard to imagine where the school is. This place is so far out of town.

      The yard surrounding the house is just starting to show the effects of spring. The grass is beginning to turn green, and tiny purple flowers that look like short tulips fill planters that border the walkway. The house and yard are incredibly clean. I don’t see toys or other evidence of little kids and wonder about the other boys with whom I’ll be sharing a room. The usual number is three, but there are some houses where I’ve slept on the couch. At that house, I could hear the little kids in the other room crying, and I remembered the first places I stayed where I thought my tears might bring my mother back sooner.

      The sound of a rooster crowing shakes me from my thoughts, and before we reach the porch, the large door opens, and a woman stands looking tentative. When she sees me, her mouth falls open as though I have horns.

      “Hello,” she says, still studying me. She is tall—much taller than I am, which isn’t saying much because the last time I measured, I was still just under five feet.

      I’ve always been small, which can be a good thing as it helps me stay under the radar, but it also has people thinking I’m much younger than I am.

      “Landis, this is Mrs. Frost,” says Marge.

      Hearing Marge’s voice seems to shake the woman from a daydream.

      I’ve never met a woman this tall before, and yet she isn’t big. She is thin and pretty with shoulder-length brown hair and blue eyes. I can’t tell if her eyes are big or just look that way because of how oddly she’s staring at me.

      “Hey,” I say. It’s almost a question.

      “Come in,” the woman says, stepping back and motioning us inside. She then studies me again, and her eyes become wet. Is she starting to cry? I’m feeling awkward, and I look back at Marge, wondering if we are at the right place and hoping we aren’t. Then, a heavenly scent wafts from inside the home. It smells like bread and something savory, and it reminds me that I haven’t eaten since last night.

      As we walk into the foyer, I take a quick sweeping scan of the home. It is spacious and immaculate. The walls are covered in muted designs, and some have textured flowers or birds. There is a stairway that swoops up to the left with intricately carved banisters.

      The house looks like something from long ago, and while everything seems antique, it’s a different kind of old. I see no sign of wear and tear. I’ve stayed in many other places that are far newer and yet look as though a light wind could topple them. I think about the tale of the three little pigs—a house of straw, a house of sticks, and a house of bricks that not even the big bad wolf could blow down. This house of stone is not only sturdy but feels like it could stand up to anything, including time.

      We follow Mrs. Frost from the foyer and into a sprawling area furnished with large leather chairs and thick oak bookcases. A real deer head with huge antlers hangs above a fireplace that stretches from the floor all the way to the top of the high ceiling. It’s made with the same large earth-colored stones.

      Mrs. Frost clears her throat and takes a deep breath. “Gordon is out back, but he’ll be here soon.”

      I’m assuming Gordon is her husband, and I wonder if he’ll be overly interested, gruff, or just absent. It’s always one of those three when it comes to the men in the homes I’ve lived in. I’ve always watched them closer and been more interested in who they are and what they do. I have my own mother, but my father left before I was born, so I’ve been curious my entire life about that role.

      As we all wait, Mrs. Frost motions to the garbage bag in my hands. “Are those your things?” she asks.

      I nod.

      “You can set that down. We’ll take it to your room later.”

      I slowly lower the bag to the ground but keep it gripped closely. It may look like garbage, but I can’t allow what’s inside to ever be out of my control.

      She motions for us to come farther into the house, and I notice her hand. Two of her fingers are stubs. Missing digits just above the knuckle. I try not to stare, but then I see her notice, and I look away quickly.

      I rub my own scarred and damaged fingers with my good hand, feeling the hardened and uneven skin that covers each finger and my entire palm.

      “Here, have a seat,” she says as we enter a large room.

      The house seems to expand as I see even more space, and again, I wonder where the others are. Are they in the backyard or another part of this big house? And it’s so quiet.

      I sit in a large, high-back chair and try not to look like I’m casing the place, but I’m intrigued by everything from the wallpaper to the floors. Above one of the bookcases is another animal stuffed and appearing to be alive. It’s smaller than a cougar but looks fierce in its frozen stance. It has a speckled coat and pointed and tufted ears. Its back is hunched as though it is about to pounce. And on the wall across the room is a massive and colorful fish. It looks over two feet long and has brilliant stripes of color the entire length of its body. I look at Marge and wonder if she already knew something about this place when she pointed out to the trees and pondered about a river.

      Marge and Mrs. Frost sit on the sofa and exchange some paperwork. Mrs. Frost acts like she is afraid I’ll see this, as though I don’t know I’m just another kid being transferred from one place to another. I’ve seen it done so many times. However, this part is usually done while I’m pestered by the other kids I’ll be sharing the house with. Today, I sit and wait.

      When they’ve finished, they chat aimlessly about the weather as I continue to study my new surroundings. I’m surprised at how little I see that shows other children are living here. I usually step over plastic toys and half-eaten sandwiches before I even meet the parents at the new place.

      After several minutes, Mrs. Frost gives a quick, disappointed sigh. “He knew you were coming, but he must have lost track of time.”

      “It’s not a problem,” says Marge. “I’ll let you two get acquainted. I have everything I need.” Soon, she is out the door. I’m hoping this is the last time I see her before my mom gets out. Everything needs to go smoothly until then. I just want to stay put while I wait. No more moving and certainly no more trouble. I have to be free and able to go when my mom gets here.
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      I’m now alone with Mrs. Frost in the massive and silent house.

      She turns to me. “Would you like to see your room?” she asks.

      “Okay,” I answer and retrieve the garbage bag that holds my life.

      She leads me up the long flight of stairs, and they creak, each one with a slightly different tone and volume. Some are silent, just like the woman I’m following.

      When we reach the top, I look out over the large living and dining room area. The ceiling is so high, and again, I wonder where the other children are.

      She walks down the hallway, and I follow along. There are no photos or wall hangings. There is no clutter or signs of life. Everything is stark, almost sterile. The air feels cold, and a breeze encircles me. A window must be open.

      I see a door and assume it’s the room I’ll be staying in, but she keeps walking, directing me past it and then stops at another door at the end of the hall.

      “This is your room.”

      I stop and then, without thinking, look back at the first door we passed. She notices and comes around to that side, blocking off my gaze.

      “That room is off-limits.” Her face and voice turn dark. The change in her demeanor is so abrupt that a chill goes over me. She has obviously heard that I was accused of stealing that money and is hoping to keep me from robbing her. I can’t help but flinch back, and when she sees this, she tries to soften.

      “There is nothing in that other room that you need to worry about.”

      Of course, I don’t believe her. Does she have any idea that what she’s said has only made me more curious? There must be something very valuable in there for her to act this way.

      I nod to let her know I’ve heard her, but my head is spinning with how strange this day has become.

      She takes a deep breath and opens the door to the other room.

      “Everything you need is here. This is your room,” she says, stepping inside, but before I follow, I can’t help but look again toward the “off-limits” room. It’s just another door. What could be so valuable in there that she would need to make her point so clearly?

      As I enter my new room, cool air rushes around me, making me gasp. I turn back and see her severe tone has returned. I don’t know what to say, so I try to brush it off by feigning interest and purposefully looking around. With this, she gives a strained smile.

      There’s a queen-sized bed, a large dresser, and a small television—a television in the bedroom.

      There is only one bed. It’s been a long time since anyone expected me to share a bed, so I figure they must have cots or other mattresses that they pull out at night. From the size of it, this room can sleep at least four.

      Mrs. Frost goes back toward the hallway and motions outside the door to yet another room across the way. “This is your bathroom.”

      My bathroom. This can’t possibly be just for me. I have to ask, so I do. “Where are the others?”

      She cocks her head, confused. “Others?” she asks.

      “The other boys who live here,” I say.

      Her face falls as though a cloud has moved over us. It seems like a harmless question, and yet the look on her face makes me want to reel it all back in.

      “There are no others,” she says sharply.

      I shake my head, perplexed. “No other boys live here?” I ask again. It just doesn’t make sense and yet, why do I care? I should be thrilled that I have all this without a bunch of others trying to shove their way in and claim it as their own.

      She looks both perplexed and sad. “Why would you think there are other boys here?”

      “Because they always are,” I answer.

      She swallows and straightens, making her seem even taller. “There is no one else.” Her voice is quiet.

      A tiny gust of wind twirls around me as sunlight spills in through a large window. A window that is closed. I feel the breeze again and look for the source but see nothing.

      She turns and motions to the closet. It’s a change of subject, and I’m thankful for the reprieve.

      “If you have anything you need me to wash,” she says, looking at my bag, “there is a hamper in the closet.”

      I nod and stand there, feeling awkward and trying not to look stunned by it all.

      “I’ll let you get settled and cleaned up. Dinner will be ready in about an hour, and Gordon should be here soon.”

      I have nothing but a few items in my garbage bag. There is nothing I need to do to get settled. I will never be settled until I’m back with my mom. I look out the window over the vast pasture and out to the stretch of lush trees and brush.

      “Is there a river back there?” I ask, remembering what the caseworker had said as we drove up to the house.

      She doesn’t answer, and I look back to see if she may not have heard me.

      She stands staring out at the woods and then snaps from her stupor. She blinks and looks at me. “Yes. There is a river.”

      “That’s cool,” I say. It sounds like an apology. I’m feeling uneasy and wonder if my questions are annoying her.

      Her lips go thin as though she’s angry. “You’re not to go near there.”

      My heart clenches, and I flinch. Another place she’s deemed off-limits, but why?

      “Why not?” I ask and immediately wish I hadn’t.

      She throws me a look that’s severe. She begins to speak but then stops and, after a moment, straightens.

      “You don’t know what’s back there. It’s unsafe.” She continues to stare out at the woods.

      I take a step back, not only from her tone, but now I’m wondering if I’m barred from the river because she knows I can’t swim. But how could she know? It’s another of my failings, but one I can usually keep hidden.

      “Okay,” I say.

      “I don’t want you to go back into those woods at all.”

      My face flushes, and I stand perplexed as an awkward silence fills the room.

      She turns and begins fidgeting with some folded towels on the dresser. It’s then I notice she’s missing another part of a finger on her other hand. I study it and wonder if she was born that way or if they were cut off.

      She begins to turn back to me, and before she can catch me staring again, I pretend to look out the window but then quickly look away. I’m afraid of even glancing at the place she’s deemed forbidden. I’m on edge, not knowing what to say or do. I wish I could leave the room, leave this house. I was planning to live under the radar—just getting through these months without having to move yet again—but being the only one here, I’m now front and center. Every move I make is seen.

      “Are all those horses and cows yours?” I blurt out, hoping to direct her attention away from me.

      “Yes,” she answers. She takes a deep breath and is now smoothing the bedspread.

      It may have worked. “So, is this a real farm?” I continue.

      She glances up at me with eyes wide. She cocks her head, surprised at my question, and I feel foolish. There are too many questions, like some little kid, with their “whys” and “how comes.”

      “Didn’t she tell you anything about us?” she asks.

      I shrug. I think about the long drive here, how little I was told, and how few questions I asked. Why would I? The caseworkers rarely say anything about the foster parents before I get there, even when I do ask questions.

      “Not really,” I answer. “We don’t talk much.”

      Her face scrunches up in thought and what seems like disappointment. “You don’t talk to her?”

      Not talking does seem strange when I’m with these people for hours at a time. I don’t want Mrs. Frost to look at me like I’m an insolent child who won’t speak when spoken to.

      “We talk, but she just didn’t say much about where I was going. She must have thought I already knew or something.”

      I wonder if there is something I should know, something that might explain how strange things feel. This huge, old house, the farm, no other children, and the way she forbids me to go near the woods.

      She lifts her eyebrows and seems satisfied with my answer, but I still feel like she can see through me.

      I can’t help but stare out the window toward the long stretch of thick trees. The window is at the back of the house, where a large barn sits.

      “Can I go out and see the barn?” I don’t know what I plan to do, but I’m curious about this new place, and I want to free myself from this room.

      “The barn?” she asks, surprised. She thinks for a moment as though allowing me to go outside is a major decision.

      “I’ve never been on a farm before,” I say, urging her to say I can go. And it’s true. Even with my mother’s talks about our future life on a lavender farm in Washington, I’ve never stepped foot on a planted field or been near a real cow or horse.

      “Yes,” she relents. “Put your things away, and then you can go. But stay close. Don’t go past the chicken coop. Gordon will be home soon, and we’ll have dinner.”

      I nod.

      She turns and is out of the room, leaving me standing there holding the garbage bag that contains my life. I lower it to the ground. Besides the book, what’s in that bag would all be considered trash anyway.

      I own nothing of value, but I possess something that is worth more than I can imagine. It isn’t mine, but I’ve held it close for years now.

      I tap my front pocket, feeling for the thing that will allow me and my mom the life we both crave. The solid circle is there, as it always is, but I don’t feel the relief it normally gives. Instead, I feel the rush of coldness that came over me before, along with a weight that makes the air seem thick.

      I have a bedroom and bathroom all to myself, and there’s the warm and savory smell of food that is waiting for me. So, what is this blanket of dread that is making me feel like I should run?
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      Benji

      I wish she could smile and know that what she thinks happened didn’t. That is the reason I can’t move on. Her pain is understandable, but her reasoning is what’s making it all so difficult for everyone, especially her. There is a need to blame when it comes to loss. It helps ease the pain when you shift the anger toward something or someone else. The only person she should blame is me, but even when she learns the truth, how can she possibly blame her dead son?

      My mother’s name is Evelyn, but her dad started calling her Evie when she was young, and that’s what most people in our small town know her by. However, now she’s gone back to Evelyn. There is a lot that she’s changed, trying to remove the pain, and that has ended up causing even more of it.

      She was a girl who grew up with a sense of loss, and what happened to me hasn’t helped that any. I understand that now that I’m able to see more. It’s what happens when you leave the living. Hindsight is clear and relentless. And now I see the retrospect of others, too. My mother’s pain from loss started long before my death. It began even before I was born.

      She lost her own mother when she was very young, and while she knew very little of her mom, she felt the loss regardless.

      Her father was the town doctor who, like many in rural Idaho, lived and worked their land along with their jobs.

      Her older brother, Wesley, was someone she both idolized and resented. He was larger than life, making Evelyn, shy and introverted, feel small next to him. Wesley was tall with wavy blond hair and sky-blue eyes, which had all the girls swooning. But it wasn’t just his looks—he was athletic and intelligent. He knew he would inherit the farm but refused to sit back and be given the family business. He wanted to earn it, grow it, and make it even more productive.

      Evelyn loved him but inwardly longed for the attention Wesley garnered from their father. The pride and love she saw her father openly express regarding his son was something she aspired to as a child but eventually felt her efforts were fruitless.

      “That’s a pretty dress,” her father said as she came downstairs one morning. “Is it new?”

      My mother rolled her eyes. “I made it. I’ve been working on it all week. You took me to buy the zipper for it.” Then she sighed. She felt he never paid attention to anything she did, especially her sewing.

      She had become so proficient at it that girls at school and women in their church asked for similar pieces that Evelyn had made and worn. They even paid her, although the money was never her incentive. Having them admire her creations and seeing her handiwork worn by others was what she desired.

      “I asked her to make my shirt for the state finals,” Wesley piped up.

      She scoffed. “And have it drug through the dirt?”

      Wesley was a rodeo star. He’d been winning belt buckles and trophies since he was young and now was a stand-out in the high school circuit.

      “That’s only if I get bucked off,” he said, grinning. “Besides, a little dirt won’t hurt it, and imagine all the people that will see it.”

      He was right. Of course, he was. Thousands flocked to the grandstands to watch the competitions, and the attire the competitors wore was as much their calling card as their performance. Evelyn wanted the opportunity to have her work spotlighted. She knew the attention it would bring, but she had no desire to let her brother know that.

      “I’ll make it if I have time. I’m still working on other things. Mrs. Sherman asked me to make her dress for her son’s wedding,” she said dismissively.

      “Family comes first,” her father piped up. “Your brother’s shirt for the state finals should be the priority.”

      Wesley looked at her, both surprised and apologetic. “I was just teasing you, Evie. If you don’t have time, that’s okay.”

      “Family comes first,” her father repeated.

      She huffed, the jealous anger roiling. “You mean Wesley comes first,” she spat and then turned on her heel. She was now irritated with herself as well. The last thing she wanted was for them to know she felt slighted and worse—that she cared.

      Whether it was real or not, her perception of that time in her life was that her father favored Wesley, and she was overlooked. He wasn’t interested in her life. She didn’t work the cattle or help to irrigate the fields. She was adept at cooking and other activities that women and girls did but felt he saw no value in, so her resentment grew.

      What I see now are two people who were unable to see how much they needed the other because their similarities got in the way. My mother and grandfather are both stubborn and proud. It’s a shield to deflect what could cause them pain.

      I watch them both needing the other but allowing their stubborn pride to keep them apart. My death drove the divide even deeper.

      My own father tried to reason with Mom regarding her anger toward her father. “Blaming him isn’t going to change what happened,” my father pleaded, seeing her festering condemnation.

      Evelyn ignored what he said. She felt she had lost everything, and if she gave in, who could she blame besides herself?

      As she rubbed the stubs of her fingers, the pain of her past came to the surface, and the face of the mother she barely remembered filled her mind and had her convinced that earliest of losses was somehow connected to my own.

      The loss of her mother and now her son, even in the dry heat of summer, had her feeling the chill of that night from long ago.
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      Landis

      The back porch of the house spreads out to a grassy and groomed yard with a short stone wall surrounding it. The barn sits to the left, and a large gravel and dirt pad leads to it from the back of the house. It is just like the barns I’ve seen in pictures. It’s bright red with a tall pitched roof and a pointed overhang, and the wooden slide doors have a white “X” on each.

      A corral stretches out from behind the barn, and even more, fences made of wood and wire encircle the vast fields. I can see cows and horses out in the distance. Their heads hang as they graze. From here, they look smaller than what I had imagined. I wonder if they’ll be friendly or if I’ll be able to touch them.

      Some chickens peck at the ground, and there are two old trucks and a green tractor parked to the side of a smaller shed.

      This is a real farm with actual crops and barnyard creatures. With my mother’s talk of a lavender farm, I wonder if she had something to do with my placement here. Is this where I’ll learn how to care for the flowers that will be my future life? It feels like a stretch, but nothing since I’ve arrived at this place has felt anything but strange.

      I breathe in the air and take a step off the porch. To the right of the house are wide, open fields except for a tall, thick willow tree alone in the foreground. A tire swing hangs from one of its limbs, and wooden blocks are nailed to the trunk, inviting me to climb into the spread of branches. If there are no other boys here, why would they have this? I can’t imagine Mrs. Frost out here swinging and climbing.

      I walk to the tree, and from the looks of the tire and the weathering of the planks, I see that this isn’t something that was done recently. Others have obviously played here before, but where are they now?

      I’m under the umbrella of leaves and branches, and I feel the breeze again, yet the tree and everything else are still. There is no rustle of leaves or other evidence of wind. That wisp of cool keeps following me. It’s strange and unnerving being alone out here with nothing but this silent whisper. Its subtle nudging annoys me, and I turn my attention back to the tree. I give the tire a push, and as the rope attached to it creaks and complains, I feel a presence. My eyes take a quick sweep back at the house, expecting to see someone, but there is nothing. I look out over the fields and pastures and see only the uninterested cattle and horses. It’s so void of the crowds and noise I’m used to. Even with the sun bright in the cloudless sky, the silence and space intensify the chill that surrounds me.

      I look up into the tree and take hold of one of the weathered wooden blocks. I put some weight on it to see if it moves or if it’s still solid enough to hold me. It must have been sturdy enough to hold someone at one time.

      The block is firm, and I gingerly step and reach for the next one. I check it before I continue, and soon, I’m up to where the canopy begins to spread. The higher I get, the stronger the breeze becomes, as though trying to dissuade my climb. I reach over and cling onto an outstretched limb and then pull myself up so that I can swing a leg over. As I do, I see how high up I am and have to grip the branch to keep from swaying from this dizzying height.

      As I’m clinging onto the tree like a giant, leggy, praying mantis, I see something carved into the bark. Someone else has been up here, high up in this tree. I right myself and sit solidly on the large branch, but my heart is still racing, and I’m wondering why I decided to do this. Hidden in the cover of new budding leaves, I feel an odd sense of accomplishment that quickly turns to embarrassment. Who climbs trees when they’re almost sixteen? And yet, I am somewhat proud of myself.

      I take a deep breath and face the trunk. The carvings on the tree are letters that scar the bark. “B” and “F” and the year that whoever has those initials sat where I’m sitting now. 1979. Five years ago.

      I trace the letters with my finger. B. F. Who could that be? Possibly one of the Frosts, but neither of these temporary parents has a first name that begins with a B. The breeze that lingers turns ice cold. It’s such a change that I shiver as I wonder who else was here and where they are now.
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