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Lily

RIVEN. LARAMIE. SMITH. THE BANE OF SUMMER BREAK. My nemesis, if you will. The kid whose mouth never stopped moving, and usually it moved to ask questions. Why this, why that? Tell me, Lily, he said a dozen times a day. I want to know.

Riven lived next door to me. He and his mom had come when I was seven, so Riven had been five. I tell you what, for all his faults, he was a cute kid. He had wispy white-blond hair that blew around his head a like a halo. At five it was straight, but by eight, when he was my nemesis, it had some curl to it. So adorable.

And those eyes. Little boys shouldn’t get bright blue-green eyes with long, dark eyelashes. I know, it made no sense. White hair and dark lashes. If he hadn’t had such pretty eyes I might have killed him. But when he looked up into my face—and he was little like his mom, so he looked way up to see me—I was toast.

The summer when he was eight and I was ten, he was driving me crazy. Mom thought it was great that I had a friend next door. I told her he made me crazy, that I wanted a girlfriend who was my age, but she simply smiled and told me to take my blessings where I could find them.

We sat on my back porch one morning in June. Riven had a juice box in hand, and I had a soda. Mom didn’t like me to drink soda, but Dad drank soda from sunup to sundown, so she’d given up on that battle. I drank a lot of soda.

Riven had never tasted a soda. He thought they were evil. His mom liked things natural and organic. He’d also never had a Twix bar or a Pop Tart. I thought it was sad.

“I’m bored,” Riven said. “We should go to the magic forest.”

I nodded, always game to go to the magic forest. It was the only time I kind of liked Riven. He had a big imagination, and that imagination came to life in the magic forest.

“I want to get snacks,” I said. “Do you have something?”

He patted his pocket. He wore these weird baggy shorts with big pockets, and usually he carried some kind of granola in a bag. Not a plastic bag. It was something else. Like beeswax and eye of newt, because his mom had funny ideas about everything. In my head she was a witch, but a good witch. She didn’t have a broomstick or a pointed hat, but I was sure she had a bubbling cauldron over there filled with strange things.

I got a Twinkie from the kitchen, and Mom caught me on the way out.

“Whoa, whoa,” she said. “A Twinkie and a soda. Lily Anne MacElroy, it is nine fifteen on a summer morning. What are you thinking?”

I grinned. “Magic forest. I need sustenance.”

She rolled her eyes at the word. I liked to read, and then I liked to repeat big words. “Be careful. Don’t corrupt Riven with your Twinkie.”

“His mom needs to lighten up,” I said. My dad said that sometimes. Mom and Miss Smith were friends. Kind of friends. Dad thought the lady was strange.

“Be nice,” Mom said. “Take care of Riven. He’s very small.”

Mom worried about that, because Riven was small for eight. I didn’t know what she worried about. He ate natural, organic food. His house had very little plastic. He’d never used a cell phone or a television. I figured he would outlive the rest of us by about fifty years. He was small because his mom was small. She wasn’t short so much as skinny. Crazy skinny, like a pole with sharp elbows. She wore colorful dresses that went to her feet, and usually those feet were bare or in flip flops. She was pretty, but she sure wasn’t big.

Riven was waiting for me, a huge grin plastered to his face. This kid knew how to smile, and I couldn’t figure it out. If I couldn’t eat candy or play a videogame or stream a kitten video, I wouldn’t smile all the time. All he did was ask stupid questions. What about that made him so happy?

“Ready?” he asked. “What do you think we’ll find today?”

Okay, here’s where things stop making sense, because as soon as we walked into the trees, I forgot how much Riven irritated me. Suddenly he became the leader. He made up stories about fairies and gnomes, and he constantly found proof of them—a flattened flower, a strange yellow moss that hadn’t been there the day before, a rock with a funny shape on it. Both of us knew it was imaginary, but my normal cynicism died away in the forest.

We lived in a small town called Mistwood. We lived in the city, except there was no city. It wasn’t a suburb, either. It was just Mistwood. A few old shops and some houses, and then a bunch of farms around it. If we wanted to shop for real, we all went to the next town, Calicorn. Yes, when we talked about going to the big city, it was Calicorn.

Have you heard of Calicorn? No, you have not. That’s how small a town we were. Tiny Calicorn was our New York City. It had a Wal-Mart, a Lowe’s, and a Tractor Supply. Shopping Mecca.

Anyway, I lived in a two-story house with wood siding that always looked a little tired and old. The whole street looked a little tired and old. Riven’s house looked like mine except it was only one story tall, and his mom filled every outdoor space with colorful flowers. She didn’t weed very much, so it was more a jungle than a garden, but it was a colorful jungle.

Anyway, the forest where Riven told his stories was an empty lot next to Riven’s house on the other side. Because of a sink hole in the center, nobody could put a house there. It was overgrown and wild with some huge trees and lots of prickly underbrush, and it was our favorite spot to go in the summer, our magic forest. 

The day was like most days, and Riven invented stories. Usually they were about Oberon, the fairy king, and his son. The king was kind, rescuing people in trouble, and he taught his little boy to be kind to people, too. Well, not people. Whatever bugs or small animals we found that day became the creatures of his rescue. That day he rescued a spider with her egg sac—and yes, it was as icky as it sounds—and a centipede that had fallen into a puddle and couldn’t get out. 

“I want to meet Oberon,” Riven said when we stopped for a snack. He looked at my Twinkie with envy. I didn’t look at his granola that way. I rolled my eyes. Ever since I’d known him, he’d told me Oberon the fairy king was his dad. I was pretty sure he knew that wasn’t true, but I wasn’t completely sure. “Oberon’s son is lucky.”

“What if he’s not like you think?” I said. Yes, might as well throw some cynicism at my little friend. I wasn’t the nicest friend to Riven. He was always in my face and never listened if I said I needed a day to myself. Sometimes he cornered me at school and talked. He didn’t have many friends because he was little and weird and couldn’t do normal things like drink soda or watch videos.

“He is,” Riven said. He sighed, looking older than eight. Even with his little baby face, sometimes I saw something else. Riven wanted a dad. Maybe he wanted a normal mom, although his mom was nice. Weird didn’t mean not nice. “I’m sure he is. But I don’t know why he had to leave me behind.”

I wondered if we were still in the game. Riven didn’t talk about his dad much, although I knew in the stories his dad was Oberon the fairy king.

“Your mom won’t tell you?” I asked.

“She says he had to protect other people. He’s doing good things, and I should be happy about that. She says she and I are happy, and we only need each other. But she lights candles for him.”

Don’t take this wrong, but Miss Smith was an unusual person. She believed in earth spirits and rituals, and she lit candles all over her house for things. Some cleared the air of evil. Some brought peace and joy. And some were lit to communicate with or remember people far away. Mom said it was harmless. Dad said it was sad. We went to church and didn’t believe in earth spirits.

“Does she want him to come back?” I asked. I knew kids whose parents were divorced, but Riven’s parents hadn’t married. Riven had never met him. And since his mom told him he was the king of the fairies, I assumed they had never had a normal relationship.

“No,” he said. “She says he’s good and nice, but she also says he needs to stay away, that his job isn’t to be with us. I don’t understand.”

I didn’t say anything. Again, I wasn’t sure how real this conversation was. And Riven wasn’t being a pest right now. He was just being normal. I hated to admit it, but he really was my friend. In the summer I didn’t see many friends, so we did things together a lot, and sometimes I liked it.

When I went home for dinner, my sister Lacey spun through the kitchen wearing a new skirt. This summer Lacey had changed. She wanted new clothes, and she wore lip gloss. Mom wouldn’t let her have more makeup than lip gloss, and she whined about that. Mom had bought her a bra, and suddenly she was all grown up and didn’t want to play with me. Not that I played so much, but she didn’t want to be with me. She phoned her friends and went shopping a lot, and I was left out.

So I had Riven on one side, too young and silly, and then Lacey on the other, who thought I was too young and silly. I wasn’t having the best summer.

The next morning that changed, and not in a good way. The morning of that random June day the summer turned into the worst one of my life. Something happened that never happens in Mistwood, a little farm town in the middle of the country, and it happened next door to me. After that morning life was different, changed forever for almost everyone in our little town. Mostly it changed for Riven.

It started with Riven not standing on the porch waiting for me. I actually got pretty happy about that, because now I could spend the morning reading a book in peace. Sometimes I needed a break from noise and people, and I was glad that today I could take one. Then at lunch Miss Smith came over, her eyes red with tears, and nothing felt peaceful anymore.

“Is he here?” she asked. I sat outside with lemonade, reading my book. Mom was in the kitchen, and when she heard Miss Smith she came out. “Is he here, Charissa? I figured he was out playing, maybe with Lily, but she’s right here, and.... I know he isn’t here. I know his dad came. I knew it would happen, and it did. Oberon found us and came to get him. What do I do now? How will I ever find him? He’s a monster, and I should have hidden us better. I don’t know what to do.”

Okay, so Riven’s dad really was Oberon, but it sounded like this guy sure wasn’t the king of the fairies.

The day was unreal. Police appeared. Frost Smith was a little on the eccentric side, uncommon here in Mistwood, so the police weren’t as nice to her as they could be. They brought dogs to smell her whole yard and the magical forest. Lacey and I watched from our patio, and she said they were looking for a body.

“They think Frost buried him out there,” she said, shaking her head. “Lighting candles to earth spirits isn’t like killing a little boy. They need to get real.”

I just stared. Riven was missing. Was he scared? Had someone taken him? We’d all been warned at school about being taken, but it wasn’t real. It was something that happened in the cities. Not here. But the whole day passed, and he wasn’t anywhere. He didn’t come home. He didn’t come out of hiding. He wasn’t buried in the back yard. My stomach hurt all day, and it didn’t get better when the sun went down and Riven was still out there somewhere, not at home asking questions, not doing anything he was supposed to be doing.

Riven was simply missing. One day he was my irritating friend, and the next day summer was silent and dark. Nobody could fix it. They looked and called and did all kinds of things to make it better, but every single adult was powerless, and Riven was still missing the next day, and the day after that.

Miss Smith fell apart. She spent hours on my patio in my mom’s arms, weeping. I stayed close, needing to hear this, needing something they couldn’t give me. And in doing so, I learned the story of the fairy king.

Being ten, I didn’t understand most of what I heard during those dark days, but what I understood clearly was that Riven’s dad wasn’t a nice man. He had hurt Frost. When she had Riven in her belly, he’d hurt her enough that Riven was born early, and he was very small. The man had spent a little time in jail for that, but not much. Then he’d told Frost to take Riven and go away and never come back. She wasn’t even allowed to get her clothes. She had money for a bus, and she’d gone as far as she could go.

That had gotten her to a city, and she and Riven lived in a shelter. I wasn’t sure what that meant. She said she got a job, and she saved a little money, and then she came here. She’d moved in next door, renting her house and working in the health food store in Calicorn. 

She was sure Oberon had Riven. I didn’t understand that part, either. If he hurt them and told them to leave, why did he take Riven? But maybe I didn’t want it to be true because that meant Riven might be in danger. He was young and small and talked all the time, and he drove me crazy, but my stomach continued to churn thinking he was in danger.

The thing about someone missing is closure. I heard Mom say that a dozen times that summer. If he’d died, there would be closure. Instead, every day we wondered. Every day we hoped. Frost put candles in every window, and my dad said he hoped she didn’t burn her house down. We prayed together as a family and at church, even though nobody there knew Riven but us. But hoping and praying didn’t seem to help.

I didn’t handle those first days well. People had always upset me. Every school year I ended up missing a few days because the darkness from all the people weighed me down, and I couldn’t get myself out of bed. Having my little friend disappear was ten times worse than the craziest school dramas. For days I cried. I tried not to imagine Riven scared or hurt, but that was all I imagined, especially after hearing Miss Smith’s stories. I felt his pain, his imagined pain, and I thought of him not laughing, not smiling. Was he out there somewhere asking questions? Was he even alive?

My tears made Lacey crazy, and she told me to pull myself together. She pointed out I didn’t even like Riven that much, but this wasn’t a matter of liking. This was a matter of feeling with him, imagining things, not being able to put his situation away.

When the tears began to subside, I dreamed about him, and I felt sick almost all the time. I didn’t sleep well, and I didn’t want to be in the dark. The thoughts were worse in the dark. I didn’t want to eat, either, and if I thought about Riven scared or hurt, I would shake.

Mom finally had to take me to the doctor, and they gave me a medicine that was supposed to help me. It made me feel sleepy, but I improved. I still missed him, and I still cried myself to sleep sometimes, but it wasn’t as bad. I wished it would make me forget, because it was hard to live next door to Miss Smith and forget Riven. Unfortunately, I was plagued with all the memories, all the time.

Six weeks after he went missing, I sprawled in a patio chair feeling sick and sad, and Miss Smith appeared at the edge of the yard.

“Lily?” she asked. She talked different than most people I knew, her words long and drawn out. Dad called it a rural drawl. I thought it sounded pretty. “Lily, I wonder if you might help me. Ask your mama if you can come help me.”

Mom gave me permission to go into Riven’s house with Miss Smith. I’d never gone inside before, and I hadn’t realized that until right now. He’d always come to me, and mostly we played outside. In the winter we didn’t see each other much, just on the bus to and from school. That was plenty.

Her house smelled a little funny, but not bad. It was clean, and it didn’t have much in it. Now that I’d heard the story of her move from a shelter, that made sense. She’d left everything behind, and I didn’t think she cared that much about stuff.

I thought Miss Smith was pretty. She wasn’t as old as my mom and dad, and she always wore bright skirts. She had long, dark hair that almost touched her waist.  Her skin was darker than Riven’s. Except for her size, she didn’t look like she belonged to Riven at all.

She didn’t have a television or computers. Instead the room held an old sofa with a battered coffee table in front of it, and she had painted the coffee table with flowers. I touched it. I loved it.

“It’s so pretty,” I said. She smiled.

“I like flowers,” she said. “I realized while gardening that even the ugliest things disappear under vines and flowers. If you put an old car in the yard, or a toilet, or any old thing, within a year or two the plants take it over and bring it beauty. So I put beauty in here, too.”

She did. Lots of her furniture was painted with flowers or had vases of flowers standing on them.

I didn’t go farther than the living room that day. Even that one room felt too much like Riven. I could almost hear his laughter in here, and it made me uncomfortable. I hoped I wouldn’t cry, although I felt like curling up in a ball and crying my eyes out.

A box covered with a flowered towel sat in one corner of the room, and candles of all sizes stood all over it. None of them were lit.

“Here,” she said. We knelt in front of the box, and she pulled a couple candles close, smelling them. Then she told me to pick my favorite. I smelled them, just like she had, and I chose one that smelled like dirt and smoke. I didn’t know why I liked it, but I did.

“Oh,” she said, her eyes glassy. “Riven likes that smell, too. Now light it. I think if people he loves light candles with me, it will help him get home.”

I knew my dad wouldn’t like me lighting candles like this. Mom wouldn’t mind, although she admitted she wasn’t comfortable with Miss Smith’s beliefs. But since she didn’t talk about spirits, I decided just to make her feel good and light a candle. In my head I said a prayer, asking God to bring Riven home. His mom needed him home. I missed him. I didn’t understand why God had let a little boy disappear, why he hadn’t come back.

I also asked God to keep Riven safe and bring him out of danger.

God answered one of those prayers with a yes, and another with a no, but it would be a very long time before I knew that.

***
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“HOW WAS IT?” MOM ASKED WHEN I WALKED INTO THE DOOR on the first day of school. Today I’d started seventh grade. Lacey had started high school, and that sounded old to me, even though she was only two years ahead.

“It was okay,” I said with a shrug. School wasn’t my favorite. I had some friends, and I did okay in classes, but some days I struggled to go. It went on forever, months and months. Having to be friendly and energized day after day took a toll. However, here on day one I wasn’t worn out yet. “No big changes this year, not like last year.”

Last year I’d moved to Mistwood Middle School. I’d gotten lost twice on the first day, and I’d hated it. This year I knew where to go, knew most of the teachers, and understood how the lunch line worked. The day had been fine.

She nodded. “Lacey is the new one this year. I wonder how that’s going for her.”

I assumed it was great. Lacey had lots of friends. She was always doing exciting things, and she never ran out of energy.

She was nice, too. Actually, she was hard to deal with because she was almost perfect. We got along well. It could have gone better, but that was my fault. I envied her sometimes. She was pretty and popular and always nice, and I felt like I was less when she was around. My parents didn’t play favorites. I had no reason to feel like I did, and that just made it harder.

I grabbed a Twinkie, and for a moment it hit. Two years had passed. For two years Frost next door had lit candles in the windows every night. For two years we’d waited and hoped, and nothing had happened. I shouldn’t even think about it anymore, but Twinkies were one of those funny things that set it off. Riven had disappeared that day never having tasted a Twinkie. I wish I’d broken the rules and given him a bite of mine. If life is going to fall apart, wouldn’t it help to have a little Twinkie in your memory before it did?

As I sat there, a question popped out. “Mom, do you think he’s okay?”

She didn’t ask for context. I was no longer taking medicine, and I no longer cried or trembled, but Riven was always close, always threatening to take me apart if I thought about him too hard. “I wish I could tell you yes and mean it, baby. I really do. It’s so unfair...”

She wrapped her arms around my head and pulled me close to her belly. I wanted her to tell me he was fine, but I also wanted her to be honest.

That evening I went outside, and Miss Smith came for me. I had expected it. Today Riven was supposed to start the fifth grade. She saw the school bus, and she kept up with the school calendar. Miss Smith knew every moment Riven had missed in the past two years. My dad said he wished she could move on, but then he said he understood why she couldn’t. My dad was funny. He acted gruff sometimes, but twice when Miss Smith had come to visit Mom and they’d been crying together, Dad had wrapped his arms around both of them and pulled them in for a hug.

“A candle?” Miss Smith asked. I nodded and followed her inside. I lit candles on the first day of school and on his birthday. Miss Smith didn’t celebrate Christmas, but she knew I did, and she’d asked me last year to light one on Christmas.

Her house wasn’t like it had been two years ago. She no longer put vases of flowers anywhere. She rarely painted flowers. Even her clothing had become drab, and she’d put on pounds. Miss Smith would never be fat, but she wasn’t skinny now, either. The curtains were often pulled closed, and the whole house was sad. Sadness oozed from the walls and made me want to run for the door every time I was here. But it was also where he’d lived, where he’d been real. I craved proof that once he’d existed, since he seemed to fade with time. He was a little boy, and he should be here playing, not fading away.

I lit the candle and said my prayer. I’d told her last year that I prayed when I lit the candles, and she said that was fine. She didn’t think the God I worshipped was fake, exactly, but she also thought he was just another spirit. In her mind, she couldn’t have too many spirits looking out for Riven.

When I went home that night I cried, just like I did every time Frost asked me to light a candle for Riven. I also remembered, thinking about stories and questions and creatures in the magic forest, about playing tag and hide and seek in the underbrush. I wondered if this would go on forever. I understood more every day what Mom had meant about closure. I wanted to close the door on Riven, but in my heart the door was wedged open, and the sadness trickled out endlessly.

The school year breezed on by the way school years did. I had a couple friends who also went to church with me. We went to a small church that didn’t have many people, nor did it have many extras. We didn’t have youth group or Sunday school. Instead the moms got the kids together sometimes, and we sort of shared life. I would spend the day with Trixie Adamson while our moms canned tomatoes, or I’d spend an evening with Shelly Ramada while she babysat the pastor’s new baby. It wasn’t quite normal, but to me it was completely normal.

Summer rolled around again. Seventh grade was behind me, eighth ahead. I planned to volunteer at the library all summer to give me something to do, and that turned out well. I liked books more than people, but kid people were okay, and Miss Teasley put me in charge of a lot of things with little kids. They made me laugh.

They talked all the time and always asked why, just like he had.

Eighth grade started, and then eighth grade ended. Next year I would be in the high school. I dreaded that, except Lacey had promised to help me out. She was about to start junior year, and she was popular, and she had the place wired. I planned to find her if I got scared or lost, although if I was too lost to find a classroom, I was probably too lost to find my sister, but it helped to think it was possible.

Eighth grade, while not difficult, had drained me. Everyone was pairing off. Kids were changing, growing up, growing out. Boys suddenly talked with lower voices. They looked at the girls differently, although the girls had been looking at the boys that way for some time. I figured ninth would be worse.

My first day of ninth grade wasn’t difficult. I was afraid of getting lost, and even though I didn’t, worrying about it drained me. So many kids were big, almost grown, that everything felt strange. I managed to survive it, and then I survived the rest, but again the year wore on me. I struggled with the new energy of the place, and when summer came around, I asked Mom if I could just stay home. No volunteer work. No work of any sort. I needed to recharge. 

Mom understood me. She said my dad was a lot like me, and she kissed my head and said she hoped the summer helped. She suggested the medicine again, but I didn’t like it. I never felt normal while taking it. But I wasn’t all that normal while not taking it, either, unable to put the hurts of the world away from me. More than anything, I wished I could live a life without one single person in it.

Day two of summer rolled around, and I opened the door to sit on my patio and drink in the cool, morning air. Then I stopped, frozen in place.

Riven Laramie Smith was sitting outside his house. He perched on the edge of an Adirondack chair, his elbows on his knees. He wore long sleeves, long pants, and sunglasses, which he took off when he saw me. His hair was short and still white. With his glasses off I realized those blue-green eyes had gotten brighter. A scar, red and puckered, now ran from his chin over to his ear. He squinted and put the glasses back on, although it wasn’t bright yet.

“Hey,” he said. His voice was deeper now. He was only thirteen, but he didn’t look it. He was small, almost as small as when he’d left, but he also looked fully grown, shifting and sitting up straight with all the gestures of a man. He was the strangest thing I’d ever seen.

“Um,” I said. And that was it. That was all I could say. I sat down in my patio chair and made a gesture toward him, as though that said it all.

“Yeah,” he said. “I get that. Seems that I’m home.”
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HE DIDN’T MOVE. I DIDN’T MOVE. I had the fleeting thought that ninth grade had left me in worse shape than I realized, because I was imagining Riven on his patio. I always thought about him when school started or ended, and now I’d conjured up a hallucination.

Eventually that hallucination stood and walked toward me, and I stood up and stared. Should I talk to him? I wanted answers, but the scar said there might be some trauma here. Did a person ask questions when there was trauma? What was I supposed to do?

“You want to go to the magical forest?” I asked. Okay, that was pretty lame, but it was the kind of thing younger me had always said to younger Riven, and I had no idea how to deal with our older selves, so maybe it made sense.

He turned and looked at the brush. I hadn’t gone in there in ages, and likely it wasn’t even passable now. He turned back to me.

“Fairyland,” he said. He shook his head, then reached out a hand and drew it back. He wore a glove on that hand and not one on the other. It was a light glove, almost the color of his skin. I wondered what it hid.

“Riven,” I said. I tilted my head. “Am I imagining you?”

He smiled. There wasn’t a lot of humor in the smile. “I was always the one with the imagination, not you.”

“Ah, insults,” I said. I nodded. “Then I guess you’re real. After five years of lighting candles for you, I would hallucinate you without the insults.”

He glanced toward his house. “Candles, huh? Did she look? I mean, in reality? Not whatever world she lives in?”

I shook my head. “You’re kidding, right? She hired investigators. My parents had to...” I stopped. This conversation didn’t feel right. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

He nodded. Then he said nothing, simply stared at me. I wanted to see him without his sunglasses again, look at those beautiful blue-green eyes. With the eyes covered I could convince myself he was someone else, that I was imagining something that wasn’t real.

“She looked,” I said. “We all looked. Um, are you okay?”

That got a faint smile from him. He shrugged. Now I was wondering again if I was hallucinating. Riven talked, where this person was quiet.

“Did she know you’d come back today?” I asked. Strangely, I would be hurt if he said yes. If Miss Smith had known and not told me, I would be hurt.

“No. Ah, my dad...” He frowned. “He died.”

I nodded. “Should I say I’m sorry? Is that a bad thing?”

His face got cold. “Don’t be sorry. He was....”

“Not a fairy king,” I whispered. They weren’t the right words. He should have gotten a fairy king like the ones we’d always imagined. One who saved people and righted wrongs. Not one who kidnapped his kid.

“No.” He whispered, too. “An evil fairy king.”

I nodded. “Riven, I don’t know what to say right now.”

At that he stepped back and grinned. There was a little of the old Riven in the smile. “Yeah? Same goes.”

I didn’t think anyone said that anymore. But I wasn’t going to say that.

“Ah, I’d offer you a... something, but I don’t think we have anything you can eat.”

“I eat it all now,” he said. He shrugged. “She can’t handle that, but I’m not going back. I’m not giving up root beer.”

I nodded. “I have root beer.”

That brought him closer, and I went inside and brought back two plastic cups of root beer and the entire box of Twinkies.

“Do you eat these?” I asked.

“I never have.”

“Do you want one?” I asked. Miss Smith would have a cow, but right now I didn’t care about that. Riven was here. I think I was having a disciples moment, like when they didn’t think Jesus was real until they watched him eat fish and honeycomb. Until I saw him eat a Twinkie, I couldn’t be certain Riven was here.

“Yes,” he said. Only he didn’t say yes. He said it with some colorful words my mom wouldn’t let me say. Riven was cussing. That was surreal.

He ate three Twinkies, and then he shook his head, stood, and threw up in my mom’s flowerbed. I was mortified. I thought I’d killed him, and I ran for a glass of water and a wet rag. When I handed them to him, he pulled off the sunglasses and ran the rag over damp eyes, then slid the glasses back on.

“Thanks,” he said, wiping his mouth and sipping the water. I sat cross-legged in front of him.

“Riven,” I said quietly. “What happened to you?”

He shrugged and looked at his hands. They weren’t little boy hands now. They had angles and width. They also had no fat. This guy had no fat on his whole body. That body was pushing the lower boundaries of manhood, but it was doing it with no fat, nothing extra. I didn’t think Riven was healthy.

“Dad,” he said. He said it lightly with a phony smile.

“Okay,” I said. “Now tell me the truth. You always made me tell you. Real things, you always said. Tell me real things, Lily.”

“It wasn’t good,” he said. He shrugged. He wasn’t going to give me more than that. I wanted it all, but I didn’t deserve it all. I had been alive long enough to know sometimes a thing had to be earned. Riven’s trust was one of those things. Maybe I’d never earn it. I was just his next-door neighbor. I’d never been all that nice to him. It might take a lot for me to earn it.

“I’m glad you’re back,” I said. “I didn’t expect to see you out here today.”

“I got that,” he said.

“How is your mom?” I asked. Miss Smith was very unique. Dad said he thought she’d done drugs as a younger person. She got confused, and she didn’t always make sense. But she had missed Riven, and likely she would hover and be even weirder than usual at his sudden reappearance.

“Maybe not...,” he shrugged. “Not today.”

Then he blew me away. He reached into his back pocket, pulled out a cigarette and a lighter, and lit the cigarette. For a moment he closed his eyes and sucked on it like it was heaven on earth. Then he looked at me, and he leaned back.

“What?” he asked.

I didn’t know how to answer that. “Um, okay.”

He looked at the cigarette like he’d never seen one before. He looked at me, and then back at it, and then he smoked it. When it was little more than a stub, he crushed it out. Neither of us said a word the whole time.

“Right,” he said. He frowned at me. “Good to see you, Lily.”

He stood, and then I stood. He was angry with me for not knowing what to make of him smoking in my back yard. He was thirteen. Did he think this was normal? In his life, had it been normal?

“Hey,” I said as he turned. “Mom always has Twinkies. I don’t mind sharing.”

He turned back to me, and his face softened. I can’t describe the look he gave me then. I remember it. I’ll always remember it. Gratitude. Comfort. Something good, I think, mixed with something so deeply, hopelessly sad I felt like crying. And then he disappeared into his house. I didn’t move for the longest time. I looked at the box of Twinkies. I counted them, and yes, four were missing. I saw the spot where he’d lost them. Likely I should run the hose there before it smelled. He’d been here. Physical proof around me said he’d been here.

I went inside, where Mom stood at the stove. During the school year she worked in the elementary school library, and in the summer she was here.

“Lily?” she asked. She frowned. “Sweetheart, sit down. You look... What happened? You smell like smoke.”

“I do?” I shook my head. “Then I guess it really happened. Mom, Riven is home.”

She stopped, and she dropped the plate she’d been holding. Both of us watched it break into pieces on the floor.

“Oh,” she said, staring down at the mess. “I thought that was a TV thing, being so startled you drop plates. It’s real.”

She was babbling as she bent to pick up the plate, and I began to cry. I was happy and sad and didn’t know what else, but the feelings were big and overwhelming, and I didn’t know what to do with them. Mom stepped over the plate and held onto me, rocking me until I calmed down.

Eventually I settled, and she cleaned up the mess. When the plate was in the trash, she and I sat at the table.

“What happened?” she asked. “Frost didn’t say anything.”

“I don’t think it was planned,” I said. “He said his dad died. He ate three Twinkies and root beer, and then he threw up in your garden. Um, he’s still little. Too little. But he’s different. Older. He was smoking. That’s why I smell like smoke. He smoked a whole cigarette.”

She stared at me, and then she blinked. “He’s only thirteen.”

I shrugged, since I’d thought the same thing. “So you think I’m lying, and he didn’t smoke a cigarette?”

“I think...,” She shook her head. “Really?”

“Riven Smith is home,” I said. “Five years, Mom. I didn’t think we’d ever see him again. He won’t talk about his mom. He asked if she looked for him.”

Mom looked crushed. “He thinks she didn’t look?”

“I got that impression,” I said. “He doesn’t look healthy. But he’s.... He’s not really Riven now, is he? Am I still me? What does five years do when you start out ten and eight?”

Mom shook her head. “I have no idea. When Frost comes home tonight we’ll go see her, I think. Um, maybe I’ll make her something to eat.”

“He says he eats everything now. I get the feeling he’s not thrilled with Frost.”

“If he thinks she didn’t look for him, I can understand that. That man.... That man shouldn’t have had Riven all this time. Go slow, Lily. Be careful. I don’t know what he’s like now. If he smokes, I’m not sure what else he might do.”

I intended to go slow. I also intended to do better. I’d had years to feel guilty about my kid friendship with him, and I wanted to be a better person now. I was also so curious I could die. I wanted to know where he’d lived and what his dad was like. Oberon. Who named a guy Oberon? And why couldn’t investigators find him? How many Oberons could there be in the world?

I wanted the story behind the scar, and I wanted to know about the glove. And smoking. Where had that come from?

But some deeper part of me wanted Riven to trust me. I wanted him to smile and ask me for the truth like he had as a little boy. I wanted to sit in the forest and listen to his stories. I wanted to be his friend. I knew that was a feeling steeped in guilt more than reality, because he was unknown, so I didn’t know if he had any redeeming friend qualities or not. But I’d grown him in my mind, much the way he’d grown his dad, and I felt that Riven, the lost boy, was worthy of friendship, even if I couldn’t explain why.

Riven, the lost boy, was most definitely worthy of friendship. But he was going to make me earn it. 

Half an hour after Miss Smith’s car pulled in, Mom and I stood at the door. Lacey wanted to join us, but Mom said it was too much. She’d baked a pastry that Miss Smith would eat, made with organic flour and natural sweeteners and lots of apple, and I had a Twinkie in my hand. After vomiting up three today, I didn’t know if he would want to eat it, but I thought he might appreciate the symbolism.

Frost answered the door quickly, and she grabbed Mom’s arm and dragged her inside. She looked wrecked, her hair wild and her eyes wide. I glanced past her and saw Riven at their kitchen table, still wearing sunglasses. He was frowning. I wondered what we’d interrupted.

“Frost,” Mom said, handing the apple pastry to me and pulling Riven’s mom into a hug. Miss Smith held on and let out a strange sob.

I took the pastry to the kitchen, and Riven continued to frown at me.

“Here,” I said. I held out both the pastry and the Twinkie. He took the Twinkie and indicated I should set down the pastry.

“Is it made with eye of newt and a dragon’s wing?” he asked, eyeing the dish.

“It’s good,” I said. I sat down across from him at the table. “Okay, it’s weird, but it’s still sweet, so it’s good.”

“Mm,” he said noncommittally.

“Things not going well here?” I asked.

“My mom is a flake. Was she always a flake? How did I forget that?”

“Be nice,” I said. “She missed you. So, so much, Riven.”

He rolled his eyes. “Then where was she?”

“You think you were easy to find?” I asked. “Well, we thought you would be. I mean, your dad was named Oberon McGlenn. Not too many of those around. Except he didn’t exist.”

“What?” Riven asked.

“No birth certificate. No social security number. I don’t know who he was, but either his name was fake or he was an alien from another planet.”

He glanced at his mom, pursing his lips. “She looked?”

“She might be a flake, but she looked. We all looked. For months. I came over here and lit a candle for you a few times a year. Every year. The last was your birthday, just a few days ago. Happy thirteenth, by the way.”

He frowned. “We don’t do birthdays. I mean, I haven’t in a long time. I don’t want to start now.”

“Okay,” I said. “Plans for the summer?”

He laughed. “Plans? Four days ago...” He shook his head. “No. No plans.”

I looked at his hands. One hand still wore the glove, and the other was naked. I touched the glove, and he pulled back like I’d stabbed his hand with an ice pick.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” I said. “Did that hurt you? I’m so sorry. This is weird, Riven. You’re this little kid next door, but you’re not. It’s like you grew five years this afternoon, and I don’t know how to make it anything but weird.”

He nodded and put his naked hand over the glove.

“Burned,” he said. “It’s burned. I don’t take it off much.”

“Okay,” I said. “Did I hurt it?”

“No. Doesn’t hurt, not much. You just startled me. It’s fine.”

I doubted one thing in Riven’s life was fine, but I didn’t say that. I’d run out of things to say.

“Summer,” I said. “Good time to get back. Ten weeks before school. You’ll be in the eighth grade this year?”

He shrugged. “No idea. I, ah, I don’t know.”

I didn’t know how he could not know, but I didn’t say that. I wasn’t saying a lot of things. I was ready for Mom to finish with Frost so we could go home.

“Is it strange to be here?” I asked.

He blinked like I was an idiot, and I admit it wasn’t the best question. I was out of good questions, at least ones I thought he might answer.

“My room is still the same. Like I’m eight.”

“Yeah, that would be weird. Can I see? I came in to light candles, but I never left the living room. This is my first time in your kitchen.” I didn’t add that I hadn’t wanted to see his house, that it had felt haunted.

This seemed to surprise him, and he led me back to his room. For some reason I was expecting dinosaurs or trains, but this was Frost’s son. I suspected the bedding was all organic and natural, because it was all neutral colors, where I had expected it brighter. A bunch of curling, yellowed pictures hung on the walls, things Riven had drawn years ago. Dust covered everything. I suspected Frost had closed the door five years ago and opened it yesterday.

“May I ask where you lived? Like what state?”

He raised his eyebrows. “Yeah. Ah, Delaware.”

“Oh,” I said. “I have no idea why that surprises me. I don’t know anything about Delaware.”

He nodded. “Maybe that’s why he was there. Who expects anything to be in Delaware?”

I smiled. I thought maybe that was a joke. He gave me the tiniest smile in return.

“I know your mom is glad to have you home.”

He nodded. “Except I’m not eight.”

“Cut her some slack,” I said. “You think this is just weird for you? She lit candles every night for you, Riven. Every single night, to lead you home.”

He closed his eyes. “Wish it hadn’t taken so long for her spirits to get themselves together.”

I suspected we’d hit the limit of his talk time right now, especially if the topic was the past five years. I knew almost no facts about his absence, but I’d seen enough tonight to think that Riven was a guy I could spend time with. I hoped this time around I would be a friend.

When we left, Mom was nearly in tears. I didn’t say a word until we got inside, and then I put my hand in hers—not something I ever remembered doing—and looked her in the eyes.

“Are you okay?” I asked. “Is Miss Smith okay?”

“Not really, no,” Mom said. “He was a prisoner, Lily. Grabbed out of the yard, tied up in the trunk, trapped. I can’t.... I can’t share all that. It’s not fair to him or to Frost. They have to figure it out. I wish I didn’t know. Isn’t that cowardly? But there it is. I wish I didn’t know any of the details. Not even one of them.”

“Does Frost really know?” I asked. “He told her things?”

Mom shook her head. “No. He won’t talk about it, not past the actual kidnapping. She only knows what the police know, and that’s what they saw when they, ah, when he was discovered.”

Discovered. I closed my eyes. That didn’t sound good. That twisting sick feeling in the pit of my stomach was back, the one I’d carried for months after he left. I wanted him to be back and life to be normal. That wasn’t going to happen.

“So, you were talking to him,” Mom said. “How did that go?”

“I don’t know. He doesn’t talk now, not like he did. But still, when we talked, I felt comfortable, like this was someone I knew. And yet I felt completely uncomfortable, because I wanted to ask a thousand questions and knew that wasn’t a good idea.”

Mom hugged me close, and I walked to the living room. Dad must have just gotten home, because he was standing there with his shoes still on. My dad hated shoes.

“I wondered what happened to everyone,” he said. He smiled, looked at me, looked at Mom, and frowned. “What is it? Where’s Lacey?”

“Oh” Mom said. “No, honey, it’s not.... No. Lacey’s in her room pouting because I made her stay here. Ah, Riven is back.”

Dad stared at us like the words weren’t in English. Then he tilted his head like a cocker spaniel. “What?”

Mom and I laughed. “We reacted a lot like that. Ah, he was with his dad, and his dad died, and now he’s home.”

“Is he...?” Dad frowned. “Is he okay?”

“No idea,” Mom said. “No, probably not. Frost doesn’t know what to do. I think she kept him eight years old. But he isn’t. He’s thirteen, and he’s different. He doesn’t look and sound like he did. She feels like she’s living with a stranger, and you know Frost doesn’t handle change well.”

“No,” Dad said. “But she’s waited and hoped, and I think God will bless that. Frost doesn’t understand God, and I hope this will somehow lead her there.”

Dad was like that. He talked about God a lot. I wanted to be more like that. Lacey had been once, but not much since starting high school. Mom was close. We had people from church around all the time, and all of them talked like that, but when it was just me, I didn’t always remember. I didn’t know how a person could forget God, but that’s what it felt like.

I went to bed early, and Lacey came and sat on my bed.

“What was it like?” she asked. “How is he?”

“I don’t know if I can answer that,” I said. “He’s someone new. But he’s also comfortable, like someone old. He thought Frost wasn’t looking for him.”

“Wait,” Lacey said. “So for five years he thought she didn’t care?”

“I’m not sure what he thought. I just know he thought she wasn’t looking. He didn’t know his dad had hidden so well. He must have a different name.”

Lacey shook her head. “It’s all so weird. So, will you visit him again? Mom said he was smoking. Is he good for you?”

She sounded angry. Was she still upset that I’d gotten to see him? He’d once been my friend, and he’d never been hers. What was there to get upset about? Well, I was upset that he’d been through hard things, but I knew Lacey wasn’t thinking like that. She seemed angry, not sad like I felt.

“I don’t know what will happen,” I said. “I don’t think we’re there yet. I think he just got home, and it might take time for him to figure things out.”

She seemed satisfied with that answer, and I watched her go, confused. The entire day had been confusing and heavy. Wonderful but also sad. I was glad to go to sleep and get away from it. Unfortunately, I had strange dreams all night, dreams where Riven Smith called and called, and I couldn’t seem to find him, no matter how hard I looked.
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Riven

I CLIMBED INTO BED, GLAD TO BE THERE. I wanted nothing more than to close my eyes and stop being, just for a few hours. I didn’t have a death wish. I didn’t want to leave the world for good, just for now. I wished someone could wake me up when these first horrible days were over.

I wondered if my mom had talked to Lily’s mom, and then if she’d talked to Lily. My mom knew too much, and that was making her crazy. But she also didn’t know the half of it, so most of what she said was ridiculous. I liked my mother. I probably loved my mother. But this wasn’t the kind of situation where she shined. In her mind, the world worked a certain way. Even when faced with a completely different reality, it didn’t change a thing.

Lilac the fairy whispered into my ear that she was sure this was a great change, and everything was better now. Cassidy, the gnome, said now we could play in the sunshine every day. Reggie, strangely, said he thought Lily was beautiful and he wanted a chance to kiss her.

I told Fairyland to quiet down. I needed to think, and with all of them in my head I couldn’t get myself together.

Candles, Lily had said. They were all over the house, most of them burned. Had Mom really burned candles for five years? I wish she’d spent that time looking. Lily insisted she’d looked, but I still didn’t understand how she could have looked and not found me.

But maybe the rest of it was true. I mean, what kind of name was Oberon? Maybe his name was really Howard.  I wished he’d kept that name. Howard would have been a good guy. He’d have worked in computers and worn glasses and come home to a wife and kids.

Howard wouldn’t have been a sociopath.

That brought me back to Mom. What had she been thinking? Oberon had never been an actor. He’d never appeared soft and sweet. Mom liked soft and sweet. How had I even come into being? Had he attacked her? Had I been forced on her? Or was Mom ten times stupider than I imagined?

I pulled off the glove and set it beside the bed. I hadn’t looked at the rest of it tonight. I hated it. All of Dad’s crazy spelled out on my skin. The burning days. The cutting days. The long-lost days. Those had happened the most, and honestly they’d been the best, but they would be the hardest to hide. It got hot around here in the summer, and I didn’t know how to wear long sleeves and long pants without roasting.

I ran my fingers over the skin on my hand and sighed. Too late. That was how I felt, that the rescue had been too late. What was I supposed to do now? Go to school? Act like everything was normal? Nothing was normal. I wasn’t sure I remembered normal. Of course, with Frost Smith as my mother, it never had been.

Lilac curled her fairy hand around my ear and told me she thought my mother might be a fairy herself, that she was warm and beautiful. Mavin said she was a flake and Oberon had been a fool to have been with her.

Maybe Mavin was right. But it was also right in reverse. Mom had been a fool, too.

Soon everyone would know I was home. I wondered if it would make a stir. I’d never been much of anything before. I mean, I’d been eight. I wasn’t supposed to be much of anything. But if Mom had hired investigators, maybe people knew. Maybe I would find myself in the spotlight.

The police had talked about media. It was news when a kid showed up after five years. At least I didn’t have to worry about that. Mom wasn’t going to sell my story to the media because she didn’t participate in the media. The house still had no computer or television. Mom lived in a bubble. That’s what made me doubt the story that she’d left no stone unturned.

I closed my eyes and tried not to think. Nightmares lived in the dark. Ghosts and monsters. But this was home, right? And the biggest monster was never coming back. I had nothing to be afraid of.

Except it didn’t matter. I was scared almost to the point of paralysis. Not afraid of anything specific, just afraid.

Mavin told me that made sense because I wasn’t much of a man. Oberon had been right, and I wasn’t worth much as a fairy king’s son. I ignored him, except I’d never done well at ignoring him.

Mom had turned off all the lights in the house, and I couldn’t stand the dark, especially since Fairyland wouldn’t shut up and go to sleep. I should have told her that. She wanted to help. She wanted to get things right. How could she know me? She hadn’t seen me in years, so it was dumb to think she would know anything about me without a little help.

Lily had known, though. That was the strangest thing. Lily seemed to understand that there were landmines to avoid, things I couldn’t say. She knew she was in over her head, and she just said it. Mom kept giving me platitudes, neo-pagan platitudes about balance and energy and the right vibrations. Now that things were right, we just had to wait for the energy to balance and for it all to be okay. Lily’s blunt honesty was easier to deal with.

I couldn’t stay in bed. I sneaked out to the patio and stared at the clear sky, the moon nearly full and bright. A bat flitted across the sky, and something rustled in a shrub to my right. A mockingbird sang out there, creating a song stolen from other birds. A dog barked in the distance, and I simply listened and watched and cried, tears spilling down like a waterfall.

I hadn’t listened to the sounds of night in over two years. It was both wonderful and terrifying, filled with unknowns and hidden things. All around me life was simply happening. I didn’t matter to anything out here. I hadn’t mattered yesterday when I’d been missing, and I wouldn’t matter tomorrow when I was here.

That was when Lilac piped up again. I closed my eyes and tried to pretend I didn’t hear her. She loved the night. She’d pined over the light of the moon and twinkling stars. I’d created many stories for her about a fairy basking in the night sky, how the heavens lit her way to keep her safe.

“We’re home now, Lilac,” I said.

I wasn’t crazy. I knew Lilac the fairy wasn’t real. I knew none of them were real, the characters that had kept me sane the past five years. Or perhaps they were a sign I was crazy.

Tiny Lilac sat on my shoulder and whispered that she loved the smell of the night, the whistle of the wind in the trees, the tree frogs croaking wildly in the magical forest. She told me she never thought we would see this day.

“Same here,” I said to her. “But I’m still scared. I don’t understand. Shouldn’t it be over?”

That was Mavin’s invitation to give his opinions. He told me fear was going to hang around, and I deserved it. I’d made the fairy king angry, and there were consequences for that. Then I’d done the unspeakable and outlived the king. He suggested I might have killed him myself, but even Mavin knew that wasn’t the case. I was nobody, and I certainly didn’t have the power to kill the fairy king.

“Leave it alone, Mavin,” I whispered. “Maybe I do deserve it. But Lily wanted me home. Mom even wanted me home. The fairy king was a liar. He was a coward to hide me away. You don’t make someone love you by hiding them away.”

Mavin shrieked his anger at my logic, and it was Cassidy’s turn to speak. She was a little gnome, like the ones in gardens, who wore a tall pink hat. She loved to explore and get into trouble, and she went on and on about how much fun we were going to have now that we were out of the bathtub and here in the real world.

“Except I don’t think any of you get to see the real world,” I whispered. “I think you can’t survive out here. You’re not real enough.”

Lilac wept on my shoulder, both tears of joy and pain. She loved the air, the night, the magic of the real world. But when my hand had burned, so had her wings. Her beautiful wings had been reduced to nubs, so she was forever doomed to sit on my shoulder or in my pocket. I wondered if the real world would heal her, or if my friends would simply fade away.

“Riven?”

Mom stood in the doorway, a candle in hand. 

“I’m okay, Mom. Trouble sleeping.”

She sat in a chair at my side, wearing a nightgown and robe. “Big day for you.”

“I guess,” I said. I was too tired for a conversation with my mother, although her presence did seem to make Fairyland disperse. “Did you tell Lily’s mom everything? Do you think Lily knows?”

“I only know what the police knew,” she said. “I would love for you to tell me yourself.”

I wasn’t going to do that. “I can’t sit here and tell you five years. It’s over. Isn’t that enough?”

“I doubt it,” she said. “You’re all crunched up inside, Riven. I can feel it, like you’re hiding in the corner in a shadow. To heal you have to open the doors and air it all out. Words are the best way to do that. Just tell me whatever you need to tell me. Get it out there and take away its power.”

I nodded. “Did you light candles every night for me?”

“I did.”

“Lily told me that. She said you looked for me.”

“Of course I looked. The police probably wanted to throw me out. I showed up every day for the first two years, and then once a week after that. They never had a lead. I had his name and his photo, and it didn’t help.”

That made me feel better. Not great, but better. It meant some of the anger I’d felt toward Mom was misplaced. However, that anger had possibly saved my life. Fury could have its uses. It felt less helpless than fear and resignation.

Mavin pointed out that I really was helpless, that I was weak and would always be helpless.

“Lily lit candles for you, too,” Mom said. “She stuck with me to the end. Most people wanted me to get over it. But Lily just lit candles. She said she prayed. Her candles came with prayers to her God. I thought that seemed fitting.”

I didn’t have anything to say to that. Candles. Had candles brought me home? Prayers? Doubtful. If so, they were slow. The prayers had let a whole lot of nastiness happen before they’d kicked in.

“Does your hand hurt?” she asked. She knew about some of the marks. Only the doctor that had looked me over this week knew all of them, and I had begged him to keep some of them to himself, the old scars and wounds. I asked if I was allowed to have private scars, if there was some reason someone had to know every detail of my anatomy, even my mom. He said no, I could keep some of it to myself. I’d only shown Mom the burn on my hand because I needed her help. The doctor said I might still improve with lotions or creams, and she had to buy them. The burn hadn’t healed well, mostly because Dad had been punishing me by letting it fester. The doctors thought it was a new injury, and I didn’t correct them. I told them nothing about Dad.

He didn’t matter now. He was gone.

Thinking about him here in the darkness made the shaking start, and I curled up on myself. Mavin laughed at me, and Lilac sat on my ear and sang me a song about being brave. I hated this part, the nights I couldn’t sleep, when it seemed days lasted forever, when friends and enemies fought over my sanity. But tonight could be different. I stood and moved toward Mom.

“I, um,” I said. I had no idea how to say this. I wasn’t her Riven anymore. Was I? Could I ask for her help? She wanted all the details, but she hadn’t pushed. She might be flaky, but she had gone to the police station a few hundred times to find me. She was trying. I knew she wanted her little boy back, and strangely, right now I was going to give him to her.

“What is it, baby?” she asked. “Tell me. Anything. You’re safe now.”

The words hit like bullets, drilling a hole somewhere deep. Safe. I was. Why didn’t I feel it? I took Mom’s hand and pulled her upright.

“I want to go inside,” I said. “I need...” I swallowed, and she put her arm around me.

“Anything,” she said. “We can even run to the all-night grocer for ice cream.”

This was huge, because Mom didn’t eat animal products. I laughed and shook my head. 

“Not tonight. Ah, I don’t sleep well. Can I just... I want to sleep next to you. Is that too weird? I just... I was always alone. For so long, Mom. I don’t want to be alone anymore.”

That set her to crying, and it almost made me cry with her, but I held onto the emotion and followed Mom to her room. She tucked me into bed beside her, and then she stretched out and blinked at me.

“I used to keep you with me in the shelter,” she said. “I didn’t have anything for you, no baby furniture. I rocked you to sleep and then kept you with me. This is fine, Riven. It’s good. Now close your eyes, baby. Just close your eyes and sleep.”

I did, with just a hint of a lullaby sung by a fairy ringing in my ear.
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