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    For Dan and Kristin—God bless you and every child who enters your house


Thanks to all my friends and family for your help and encouragement. I am so blessed to have each and every one of you!

      

    


“Today never happened.”

I whisper it to myself, hoping desperately that the words will jolt me awake in the Taylors’ house with the sun barely cracking the horizon and Mr. Taylor calling for Malachi and me to hurry or we’ll be late. If I could relive the day, I could change everything; I know I could. But no matter how many times I play it back, looking for proof that it’s only a nightmare, I know the truth. It was all too real—much too real. Every awful detail of today really happened, and there’s nothing I can do to change it.

My vision blurs, and I grab hold of a tree and close my eyes, waiting out the moment, trying to ignore the too-familiar roiling in my stomach. If it hadn’t been for this, for the coach, for the silly doctor’s note, today would never have happened. I wouldn’t have been home in the middle of the day, and I sure wouldn’t have been left in charge. Luke would’ve gone to the store with Mrs. Taylor and come home chattering about bananas or peas or peanut butter, and he never would’ve gotten the idea... 

I force my eyes open, needing to see anything but his face, so pale you almost couldn’t call it light brown. How far have I come? How much farther do I have? The bus meandered forever this morning, but how many of those stops were on the main road? This was a crazy plan, and my head’s not going to let me forget it, but I couldn’t stay and face them. I couldn’t. Mrs. Ferris can come back for my stuff. Or I’ll leave it. I don’t care anymore. I just don’t care.

I drag myself onto the road again, the semi-steady slap of my feet taking me relentlessly back to this morning and the school gym. I’d made it through two classes with just minor stabs of pain, but nobody’d thought to get a note from the hospital excusing me from P.E., or if they had, they’d forgotten to give it to me.

“I don’t think I can play, sir. Concussion.”

“You got a note?” The coach’s face said this was not what he wanted to hear from the new kid on his first day.

I shook my head. If Malachi’d been in my class, he could’ve backed me up, but of course he wasn’t.

“I can call my foster mom.”

“Track!” The word was barked so loud my ears rang, and the coach jerked an angry thumb over his shoulder. “No note, you play or you walk. Got it?”

I nodded and hurried for the track. If I’d protested, insisted on going to the office, what would he have done? Dragged me out of the bleachers? Given me detention? Sent me to the principal? I should’ve chanced it. But instead, I walked, pushing aside the throbbing in my head and the churning in my stomach that grew each time the coach insisted that I pick up the pace. Even so, I’m almost sure I could’ve made it the last ten minutes if one of the guys hadn’t deliberately jabbed an elbow in my stomach as he ran past, chasing a wild ball. Then—well, even in my dreams, I doubt I could’ve changed what happened next. It ended with a call to the janitor and a visit to the nurse and half an hour of blissful quiet and stillness waiting for Mrs. Taylor to pick me up.

“Kale, honey, I am so, so sorry.” The touch of her hand on my hair was light enough not to cause any pain. I’ve had foster moms good, bad, and indifferent over the years, but when it comes to what I always thought a mom should be, she’s pretty close to perfect. “I’ve called Mrs. Ferris to get a note from the doctor, and I’ll have a thing or two to say to the school board. But let’s get you home first. Are you up to the ride?”

I sat up, and she grabbed my arm to keep me from falling off the table. After a couple deep breaths, my vision cleared, and I nodded carefully. That’s when I saw Luke, so unusually quiet I hadn’t even known he was there, standing against the wall and surveying me with wide eyes the color of melted chocolate.

“Your head hurtin’, Kale?”

I tried to grin at him.

“Not too bad, little man.”

“I prayed for you at breakfast.”

“Yeah, you’re good at that.”

He smiled and took my hand in his small light brown one as Mrs. Taylor kept a steadying arm around my shoulders and steered us toward the door.

Luke’s prayers are a legend in the Taylor house. I’ve been treated to several of them already since I moved in last week, and I hear they’re repeated nightly, as well as at any meals where it happens to be his turn. They include not only blessings on every member of the family by name but also every single foster the Taylors have ever had, most of them there and gone before Luke was even born. But he knows them all by heart and can pick out each one in the photo album—not bad for a kid who just turned three.
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