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Thanks to everyone who helped inspire this story, who read and loved on it with me, and who helped me brainstorm when I was totally stuck for a title. And special thanks to Rebekah for coming up with the winner!

      

    


“How’s he doing, Mama?”

I took the steps to the porch at a trot, letting the ends of my scarf trail behind me in the wind as I scanned Mom’s face. Little lines I didn’t remember seeing before were etched into her forehead.

“He’s been a little better, Mads. Much better than the last time you saw him.”

“Oh, that’s good. You know I didn’t want to go but—”

“No, no, sweetheart.” Mom held the door open and motioned me inside. “You had exams. We’ve been fine. Lots of church ladies bringing casseroles. And Pastor Gene says they’ve got men lined up to cover the lawn and sidewalk until Bryson’s back on his feet.”

“They’re good people.” I swallowed a lump in my throat as I tossed my coat and scarf onto a chair.

“Don’t I know it.” The gratitude in Mom’s tone was real, but there was something else behind it, a worry she hadn’t put into words.

“What are the doctors saying?”

“He’s doing well, all things considered. Won’t be walking for a while, but they’ve got him off the heavy painkillers and down to double-strength regular stuff. And he’s home now, so that’s a big step. He’s resting a lot. Catching up on some shows and some reading.”

“Mama, what aren’t you telling me?” I bent down a little to look her straight in the eyes, and she winced and looked away.

“It’s nothing, Mads. Nothing really. I’ve just been thinking—maybe I ought to cancel this trip.”

“Cancel your Christmas splurge with Aunt Jenny? Mom, why? If Bryson’s okay—” My heartbeat picked up suddenly. “He’s not, is he? There’s more you’re not telling me.”

“No, Maddy, no.” Mom gripped my hand and held it tight. “He’s okay, really.” She put a little too much emphasis on the last word, like maybe she was trying to convince herself as well as me.

“Then why are you worrying? You’ve trusted us to take care of each other before. And this trip is important to you. It’s got to be serious if you’re thinking of staying home.”

“I don’t know, Mads, it’s just—” Mom bit her lips together. “He’s so quiet. Almost—I don’t know—guarded. It’s not like Bryse.”

“Ah. Okay.” I tried to let out my relieved sigh a little at a time so Mom wouldn’t notice it. Quiet. Guarded. Hiding his pain. That was more like Bryse than she knew, especially after Dad died, except he must be too spent to realize he wasn’t doing it well. “That’s probably normal with everything he’s been through, don’t you think?”

“Probably.” The worry lines near her eyes didn’t fade. I put an arm around her shoulders.

“Bryse’ll be fine, Mom. He just needs a little time. How’s he sleeping at night? You know he doesn’t function well on low sleep.”

“He’s only had to call me for a pain pill once or twice. Says it’s hard to get to sleep sometimes, but otherwise he says he’s doing fine.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
ANGIE THOMPSON





