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Peculiar Visitor

Aaron

––––––––
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The gentle cooing pulls me toward the window, where an impossible sight greets me: a purple dove perched on a pine tree, studying me. Its feathers glow with a vivid, unnatural hue that shimmers in the morning sunlight. It’s not a purple I’ve seen in this world, which makes me wonder. Is it from another world?

I’m not unfamiliar with other worlds. In fact, I consider myself somewhat of an expert on the matter. Having discovered a world. Well, not really discovered. My dad and papa found the Kingdom of Himmel long before I came along. But I discovered it for my generation of the Parsons clan. That ought to count for something. 

Not only did I discover it, but I saved it. Well, not really saved. King Yasha, the ruler of Himmel, actually saved it. But I almost died trying to save it. That, most definitely, should count for something.

The dove’s eyes are as peculiar as its purple feathers. Yellow, bright as the sun, blinding to look into. Surely, no normal bird. Living on a ranch, high in the mountains, I’ve seen plenty of normal birds: hawks, crows, eagles, owls, song birds, chickens and our rooster named Romeo, and lots more. Even doves, but not like this one. No, this bird is peculiar in every way.

But since discovering the Kingdom of Himmel, I’ve become fond of peculiar. It’s not all that bad once the first taste of it makes it past your lips. Peculiar is far more interesting than normal. Normal lays all around as common as pebbles in a riverbed. Peculiar, on the other hand, is as rare as a jasper stone. Full of colors, sparkles, shapes, and quirks that make you giggle and gasp all at the same time. 

Before it flutters off beyond the tall pines, my purple visitor coos a final eerie noise that seems to be calling to me: Aaron ... Come. But that’s impossible. Birds don’t talk. Not in this world.
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Windchimes

Nia

––––––––
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The air whooshes through my hair, and for a second, I feel like I can fly. I pump my legs, keeping the swing in wide arcs. The bell tied to the chain rings with each pass, my own flight soundtrack.

I’m Nia, by the way. Thirteen, blind since birth, and currently trying not to panic about graduating eighth grade. It feels like yesterday I was here, same swing, same backyard, getting ready for first grade. Back then, Grandpa had to push me. He was so patient, teaching me to use my legs to power myself. I thought I’d never get it. But I did.

Now I’m supposed to be excited, right? New school. New people. New everything. Yay. Said no introvert ever.

The swing slows as I stop pumping. Ruby lets out a low huff and nudges my leg, like she’s trying to remind me that gravity still applies. Maybe she thinks I’m about to launch into orbit, which would be a logistical nightmare for a guide dog. 

She steps closer, and I grip the harness. The leather’s warm and sticky from the sun, firm and familiar in my hand—like holding onto certainty, even when everything else feels like it’s about to change.

We wander over to the trellis, where my Grandpa’s windchimes are playing their usual melody. Every year on my birthday, he added a new one. We’re up to thirteen now. It’s a chorus of memories.

I lie down next to Ruby, the fresh scent of grass filling my nose. She settles beside me, resting her had on my lap. Even she seems calmer now, lulled by nature’s music. 

But my insides are still knotted, like a cat’s ball of yarn after a bad day. I don’t know why change messes with me so much. Am I the only kid who hates moving on to something new ... and unknown?

Then the windchimes go silent. 

A strange cooing sound replaces them. Wings flutter overhead, no more than five feet away. Ruby startles, letting out a low moan. 

The cooing continues, smooth and hypnotic. It’s almost like ... words? 

I tug on my ear, a habit I don’t even notice anymore. Yes. Words. Do not fear ... adventure awaits.

Impossible. Birds can’t give advice. I don’t think.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3
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A Friend in Peril

Aaron

––––––––
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Bailey’s lying serenely on his bed next to my closet. He seems immune to Romeo’s morning wakeup crowing. I lace up my running shoes, still gripping the image of my purple friend. Bailey simply follows me with his eyes, remaining comfortably resting on his bed.

Time for our morning run, so I rub his head to get a stir out of him. “Come on boy, time to greet the day.” He lumbers to his feet and goes into his downward dog stretch, ending in a gigantic yawn and a slow wag of his tail.

The morning air is cool, and the sun is just rising over the mountain. This two-mile run, to the lake and back, has become my morning workout routine since moving to the Ranch. If I want to move up to high school football next year, I have to get stronger and faster.

The wild animals act like a council of the forest; they are awake and active with their morning affairs. Two squirrels chase each other around a large pine tree. I’m not sure who’s winning, or even who’s chasing who in this cat and mouse game.

A family of deer peacefully grazes on the dewy grass along the trail. They seem hardly startled by me and Bailey, so I guess in a sense, we’ve been welcomed into the council of the forest. They remind me of Jack, Ella, and Enzo. I haven’t seen them in a while, and I miss them along with the others in Himmel. Especially Yasha. I have to make time to visit them as soon as summer break starts.

Bailey finds his spark and unleashes a loud bark, coaxing me to pick up my pace. I accept the challenge. “Let’s go boy.” 

I turn my speed up a notch and maneuver through the forest trail like a boy on fire. The trail is uneven with mounds, pits, and tree roots reaching up to trip the uninitiated. Today, my mind is sharp, and I navigate through the minefield with ease and reach the lake in six minutes and forty seconds.

Bailey trots down to the lake, wades in up to his chest and begins lapping up the water. It seems so natural. After all, he’s a Golden Retriever. He’d spend all day at the lake if I let him.

I bend, placing my hands on my knees, then suck in a couple of deep breaths. It’s a good hurt. The fresh, crisp air and scent of pine bring the day to life.

The final track meet of the year is today, and I want to end on a winning note. I’m undefeated and want to keep it that way.

Bailey returns to my side and lays down next to me, still panting from our dash through the forest. I fall back next to him and gaze at the countryside surrounding the lake. The deer have joined us at the lake and are quietly sipping at the edge. An eagle soars high above and lands on the top branches of a tree, peering down on us. I’m not sure he’s welcomed us into the council of the forest, so I stand up and nudge Bailey to start our return trip.

Bailey’s dragging, so I settle into a medium speed jog up the trail to the cabin. These morning runs are a good time to go over the day and make sure I’ve got a plan. Classes, social scene, study partner time, and finally the track meet.

Suddenly, I realize I’m running alone and look back. Bailey is sitting on the trail about twenty yards behind me. I sprint back and kneel down to scratch under his chin, his favorite spot. Bailey’s never done this, so I check his paws to see if he has anything wedged that may be hurting him. Nothing.

The heaving sound of him trying to steady his breathing seems to be contagious. I force deep breaths, but the look in his eyes calls out for life’s necessity. Air.

I tug and cajole him, but he’s frozen like a statue.

“How ya doing, buddy?” I gently stroke his side. I’m no vet, but I can tell he needs help. My options are limited. If I run back to the cabin, I can drive our family ATV, Rocky, back to transport him. But that takes time.

Time I don’t have.

Maybe he can hobble his way back to the cabin. Not happening.

The last option falls on me; I’m his only hope.

He’s pushing seventy pounds, so this is going to be dicey. I slide my arms under him. Two deep breaths and a heave gets me to my knees. One leg up, then the other.

His eyes remain fixed on me, desperation shooting at me like emergency flares.

As I march through the forest, my vision blurs with tears filling my eyes. Moments with Bailey flash before me. He’s been my best friend even before moving to the Ranch. But since moving to our new mountain home, he’s been my only true friend. Daily runs to the lake, swimming, and just hanging out. No matter how bad my day is, Bailey’s waiting to greet me with a wagging tail and a face full of licks.

A burning sensation scorches my arm muscles, but there’s no time for rest. Every step brings us closer to my mom and the medical help he needs. Nice to have a vet in the family. Step. Step. Step.

His eyes seem to be looking into my soul. Pleading for me to muster the will to save him.

Telling me in his own way, “That’s what best friends do.”

***
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“Mom, it’s Bailey.” I drop to my knees and place Bailey on the ground in front of the cabin. My head is wobbly with fatigue and my eyes burn with a salty mixture of sweat and tears. “Bailey’s hurt.”

Mom rushes out of the cabin with eyes as wide as an owl searching for its young. She gently probes his body with a furrowed brow, looking for injuries. “Aaron, this is serious. What happened?”

My brother Benji and my sister Hannah race out of the cabin, forming a circle around Bailey. Dad and Papa must have heard the commotion from the woodshop, as the saws fall silent. Before long, they’re gathered close too.

I try my best to retell Bailey’s mysterious collapse, knowing it will help my mom treat him. There’s fear in Benji and Hannah’s glassy stares, so I edit my thoughts to hold back the worst of it.

Mom’s eyes and hands are fixed on Bailey, not even glancing up for a second. “We need to get him to the clinic.”

Dad races inside and returns with the keys to the Suburban. He pulls out of the garage and opens the rear door. My mom hops in the backseat, and Dad and I gently lift Bailey and set him on her lap.

Papa nods at my dad, who’s starting the car, then puts his arm around Benji and Hannah. “You kids stay here and help me and Grandma. They’ll be back soon enough.”

“Is he going to be okay?” I peer into my mom’s eyes, trying to pull the truth out of her.

Her normally rosy complexion is ashen. Deep creases in her forehead announce the dangerous territory we’ve stumbled into. Her hands cradle Bailey, as if he’s a tiny puppy, as she replies in a plaintive voice, “I hope so.”

“You have to save him.” My dirt-stained hands tremble as I wave goodbye to Bailey. “He’s my best friend.”
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French Toast Memories

Nia

––––––––
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“Nia, breakfast is ready,” Mom calls, her voice trying too hard to be cheerful.

“Be there in a minute.” 

Ruby nudges my leg with her wet nose, her silent way of saying let’s go. I give her harness a gentle tug, and we navigate from the backyard to the kitchen, her claws clicking softly on the tile.

I find my usual chair by feel and pull it out, giving Ruby a scratch behind the ears as she settles beside me. “Good girl.”

Behind me, dishes clatter, Mom’s way of bottling up her emotions. Watching me grow up seems to overwhelm her, every milestone setting her on a sentimental journey. With Dad deployed, the situation can only get worse. 

The water shuts off and the kitchen goes still, I know what’s coming before she says it. 

“I can’t believe,” she sniffs, pauses, then continues, “you’re graduating eighth grade. My little Nia grows up.” Another long pause. “I wish your dad were here.”

She’s not exactly helping my own sentimental journey about Dad being gone. I’m the one graduating! I swish my fork through the syrup on my plate, pushing the French toast into a new formation. Maybe if I rearrange breakfast, I can rearrange my mood. But it doesn’t work. It never does. “He’s proud of me. Isn’t he?”

“Are you kidding? He’s probably shouting from the top of his barracks.” She squeezes my shoulder, then adds, “You have a lot to be proud of.”

“Don’t speak too soon. A lot can happen in one day.” I take a bite of French toast; it’s sweet and warm. I shouldn’t tease her, but she’s a world-class worrier. This will set her off on a morning of speculation about all the calamities heading my way. Guilt nips me. “Just kidding. I’m excited too.”

Her hand returns to my shoulder. “You know who else would be proud of you? Grandpa. I made his specialty.”

The aroma of French toast makes me feel like I can reach out and touch him. It was Grandpa’s favorite dish. He would tell me, who can have a bad day after a French toast breakfast. A long, deep inhale. The scent of maple syrup and melted butter fills my nose, and just like that, I’m in the scrapbook of my mind. 

Before school was a thing, there were mornings with Grandpa. Mom and Dad had to work, so he was my best friend, playing together almost every day.

He’d wake me up before dawn, hustle me outside in my pajamas, and sit me down. On cold mornings, he’d pour me a mug of hot chocolate. Then, he’d describe the sunrise, sharing the most beautiful details of the skyline. Layers of colors rising from the horizon. Light bouncing off clouds. Trees catching the first rays. It was the most beautiful thirty minutes of the day. I couldn’t see any of it, but somehow, I felt it. He made if vivid. Real. 

Then, we’d head inside, and he’d whip up French toast with two strips of bacon, extra crisp. Mom warned him about too much butter and syrup, but he never listened. He said rules didn’t apply to breakfast. He’d slather entirely too much butter and maple syrup on the plate. I’d devour it while he sipped his coffee and chuckled, amazed that someone so small could eat so much. I think he knew exactly where I got my sweet tooth. 

After breakfast, he helped me get dressed. Jeans and a t-shirt, always. “If you can’t get dirty in it, it’s not worth wearing,” he’d say. He even did my hair. Ponytails, braids, and a few styles that probably didn’t exist outside our house.

Once dressed, we’d race to the backyard swing. The first time he pushed me, I was sure I could fly. He never told me otherwise. Four-year-olds will believe anything. 

Later, we’d pack a lunch and hike into the woods. He’d narrate the forest like a nature documentary—owls, squirrels, bluejays, songbirds. Every sound had a name, a story. We’d mimic the calls, his voice gravelly, mine high and eager. When we got tired, we’d lay out a blanket and listen. Just listen. Every day with him felt like a secret adventure. 

But adventures end. First grade happened.

I was six. Nervous didn’t begin to cover it. Dad was deployed, and Mom was too anxious to take me, so Grandpa stepped in. I wore my favorite blue jeans and white t-shirt—he helped pick them. No sunrise that morning. No swing. Just nerves.

Mom asked, “Honey, why don’t you wait another year?” Classic Mom.

I was stubborn. “I want to make friends with kids my age,” I told her. Inside, I was terrified. 

At school, Grandpa walked me into the school office, bent down and whispered, “You’re special because you’re my Nia, no matter what anyone says. I can’t come with you, but I put your friend in your backpack.”

I reached in and felt Chip, my stuffed guide dog. He gave me Chip when I was four. Said he was black and white, like chocolate chip ice cream. I carried him everywhere. When Ruby came along, Chip retired to my shelf. But that day, he was all I had.

A kind woman named Mrs. Taylor walked me to class. “You must be the prettiest little girl in school,” she said. “Did your mom do your braid?”

“No, ma’am. My Grandpa did.” My stomach fluttering like a jar of butterflies, I reached for Chip. He didn’t speak, but his soft fur whispered, You’ve got this.

Mrs. Taylor handed me off to my first-grade teacher, Ms. O’Brien. She seated me between two kids. The boy was all about recess. The girl—Tara—was all about herself. I knew that from the way she narrated her outfit like she was hosting a fashion show. 

I tried to focus on Ms. O’Brien’s voice, but I could feel their stares. 

“Are you really blind?” Tara asked. “Like, you can’t see anything?”

“Yeah,” I said, trying to stay focused. I figured I should try to be friendly. “I’m Nia, what’s yours?”

Big mistake.

“Tara. It means star,” she replied. “I can tell by your plain clothes that you’re no star.”

Her words stabbed me with shame. I rubbed my jeans and t-shirt, suddenly aware how plain they were. We didn’t have money for fancy clothes. Dad’s Army pay barely covered essentials. On top of that, we had extra costs like braille classes. 

“If you can’t see, how are you going to learn anything?” she asked, tapping her pencil on the desk. She made it impossible to hear Ms. O’Brien’s math lesson.

“I use my other senses ... you know, my hearing, smelling, touching ... even tasting.” I hoped that would end it.

It didn’t.

Fifteen minutes later, she blurted, “Jett, do you think Nia’s gonna make it in school?” I felt her stare burning a hole in me.

Jett laughed. “I wouldn’t bet on it.”

Heat surged to my face. I felt like a science experiment under a microscope. I reached for Chip, desperate for comfort.

“Hey, Nia’s got a stuffed animal,” Jett shouted. “Isn’t that cute?”

I was mortified. 

Laughter. Whispers. Ms. O’Brien finally shut it down, but the damage was done. 

I didn’t cry. Not then. But when Grandpa picked me up after school, I collapsed into his arms and sobbed. He held me tight, and I knew, no matter what anyone said, I was loved. 

That awful, miserable day was the start of everything. I learned early that finding friends who could see beyond my blindness would not be easy. But Grandpa helped me survive the worst of it.

Now, I sit at the kitchen table, the scent of French toast curling around me like a hug. I wish Dad were here. I wish Grandpa were too.

But Dad’s overseas. 

And Grandpa’s in heaven.
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Adios Eighth Grade

Aaron

––––––––

[image: ]


The last day of eighth grade whizzes by in a flash, but my mind flitters back and forth with worry over Bailey. The highlight of the morning was my Java programming lab. I turned in my year-end project, Aaron’s Training App. It’s a stellar app that’s personally tailored to my quirky training regime. Trail runs, lake swims, and a bunch of off-the-wall workouts. It catalogs a bunch of metrics, including my goals and progress. One thing I know: Aaron’s Training App is going to be put to good use this summer.

The lunch bell marks my final meeting at the Quad. The Quad is the great sorting system of our school. It’s a strange place, like a sociology study on how people naturally seek their own kind. 

The brainiacs congregate outside the library, as if there’s going to be intense competition to get into the library when that urgent call for research rears its ugly head. I think they’re safe to stray a bit further from the old bibliotheca. 

The student government leaders quorum is next to the administrative offices. Maybe just to make it clear whose side they’re on. 

The jocks take up the interior grass in the Quad, separated by sports teams. The footballers huddle in one spot, the basketballers in another, all the way down the line to the track team, and the wrestlers. 

Others hang out on the fringes of the Quad, not sure where they fit in. Or if they fit in at all.

The whole clique thing is gross, and I’ve tried to steer clear of it. Being the new kid at school, I’ve been able to navigate around all these circles. But it’s funny; all the groups have their defenses up. My time with Yasha taught me to see his image in every person, so all this sorting and separating stuff is crazy.

The prime space in the Quad is the fountain in the center of the Quad. This is the domain of the Fab Four. When I transferred in, I made fast friends with the quarterback of the football team, Jett. He’s a pretty good guy but let’s just say he’s his biggest fan. If he were on trial accused of being a deep thinker, he’d definitely be acquitted due to lack of evidence. But he was astute enough to notice I have speed, which he quickly realized meant a lot of touchdown passes for him.

I was just happy to have a friend in a new school, so I went along to fit in.

Jett was good friends with the cheer captain, Tara. Apparently, they go way back to first grade together. She’s a real piece of work, a princess with a capital P. Her best friend Jade hangs with us too. She’s pretty cool, but I think she caught a bad case of Tara-itis.

Somewhere along the line, people started calling us the Fab Four. Our group took on a life of its own, even securing the coveted fountain in the center of the Quad as our hang out spot. It’s super awkward. I’m uncomfortable with the whole thing, but I don’t know how to escape.

“Aaron, dude, three more hours of eighth grade,” says Jett, shooting up his hand for a fist bump. “We’re going to dominate at the track meet this afternoon.”

“A lot of important eyes are going to be on us,” I reply, smacking my fist against his. Personally, I’m not a fan of the fist bump mania, but I hate to leave a friend hanging.

Tara bounds up to the fountain waving her phone. “Last day selfie.” 

Her blond hair is styled with wings and big rolling curls in a fashion that seems a few decades in the rearview mirror. Maybe she’s ushering in a return to the 1970s, and we’re all too dull to see it coming. Then again, maybe not. 
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