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This book is dedicated to all the young people who live their lives
missing someone they love.


 




Chapter 1


Miriam closed her book and sighed. Another birthday was almost over. Her finger was holding her place. She was at the end of a chapter, and her eyes were feeling heavy. The window seat in her bedroom was one of the few good things about living with her grandmother. She read there every night until she got tired. She had to be almost exhausted to fall asleep here. The house creaked and groaned, and she wasn’t used to all the noises. 

She looked around her legs for her bookmark. The last birthday card her parents had given her when she was eight had a cat bookmark attached to the card. She used it in each and every book she read. Every time she started or finished reading, she thought of them and wondered what they would say if they were here.

The bookmark was tucked next to the window. Miriam grabbed it and then saw the streetlamps flicker, which caught her eye because they flickered three times in quick succession. She blinked and then rubbed her eyes. The lamp on her dresser hadn’t flickered, so it probably wasn’t a power outage. Then the streetlamp did it again. She could see everything clearly outside in the light of the full moon. It was so bright; the moon cast shadows off the tombstones in the cemetery across the street. The lights flickered a third time, and then the power went out completely — both on the street and in the house. 

Miriam swung her legs down to the floor, put the bookmark in her book, and put the book down on the faded maroon pillow that served as a cushion to the window seat. Even with no lights on, she could see everything in her room clearly because of the moonlight. It was as if the moon’s rays were shining directly into her room. 

Then Miriam noticed a glow coming from across the room around the attic door. She had explored in there the first week she was at Grandma’s and only found a few old boxes of memorabilia. She wanted to look through it someday for family history’s sake; however, nothing in there seemed fascinating enough to put up with the amount of dust in the small space. Grandma kept her important papers, photos, and holiday decorations in tubs in the basement. 

As she approached the door, she realized that the door itself had a glow. There were shining words on the door ...

 

On a full moon, when the lights blink three,

the door will connect to your family tree.

Only orphans may enter and find what they seek,

Open the door. Be brave, not meek.

 

She ran her finger over the words. They weren’t carved into the door but seemed to be written on the door with the moon’s light. The light of the words showed on her hand if she put it on them. She was more curious than scared. She wondered if she was dreaming. If it was a dream, she should just go through the door and see what happened. It couldn’t be real ...

She opened the door and had to cover her eyes and squint against the glare as she walked through. She stepped onto white sand and saw a few palm trees and the ocean off in the distance under a clear blue sky. It was beautiful. There were five other children near one of the palm trees. She decided to go talk to them and see where she was. As she took another step, the door to the attic closed behind her. After hearing it close, she turned back and saw its outline in the air with her name written across it. Seeing that, she knew she could get back.

Miriam walked over to the other children. The breeze made it the perfect temperature as it gently moved her straight brown hair. The smell of the ocean surrounded her. The other five children stopped talking to each other and turned toward Miriam, waiting for her to approach. She waved shyly, and two of the girls waved back. As she got closer, she could see there were four girls and one boy. The boy had black hair and was leaning against a palm tree. The girls all looked about her age. Miriam was just a few steps away from the closest girl, who had short red hair. Miriam was about to introduce herself to the group when they were all surrounded by creatures that Miriam could at first only describe as fairies — but human-sized fairies.

“Are these all?” one asked as she hovered behind the boy, who had stopped leaning against the tree and turned to stare at the creature. 

“There were at least triple this amount last year — and that had been the smallest year,” another one spoke.

“Guess most of us can go back home if that’s all there is,” another spoke. “Stella, Luna, and Metea, can you cover these few?”

“Yes, Zara,” said the one behind the boy. Miriam had been staring at her, too. She had pale yellow wings and wore a matching dress that had sparkles all over it. Her hair was dark brown and curly. She stopped flying and landed next to the boy.

Two other creatures landed, one right beside Miriam.

“My name is Luna,” one said to the group. Her dress was navy blue, but her wings were white. Her hair was also curly, but blonde. The creatures that hadn’t landed then took off to the sky. All the children watched them fly away until they couldn’t see them anymore and then turned to the three on the ground.

“I’m Stella,” said the one in yellow.

“And, I’m Metea,” said the last one, who wore a lilac dress and dark purple wings. Her hair was pink and in a pixie cut.

“What is this place, and what are you guys?” the boy asked. “I really do think I’m dreaming.”

All of the children, including Miriam, nodded their heads in agreement. It must be a dream, Miriam thought — a crazy, fun one.

“You are on Orphan Wish Island, OWI for short. We are Volturians. We live here and among you. There is much to your world that you don’t see. Your parents may have left your lives physically, but they were given the ability to help you on your life’s path by giving you access to this island and a wish granted each year,” Stella explained.

“Wishes?” one of the girls said. The girl was tall and skinny and wore a basketball t-shirt. “Like birthday candles and throwing pennies into fountains? That stuff never works.”

“Of course it doesn’t work,” Metea said. “You humans can’t make magic work in your world, Amelia. It’s probably a good thing, too.”

“Hey, how do you know my name?” the girl in the basketball t-shirt asked. Apparently, her name was Amelia.

“Your parents told us all about you,” Stella said. “Parents who leave children behind as orphans are allowed to stop here before they move on and leave six wishes for their children. It might be easier if I show you. Please follow me.”

Stella led the way on foot while Metea and Luna flew ahead of the group to a tree about 30 feet away. It was the same height as the palm trees scattered about the island, but its leaves were star-shaped and a shiny green color — when the light caught on a leaf, it shone like metal. As they got closer, Miriam could see there was also a pale yellow fruit or type of nut on the tree, shaped like a star. 

“This, children, is the Wishing Tree,” Stella said. “If you look closely, you will find a Starfruit with your name on it. When you pick it, you will hear a message from your parents. Only you will be able to hear it. To initiate your wishes, you must eat the fruit. Your parents have been granted one wish for you each year for the next six years, and you may also make your own wish each year, too. When you are 18, you may come back here one more time to hear a final message from your parents and send them one back.”

The kids all looked at each other. Miriam had a hard time believing it was real. If this were just a dream, her grandma would love it. It wouldn’t hurt to at least eat the fruit and see what happened.

“Is this for real?” the boy said. “It sounds a bit crazy.”

Miriam and one of the girls — the one with straight, blond hair down to her waist — took a few steps toward the tree. Miriam looked at the Starfruit more closely and saw her name on one just a little above her head to the left.

“This one does have my name on it!” She reached up to grab it as the rest of the kids started looking closer at the tree and its fruit. 

“Hey — there’s my name!”

The fairies hung back, letting the children discover and believe on their own. They always guessed amongst themselves who would take the first bite. None of them had guessed Miriam, so they were all surprised when they saw her take a few steps away from the tree with the Starfruit and take a bite. It tasted sweet — like sparkling strawberry lemonade. Miriam had just barely swallowed her first bite when she heard a familiar voice.

“Oh, Miriam, we love you so much!” Miriam heard her mother say, just like she did every night when she was alive. Miriam looked all around and up but didn’t see her mother anywhere.

“We miss you so much!” she then heard her father say. She sat down, closed her eyes, and started crying softly as she listened. She didn’t notice that the other children were starting to grab their own Starfruit and take bites, too. She just listened.

“We are so glad you decided to come to this island,” her mother said. “We know it can’t be easy without us there to help you grow up, but we made wishes that we hope will help you as you become an adult.”

“We can’t tell you what we wished for until you turn 18. They’re all good, though!” her dad said. “We hope you make good wishes, too.”

“It’s so hard ...” Miriam started. Her mother interrupted her.

“We can’t be there to see you. We had to make these wishes before heading on. This is a recorded message.”

“But,” her dad continued, “they said if you make your wish each year, we can talk to you when you come back at 18. I can’t wait to see what a beautiful young lady you turn into!”

“We love you more than the world! Be good and be kind,” her mom said.

“And be smart, Miribug,” her dad said. “Bye.”

Miriam hugged her knees tighter and whispered, “Bye.” She loved hearing her parents' voice again, but it made her miss them as much as she did right after they died. They said the same thing they told her every time they’d said goodbye when they were alive. She went over the conversation in her head a few times before she finally looked up and remembered where she was.

The other kids were all holding their bitten Starfruit and closing their eyes. One by one, they all opened their eyes and walked back to where Stella, Luna, and Metea were standing. Even though Miriam was the first to finish hearing from her parents, she was the last to go stand by the fairies. She had begun thinking about what she should wish.

“Children,” Metea said, “we know it’s hard to hear from your parents.” She walked over and put her arm around Amelia. “Some of you lost your parents just recently, and others have been without their parents for years.”

“When you are ready to make your wish for this year, you need to take another bite of your Starfruit, then say your wish out loud,” Luna told them. “You will then need to pick a spot to plant your Starfruit. A tree will grow with enough Starfruit for the rest of your wishes. Each year on this date, your door will glow, allowing you to come back to this island and make your wish. If you come back every year, you will be able to talk to your parents when you turn 18, and they will reveal what they wished for you each year.”

“You can take your time here as well,” Stella said. “Time does not pass on Earth while you are here, although you may get tired and hungry if you stay too long. There was once a boy who tried to stay as long as he could, but after two days, I whispered, ‘Cheeseburger,’ to him, and he finally went home.” All the fairies chuckled at the story.

“What do you eat if there’s no food here?” the boy said.

“We don’t need to eat, Aaron,” Luna said. “It’s kind of like magic here, but better.”

“Do you have any recommendations on wishes?” the girl with short, red hair asked.

“We can’t give you specific ideas, Lexi,” Stella said. “In general, though, you should wish for something that can help you be a better person. Maybe try wishing what you think your parents would wish for you.”

“Oh, we didn’t tell them what they couldn’t wish for yet!” Metea said loudly. She grabbed the shortest girl’s arm quickly to stop her from taking a bite. “Elaine, wait just a minute!

“You cannot wish for money, cars, a new house, a change in your appearance, or people coming back from the dead. You can wish for a small change in your life that is under your control. You can ask to be nicer, more organized, or a better test taker, but you can’t ask for better grades without the work.”

“Can I ask to be the lead in the school musical?” Miriam asked. She had really enjoyed being on stage at the various school music performances, and in sixth grade, there was a musical she could try out for as an option for music class. It sounded more exciting than choir or music theory.

“Yes, you can, as long as you are willing to work on memorizing your lines,” Luna said. “It’s a wish that will make your life better, but it’s not a completely magical wish. We help you make your life a little bit better since your parents aren’t there to help you.”

“So, I can wish to make the basketball team and be one of the better players as long as I still practice?” Amelia asked.

“Yes, exactly,” Metea said.

“Well, that will be my wish then,” Amelia said. She then took a bite of her Starfruit and said, “I wish to be a star basketball player at school this year.”

“Great wish,” Luna said. “Let me help you plant that Starfruit.” Luna took Amelia about 20 feet away from the group and helped her dig a small hole and plant the Starfruit. Then, she walked her to her door. Amelia opened her door and turned to wave at the group. “See you next year!”

Miriam was about to make her wish about the school musical when Aaron spoke up, wishing to do better at school. She then heard Lexi wish about having more friends. That’s a good one, Miriam thought — maybe she’d wish for that next year. Being in the school musical may solve her friend issue anyway, she thought.

“I wish to get a main part in the school musical,” Miriam said after taking a bite of the Starfruit. Luna came to her and helped her, just like she’d helped Amelia. 

“Do most people come back every year?” Miriam asked Luna as they walked to her door.

“Sadly, no,” she said. “Less than half make it to 18, but I have a feeling you will be here when you’re 18. I can see you loved your parents very much and that they loved you.”

“I miss them. I don’t think that will ever go away.”

Luna stopped in front of Miriam’s door. “Enjoy the musical. See you next year!”

And just like that, Miriam was back in her bedroom. She opened the attic door back up quickly, but all she saw was the dark space with boxes everywhere. 

“I need to go to sleep,” she said to herself. “I bet I just imagined all that.”

She changed into her pajamas, brushed her teeth, and washed her face. Then, she went to tell her grandmother that she was going to bed, but she was already asleep in her recliner chair. Miriam went and plopped into her bed. She knew sleep would come soon as she was really tired. The conversation with her parents kept playing over and over in her head, and they were the first things she thought of when she woke up in the morning.


 




Chapter 2


Miriam’s parents had been dead for four years and three days. Since they died in a car accident two days before her birthday, she always knew how long they had been gone. 

Her grandmother had baked her a cake from a box mix with icing from a tub for her 12th birthday, but she could barely force herself to eat two bites of it. She politely thanked her grandmother for the cake and the bookstore gift card and then said she was tired and wanted to go to bed early. What she really wanted to say was that she hated birthday cake. Someone had thought it would be a good idea to have a birthday cake for her at her parents’ funeral. It had been a small, round cake with “Happy 8th Birthday, Miriam” written in pink — her least favorite color. Just having pink on her cake was a reminder that the two people who knew her best were gone. She grabbed the cake when no one was looking and tossed it into the trashcan at the funeral home. Then, she asked her aunt if they could leave.

She had been staying with her Aunt Suzy and Uncle Mike on the night of the car accident. It was a Friday night, and her parents were going to a musical in downtown Kansas City. Her dad was reluctant to go, but her mom had repeatedly told him that he would enjoy the storyline. Her mom loved going to the theater but didn’t get to go very often. She had won the tickets in a raffle to raise money to renovate the staff lounge at the hospital where she worked as a nurse. Her mom and Aunt Suzy were both nurses. They were only two years apart, with her mom being the oldest, and they had even gone to the same college for a while. She ate pizza with her aunt and uncle, and then she watched a movie with Aunt Suzy before heading to bed in their guest room. Her aunt woke her up early the next morning, and Miriam knew something was wrong right away. Aunt Suzy’s face was all red, and she was crying.

“Miriam, I’m so sorry, but your parents... there was a bad accident on their way home... they didn’t make it.”

“What? No! Where are they? Are they at the hospital?” Miriam jumped out of bed and started heading toward the front door. She needed to go wherever her parents were right then. Uncle Mike gently stopped her before she opened the front door. He hugged her, and she started crying. He walked her to the couch in the living room, and Aunt Suzy sat down beside her. They all cried for a long time.

 

The day after her parents didn’t come home, her aunt and uncle took her by her house to get some of her things, and they said she could stay with them for as long as it took to get things settled. She didn’t have any other aunts or uncles. Her grandparents on her mom’s side lived across town, and her other grandparents lived in an assisted living facility in Phoenix. Even though Aunt Suzy and Uncle Mike have been married for six years, they didn’t have any children. Miriam was in their wedding as their flower girl, and she got to spend a lot of time with them. They always showed up at her school performances. 

Her grandparents were over at her house Saturday afternoon, too, to help work on the funeral planning. Miriam stayed in the guest room until dinnertime, not wanting to hear them talking about burying her parents. She laid down in bed, trying to read, but really trying harder to think about nothing.

Her grandmother knocked on the door and came in.

“We’re going to eat dinner soon, Miriam. Mind if I come in?” She sat down on the bed and patted beside her — the cue for Miriam to come sit by her. Miriam sat up and moved to sit by her grandma, who then put her arm around her. 

“I wanted to let you know that the funeral will be Tuesday morning. We’ll go over the details with you on Monday. But we wanted to ask you if you wanted to do anything for your birthday tomorrow? We know you probably aren’t in the mood to celebrate, but we could go to your favorite restaurant, or I could make you a cake ...”

“Oh, Grandma,” was all Miriam could say before she started crying again. Grandma held her for a while, then told her she could think about it and let them know later. She pulled out a tissue from her pocket and gave it to Miriam. 

“Let’s get you some food, dear.” Even though she wasn’t very hungry, Miriam followed her grandmother out of the room.

 

She ended up spending most of her eighth birthday in her new room — her aunt and uncle’s guest room — reading. Her aunt or grandma came to check on her every couple of hours. They tried to be upbeat and not mention anything about her parents that day, but Miriam kept wishing over and over that they would be the ones who would walk through the door when she heard a knock. She had told her grandma that morning that she really didn’t want to celebrate her birthday at all. However, they had ordered pizza from her favorite place for dinner with all the toppings she loved — pepperoni, chicken, green peppers, and bacon. Grandma had made chocolate chip cookies, too, which were another one of her favorite things. She knew they were celebrating, even though they were trying not to. At least there were no presents.

Before going up to bed, she hugged everyone and thanked them. Her grandpa hugged her extra tight and whispered a very quiet, “Happy birthday, Miribug,” in her ear. She smiled at that and hugged him tight back. 

When she opened the door to her room, she saw a present on her bed. She could tell from across the room that it was her mother’s handwriting on the card. She froze at the door then felt a hand on her shoulder. 

“I found this on your parents’ dresser when we went to your house. I think they would want you to have it today, but it’s up to you when you want to open it,” Aunt Suzy said. Miriam looked up at her aunt and could see she was nervous. She was fiddling with the cross necklace she always wore. 

“Thank you,” Miriam said. She started crying again, and her aunt hugged her. 

“You are loved, Miriam. They loved you very much, and we love you, too.”

Miriam nodded then moved to go into the bedroom. Her aunt started walking down the stairs, and Miriam shut her door. 

Part of her didn’t want to open the present because once she did, it would be over, and she wouldn’t be getting anything else from her parents ever. She always loved getting presents, though and wondered what they had gotten her this year. She decided to open the present but save the card for later when she needed to “hear” from them. The present was a beautifully illustrated hardback book of Robin Hood. It was her parents’ favorite story, and they read it to her every year at bedtime around her birthday month once the weather started getting colder. They usually finished the book before Valentine’s Day. There was writing from both her parents inside the cover, but she couldn’t read it through her tears. She was remembering how last year, when they finished reading the book, a few pages had fallen out of the paperback copy.

“It’s time to get a new book,” Miriam had told her mother.

“We can tape these pages back in,” her mother replied.

“We could, or we could just get a new copy. I know! You could keep that one and buy a new one for me. I’ll need my own copy when I go to college anyway,” Miriam said.

“Very true. This book is one your father gave me when we were dating. You should have your own copy,” her mother said before tucking her in and kissing her forehead. “Sleep well, Miribug.”

 

Miriam ended up living with her aunt and uncle until the summer before she turned 12, when they left to go be missionaries in Kenya. They had been thinking of going before her parents died since they weren’t going to be able to have any children of their own. They were going to work in an orphanage and be house parents to a dozen children. They had put off going so Miriam could adjust to her new life, but after four years, they told her they felt the call to go. She moved in with her grandma. She was happy about it because she loved her grandma and knew she was lonely after Grandpa died last year from a heart attack in his sleep. She wondered how many other 11-year-olds had been to three funerals in their lifetimes. The worst part about moving to Grandma’s house was that it was on the other side of Kansas City, in Missouri instead of Kansas, which meant changing schools. She had exactly one “friend” at the new school, and that was the girl who lived next door, Stephanie Risner. Stephanie and Miriam had nothing in common except their age, location, and school. She met Stephanie three years ago when her family was moving into the house. Miriam had spent the weekend with her grandparents so her aunt and uncle could go celebrate their anniversary in Omaha. It was a drizzly fall Saturday, so Miriam put on her rain boots and raincoat before heading out to meet the girl she saw getting out of the minivan before the moving truck showed up. She rang the doorbell, and the new girl came to the door.

“Hi! I’m Miriam. My grandparents live next door. Welcome to the neighborhood!”

“Are those pink hearts on your rain boots? Ick! Pink is so childish.”

Miriam didn’t know what to say back. She was stunned by the girl’s attitude.

“Well, I guess there’s all kinds of tastes. Do you live next door?” the girl asked.

“No, but I visit a lot. I live across town on the Kansas side.”

“We used to live in a nice apartment in downtown Kansas City, but my parents want more room since I’ll be a big sister in a few months. How old are you?”

“I’m nine. You?” Miriam asked.

“I’m nine, too. When’s your birthday? Mine is August 23.”

“Mine is October 17.”

“I’m older!”

“Stephanie? Who’s at the door?” a woman’s voice called from in the house.

“Just a neighbor girl,” Stephanie shouted back. “I better go. My mom is close to being on bed rest, and I have to help take care of her and unpack.”

Stephanie went back into the house and closed the door. Miriam said bye and slowly walked back home. She had never met anyone who acted like Stephanie. Maybe that’s what city girls acted like. Her parents had met in college in downtown Chicago, though, and they didn’t act like that after living in the city. She wished she could tell her mom about Stephanie. She’d have to write in her diary about it tonight. She’d written about her day almost every day after her parents’ funeral. She pretended she was writing them letters like they were just away on a trip. She just wished she could hear back from them.


 




Chapter 3


Miriam woke up and looked around her room. The island couldn’t have been real last night, she thought; it must have been a dream. But then, she closed her eyes and replayed the message her parents had sent her — in the dream. She had to tell her grandma all about it. Grandma asked her every morning if she had dreamt the night before and always listened intently if she had a dream to share. 

She threw back the faded flower comforter that used to be her mother’s and got out of bed. She glanced at the attic door and decided to check once more to see what was behind it. She opened it and saw nothing but boxes. As she was shutting the door, something shiny caught her eye on the ground by her foot. She bent down and picked it up — it was a Starfruit seed! She had seen them when she planted her Starfruit — they were a shiny pale yellow and were shaped like stars. She knew she hadn’t brought one back on purpose, but maybe one had stuck to her clothing. 

“Or, maybe the fairies put it there to show us that it was real...” Miriam whispered to herself as she stared at the seed in her palm. “What if it was real ...?”

Miriam sat back down on her bed and replayed the words from her parents in her head again. She grabbed her journal and wrote it all down — word for word. She started describing the island and the fruit and the rules about the wishes. She was almost done when she heard her grandmother call her name.

“Miriam! Are you up? I thought I heard you. The bus comes in 15 minutes, and you still haven’t eaten. Your eggs and toast are getting cold.”

Miriam had totally forgotten it was a school day. 

“I’m coming, Grandma!”

She put her journal back under her mattress, put the seed in her jewelry box, and threw on a pair of jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt. She brushed her teeth and hair and was downstairs less than five minutes after her grandmother called for her. 

Every morning, whether it was a school day or not, her grandmother had breakfast ready for her by 7:30 a.m. The bus came at 7:55 a.m. On the weekends, she sometimes made muffins or pancakes, but it was always scrambled eggs, buttered toast, and orange juice during the week. While she was getting tired of having the same thing every morning, Miriam was glad that she didn’t have to get her own breakfast ready, so she didn’t complain. Her parents had helped her prepare breakfast each morning before they died, but when she lived with her aunt and uncle, she was on her own to grab some cereal, a granola bar, or fruit. Orange juice was a treat with her aunt and uncle, and it was one of her favorite things to have at breakfast. 

Grandma also made her a lunch, and like breakfast, it was often the same thing over and over, but she had also had to make her lunch at her aunt and uncle’s house or buy school lunch. She most often got the school lunch, but there were very few hot lunches that she actually liked. If she asked Grandma if she could buy lunch when there was spaghetti or tacos on the menu, she gave Miriam money to take with her. Most days, though, she got a sandwich on homemade bread, an apple, some carrots, and a homemade cookie. She had asked her grandmother if she could have a soda to take in for lunch when school started. While Grandma said that stuff wasn’t good for anyone, she also agreed that at almost 12, Miriam could start making her own decisions. 

“Sorry I was down late this morning, Grandma,” Miriam said as she sat down to eat. She had less than ten minutes to get out to the curb. “I had the most interesting dream — it seemed so real.” 

“What was it about?”

“It was an island with fairies, and I could make a wish,” Miriam said, then finished her last bite of toast and her orange juice. She looked at the clock. “I’ll have to tell you more later, but I wished I could get a lead part in the school musical this year.”

“That would be fun if it happened. Did the island have a name?” Grandma asked as she took Miriam’s sack lunch and soda from the refrigerator and handed it to her. Miriam put her dishes in the sink and grabbed her lunch and soda to put in her backpack by the door. 

“Orphan Wish Island,” Miriam said as she put on her shoes, dark purple fleece coat, and backpack. 

Her grandmother put her hand on Miriam’s arm as she reached to open the front door.

“Orphan Wish Island? Are you sure it was a dream?”

“What do you mean?” Miriam didn’t want her grandma to know Miriam thought it was real.

“I’ve been there.” They stared at each other for a few seconds, and then they heard the bus pull up in front of the house. Miriam pulled the door open and ran outside so the bus driver would see her and not leave without her. 

“We’ll talk after school, Miriam,” Grandma promised. “Be good! I love you!”

Miriam got on the bus and sat in her assigned seat — six rows back by the window on the left. She could see Grandma wave to her from the window, and she waved back. If her grandma had been to the island, then it must be real! She had really heard a message from her parents. They’d actually made a wish for her that would come true every year, and she got to make a wish of her own every year. She would have a lead role in the school musical. 

While it all felt strange, Miriam leaned back in her seat and smiled. Sixth grade would be so much better once she had a part in the musical. The first few weeks at a new school had been so hard only “knowing” Stephanie, who sat four rows behind her on the bus. She saw Stephanie in choir and at lunch, but there was no room at her table for Miriam at lunch. Miriam usually just sat at the table where everyone who sat there was sitting by themselves. She brought a book to read to make it look like that’s what she wanted to do at lunch. Everyone had been friends since Kindergarten around here, and she was the new girl. She would finally be able to make some friends during rehearsals. Tryouts were in one week, and they would be getting the script and music for tryouts today in music. Her wish would make life so much better.

 

Miriam barely paid attention in any of her classes that day except for music. She kept wondering about the island and her grandmother’s experience there. In music, she finally got to find out what musical they would be doing — A Grimm Experience. The show would go through several of the Grimm brothers’ fairy tales, and each would have a song. Two main characters were in every scene and had a few solo parts — the narrators. They would represent the Grimm brothers and take the audience through the tales. That was the part Miriam wanted. She looked around the room to see if she could pick out who would be good as the other narrator, but she still didn’t know anyone very well after being in school for less than two months. There wasn’t much time to talk with anyone in classes, but now they would have to practice lines and parts. She and the other narrator would probably have to have separate practice times. Miriam knew this was how she would finally make friends. Mrs. Bell, the choir teacher, told them they would all sing the same song for tryouts, and then she would assign parts. Tryouts were during class all next week. Miriam carefully tucked the script and tryout song selection in her backpack when the bell rang. She would start practicing as soon as she got home.

Miriam tried not to think about the island or her grandmother on the bus ride home. Her grandmother wouldn’t be home until dinnertime — she went to swimming classes at a local gym on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. On Tuesdays and Thursdays, she had her walking group at the mall. The weekend rotated between Master Gardeners, volunteering with the historical society, or the library’s book club. She loved that her grandmother was active, but it was different than what she had been used to with her aunt and uncle — and even her parents. Her aunt or uncle were almost always home when she was home. If they needed a sitter, they took her to her grandmother’s house. They told her they didn’t want to leave her alone much until she was at least ten, but Miriam thought they just got into the habit of always being with her. Her grandmother thought a 11-year-old was old enough to be home alone. 

“When I was that age, I was working after school at the library or my friends and I played outside after dinner until it was dark,” Grandma told her aunt and uncle one day when they came to pick her up, and Grandma was just coming home from her swimming class. “Miriam is perfectly fine here by herself. There’s a yard, TV, books, and a phone.”

Miriam put her backpack down by the front door when she got home and took an apple from the refrigerator. She grabbed the sheet music for the musical from her backpack and took it to the piano in the formal dining room. Miriam didn’t remember the last time anyone actually ate in there; holiday meals were usually held at her parents’ or her aunt and uncle’s house growing up. One end of the table had a sewing machine, and the other had some paperwork from the historical society that Grandma was organizing. Miriam had a section of the table that was hers to do homework and work on projects. At the far end of the room, across from the doorway to the kitchen, was an old, small piano. Several keys were chipped, but it was in tune. Grandma occasionally played when she was “in the mood,” but Miriam hadn’t touched it since she moved in. She had taken piano lessons for a year before her parents died, and her aunt and uncle had her keep taking them until they started getting ready to move. When they sold their keyboard, she was done with lessons. They said she could take them again when she moved in with her grandmother, but Miriam didn’t really want to, so she didn’t ask her about lessons. She knew enough to read the sheet music in front of her so she could practice the song. That was good enough for her. She ate the apple with her left hand and picked out the notes with her right hand. Once she had played it over a few times and the melody was stuck in her head, she threw the apple core in the trash and started singing the song.
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