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   “From Ant to Eagle is absolutely terrific. I was very moved and many elements of the story—the cancer crumble, beliefs about life and death, the nature of palliative care, the role of nurses, physicians, and the patients themselves in the oncology wheel—were not only riveting but informative.”

  —Paulette Bourgeois, Author

  “I was prepared for From Ant to Eagle to be a ‘sad’ book, but to describe this book with just one emotion would be doing this extraordinary debut author a disservice. This is a book about fear, joy, frustration, acceptance, forgiveness, anger and, above all, love. This is a story of emotional truth that is sure to captivate readers of all ages.”

  —Ashley Spires, Author and Illustrator of The Most Magnificent Thing

  “From Ant to Eagle is a wonderful conflation of heart, intelligence, and seriously skillful storytelling.”

  —Andrew Norriss, Author of Friends for Life and Jessica’s Ghost

  “In a clear, compelling voice, Calvin Sinclair tells the story of his quirky little brother’s fight with cancer and the tremors that shake his whole family. Avoiding sentimentality or easy answers, From Ant to Eagle explores the complex emotions of a family on the verge of ‘the cancer crumble’ with stark honesty and warm compassion.”

  —Beth Cooley, Author of Ostrich Eye and Shelter

  “A poignant story about love, loss, family and friendships that will tug at your heartstrings long after you close the book.”

  —Darlene Foster, Author of the Amanda Travels series

  “From Ant to Eagle is a masterpiece. August (Wonder) and Melody (Out of My Mind) will now be in good company with Cal.”

  —Connie Halpern, Mrs. Figs’ Bookworm, California
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CHAPTER 1

  MY NAME IS CALVIN SINCLAIR, I’M ELEVEN YEARS OLD, AND THIS is a story about my brother.

  I wanted to start at the beginning—the day Sammy was born—but I can’t remember the day he was born and anyway, I can’t start there.

  There’s only one place I can.

  Last summer.

  Before the Ontario heat began to smoulder, before the corn was much higher than my knees, before I’d ever met a girl named Aleta Alvarado.

  Before everything fell apart.

  Let me get two things straight before I begin:

  First—I loved my brother. I loved him more than I knew and more than I knew how to show. Sure, I picked on him, manipulated him, excluded him, neglected him, but deep down, I loved him. It’s hard to explain, so I’ll just leave it at that.

  Second—and this is the hardest part to write, but it needs to be said.

  I’m the one who killed Sammy.


  
CHAPTER 2

  OUR FAMILY HAD MOVED TWO YEARS BEFORE TO HUXBURY, A small town an hour away from London, Ontario. I’m always sure to add ‘Ontario’ because if I only say London everyone assumes England.

  That’s not quite right; we didn’t move to Huxbury.

  We moved to the outskirts of Huxbury.

  Even the small town of Huxbury with its single strip of rundown stores wasn’t rustic enough for my parents. No, they were set on moving us straight to the boonies.

  So I was plucked from my modern home in the middle of London and plopped down in an old, yellow-brick farmhouse in the middle of nowhere. No chance for discussion or argument, just, “Pack your stuff, Cal, we’re moving to the middle of nowhere.”

  My street, my school, my friends—all gone. The only kid within a ten-kilometre radius was my brother, Sammy, and he was only six.

  Worse, Sammy actually seemed to like the country.

  He’d say things like, “Dad says the fresh air is good for us,” or “Mom says we’re lucky because the country is the most beautifulest place on earth.”

  Blah, blah, blah.

  To me, beautiful would have been movie theatres and fast food, not endless cornfields and dirt roads. We didn’t even have a TV!

  Yep, life in the country was the crust. A twenty-four hour babysitting job that didn’t pay. So I found ways to make life a little more entertaining.

  Take, for example, Operation Bee Elimination.

  It was a hot July day and I watched as my younger brother trudged through the garden by the side of our house dressed in his winter gear: snow pants, jacket, goggles, knit facemask, gloves, hat. I was sweating just watching.

  “Cal, are you sure we shouldn’t wait for Mom and Dad to get home? Maybe they know how to get rid of the bees.”

  Sammy was right—they probably did know. But that wasn’t fun. And besides, I wasn’t putting myself in any danger.

  “Stop worrying! You’ve got your Bee Proof Suit on!” I yelled back. “Mom and Dad will be happy we got rid of the hive.”

  Sammy didn’t look very convinced. His big, brown eyes were nervous and pleading beneath his goggles. He wanted me to tell him the mission was over. He wanted me to tell him we could wait. Instead I pointed at the wall where the hive was and gave a quick nod.

  His shoulders slumped and he turned back around. “Okay, but I still don’t get why you don’t have to help.”

  “I am helping, dummy. I’m going to wait inside the screen door, ready to open it when you come running so that it’s a quick get-away.”

  Sammy stopped arguing and continued to wade into Mom’s flower garden by the side of the house.

  The wasps had been bad that summer—really bad—so we’d got it in our heads to follow one long enough to find the nest. A small hole in the foundation of our old farmhouse must have been the entrance to a massive hive because wasps were constantly coming in and out. Mom and Dad had driven into the city for the day so we’d taken it upon ourselves to get rid of the nest.

  “Okay, you got the bee spray?” I asked.

  Sammy held up the can of WD40 we’d found in the garage. It had a small, straw-like tube at the end that was perfect for spraying into the hole. Sure, it was just oil, I knew that, but it had to do something.

  “All right, commence Operation Bee Elimination,” I yelled in my deepest, most serious voice.

  “Okay, here goes, I guess,” Sammy replied.

  At first things went pretty smoothly. He sprayed the hole for at least a minute before the initial wave of wasps hit.

  I saw him take a hesitant step back.

  “Get in there, they can’t sting you!” I yelled.

  “These goggles are foggy, I can’t see!”

  “Keep spraying!”

  If there’s one skill I was blessed with, it was getting my brother to do anything. He stepped back into the cloud of wasps and continued spraying. Soon the buzzing noise was so loud I could hear it from where I stood, twenty feet away. Sammy kept spraying for a few seconds before—

  “Oww! They’re stinging me!” His shrill voice pierced the hum of the wasps.

  My heart jumped.

  Sammy never cried unless he was actually hurt.

  He dropped the can and bolted toward the screen door.

  Oh crust.

  The wasps swarmed thickly around him, so I locked the door.

  He fumbled with the handle, struggling with his winter gloves. It took a few seconds for him to realize it was locked.

  “Open the door!” he wailed.

  Through the thick fog in his goggles, I saw his eyes start to tear. He banged at the door but I didn’t let him in. I couldn’t. They would have stuck me like a pincushion.

  “Run around, run around! They can’t get you when you’re running!” I yelled.

  “They’re stinging my arms!”

  By now Sammy was hysterical and not listening. He fell defeated and sobbing by the foot of the door and it took nearly ten minutes for the cloud of wasps to disappear enough for me to open the door and drag him in.

  I saw it instantly—the chink in his armour. His Achilles’ heel. Except it wasn’t a heel so much as a wrist. I’d forgotten that Mom had said Sammy needed a new snowsuit. There was about four inches of bare skin between his gloves and sleeves, and I could already see a few red bumps forming. The look on Sammy’s face was a mix of pain and anger; I pretended not to notice.

  The rest of the day, I went out of my way to be extra nice. In total there were six battle wounds—two on his right wrist, four on his left. Dark red splotches with a white bump in the middle. I knew that if he were still upset when Mom and Dad got home I’d be in trouble, so I brought him ice to put on the stings and told him how brave I thought he was. But it didn’t matter. He sat sulking on the couch and nothing I did or said could make him feel better. Finally, I thought of the one way I could always get Sammy to cheer up.

  I ran up the creaky wooden steps to the second level of our house. Sammy and I shared a bedroom at the end of the hall. Our room was small with nothing but a dresser, bunk beds and a night table with an old lamp on it. The lampshade was tilted and broken. Since our room faced east, we always left one of Mom’s quilts over the window so the sun didn’t wake us too early in the morning.

  I ran to the bedside and dropped to my knees. The storage space under the beds was split half-and-half but Sammy didn’t really understand what a half was, so my side was bigger.

  I pulled out a tin cookie container and opened it up. Inside there was an assortment of crinkled papers and an old, leather-bound journal. I grabbed the journal and raced back downstairs.

  Sammy was sitting on the sofa looking through his baseball card binder. I walked up with an air of importance about me, trying to draw attention to the journal beneath my arm.

  When he didn’t look up, I shut his binder.

  “Hey! I’m looking at those!” Sammy said angrily, but when he saw the journal he sat up quickly. “Do I get a Level?”

  “I’ve been going through the details of today’s mission over and over again trying to figure out if it warranted a Level. On the one hand, it could be argued that the mission was a complete failure. Many wounds were sustained and I’ve since looked at the enemy’s fortress and little seems to have changed in the way of their numbers.” Sammy’s smile faded and disappointment flooded his face. “BUT…Levels aren’t based only on the success of a mission. Things like valour, bravery, courage, and commitment to the team are also factored in. After long hours of meticulously examining every detail of today’s operation, the committee has decided to award you your next Level.” Sammy’s eyes brightened, his lips started to form a smile but he quickly suppressed it as much as he could; he knew what a serious occasion receiving a Level was.

  In the two years since I’d inaugurated the Level system as a method to make my little brother do nearly anything, he had slowly but surely passed through a number of Levels in exchange for the hardships I’d put him through. Ant—his first—was received for sticking his finger in a crayfish’s claw to see how much it hurt; Fly was awarded for sneaking down one night to steal food from the fridge because I was hungry, a mission he was caught for but never confessed my involvement; Beetle for retrieving our basketball from deep within Mom’s rosebushes; Worm for eating a worm; Snail for mowing the lawn all summer for me, a Level that was revoked when Dad told him he wasn’t allowed to do my work, but that was regained for not telling on me when I stuck a stick in the spokes of his bike and made him fall. His last Level, Rabbit, was for lying to Mom and telling her that he had broken the lampshade in our room.

  I was already the highest Level possible, Eagle. Of course, I’d never actually done anything to get it. I just made up elaborate stories of walking over lava and fighting dinosaurs and eating scorpions and told Sammy it had all happened before he was born. He believed every word of it. He believed anything I said.

  “Sammy, the committee has decided to award you the Level of Fox for the bravery you demonstrated today in Operation Bee Elimination. Of course, like all missions, the information is completely classified.”

  “What does classified mean?” Sammy asked.

  “It means the same thing as Top Secret, you can’t tell anyone. All missions are classified. You didn’t know that?”

  “Oh…no.” Sammy looked disappointed with himself.

  “It’s a word they say in the army. Only people who actually do the missions can know about them. If you tell anyone something that’s classified you get shot.” Sammy’s eyes went wide. “So yeah, don’t tell anyone about our mission.”

  He thought for a second then agreed.

  Later that afternoon, I went back to the journal and opened it. The first page read “Levels—Top Secret” in cursive writing I’d done using the ‘Easy Steps to Learning Calligraphy’ set Mom had bought me a few years before. Underneath in plain block writing I’d written, “Awarded to members of the team who demonstrate bravery, valour, honour and loyalty to the clan.”

  All of the other pages contained colourful drawings of animals with a small entry below explaining what the task had been to get that Level.

  I flipped to a fresh page and carefully drew a picture of a fox with pencil crayons. It took me over an hour and when I was done it looked sort of like a fox, sort of like a dog. Underneath I wrote, “For bravery demonstrated in Operation Bee Elimination. Calvin Sinclair. July 12, 1995.” Then I signed it to make it official.


  
CHAPTER 3

  THE START OF THAT SUMMER CAME AND WENT THE SAME AS THE previous one. Sammy and I spent most of our time exploring the woods behind the house or playing in the creek that ran through it. Dad had built a fort in the low branches of a tree not far into the woods and on rainy days we’d sit inside and read.

  I should rephrase that. I read. Sammy listened.

  Sammy couldn’t read more than “Spot was a dog.” He was bad at reading because he never practiced like Mom said he should. Instead he’d just beg and beg and beg until I’d read one of my Goosebumps books out loud. I’d only agree because I liked watching him squirm at the scary parts. Before I’d start, I’d always make him promise not to get nightmares. He’d swear he wouldn’t, but it didn’t matter—he’d still get nightmares. In the evenings after a particularly scary chapter, I’d hear him crawl from his bottom bunk after he thought I was asleep. He’d cross the room to his dresser and fish out the stuffed alligator that he called his ‘Elligator’ from underneath. It was his comfort toy but he kept it hidden since I’d called him a baby one time during a fight.

  “I’m not a baby!” he’d argued.

  “Then why do you still sleep with a stuffed animal?”

  The next night Elligator was gone.

  He didn’t even tell Mom where it had gone when she asked—he just shrugged and said he wasn’t sure.

  Really, I couldn’t have cared less if he still had a stuffed animal. I just had a bad habit of saying mean things when I was mad and Sammy had a bad habit of taking them too personally.

  On the days we didn’t feel like exploring, we’d play basketball in the driveway. I had just finished grade five at Huxbury Elementary and basketball was the favourite game on the playground. Since Huxbury only went to grade six, I had aspirations of being the best kid in the school the next year. My shot was pretty good but since the driveway was uneven gravel, it was difficult to practice dribbling. Dad had promised that the following year I could join a basketball league in London and he’d drive me to all the practices and games.

  Sammy was going into grade two and had basketball aspirations of his own. Bump was the popular game for the younger kids and he had hopes of one day winning—a task that would first require him to be able to throw the ball all the way to the rim. At school there were lower nets but at home, we only had a regular-height net. That summer was the first Sammy was finally able to get the ball as high as the rim. Getting it in, however, was a whole other issue.

  So that’s how the summer started—a boring affair of having no one to play with but my little brother who couldn’t quite read and couldn’t quite keep up. Still, I would have gladly spent a hundred hours with Sammy for the chance to miss even one Sunday morning.

  Sunday mornings meant church and church meant “Sunday Bests”—code for “most-itchy-and-uncomfortable-clothing-known-to-man.” The church itself was an old converted barn that they’d gutted and put pews in. It still smelled like the animals that had lived there and the pews were rotted and gave splinters if you slid along them too quickly.

  The pastor’s name was Reverend Ramos and he had a funny way of talking. Whenever he’d say a word with an ‘R’ in it, he sounded like a pirate—or at least that’s what Sammy and I thought. Mom said it was because he was from Mexico but we preferred our pirate story. Whenever he said something funny, I’d turn to Sammy and repeat it.

  “I am R-r-r-reverend R-r-r-amos,” I’d say, and Sammy would laugh.

  But then Mom would tell us to be quiet and we’d have to sit for the rest of the sermon being bored.

  Yep, Sundays were the worst—every Sunday that is, until the Sunday I met Aleta.

  It started off like every other Sunday except that it was pouring rain.

  “Psst, Sammy, you awake?” I whispered from my top bunk.

  “Ugh…what?” he replied.

  The grogginess in his voice told me he hadn’t been.

  “Nothing, just seeing if you were awake. It’s raining.” I wanted him to be awake because I was awake.

  “Oh.”

  “At least it’s raining on a Sunday so we won’t be missing a good morning to play outside.”

  Our conversation ended there as footsteps in the hall told us Dad was coming to wake us up. On Sundays and school days it was always a game to see how long we could stay in bed.

  I heard the creaking of the door opening followed by a few seconds of silence where I did my best not to move a muscle. “Boys?” I heard Dad whisper. Then, after a few more moments of silence, “I’ve got great news. Church has been cancelled and we’re going to go to Disneyland instead.”

  I knew better than to believe anything Dad said but Sammy was as gullible as a crow.

  “Really?” he replied in a shrill cry.

  “A-ha, I knew you weren’t asleep,” Dad laughed.

  “That wasn’t nice of you, Harold,” I heard Mom say from somewhere behind the door.

  Dad left the serious side of parenting to Mom. He wrote a humour column for the London Free Press and I guess he had trouble living outside that column. Sammy was his biggest fan; I was a close second.

  “Good one, Dad,” I heard Sammy say laughing from the bunk below as he climbed out of bed.

  I continued pretending I was asleep.

  “Come on, Cal, I know you’re awake up there too, we can’t keep God waiting all day.” I heard Dad turn and walk out of the room.

  “He’s not asleep,” Sammy said, stepping up onto his bunk so he could peer over the railing into mine. He stuck his hand out and shook my shoulder.

  In one swift motion, I shot up in my bunk and caught him with a punch in his upper arm. He cried out and jumped back down to the ground. For a moment he stood looking up at me, rubbing his arm with a defiant look on his face. I could tell he had it in his mind to say something but instead he stuck out his tongue and walked out of the room.

  Church started out the same as it did every other Sunday. Reverend Ramos spoke in his funny voice about news from around town—of which there really was none—then droned on and on about something that might as well have been in Latin because nobody was listening.

  We had arrived late that day and had had to squeeze into the second-from-last pew. If the sermon hadn’t already started, I would have protested when I saw Tom and Joey in the pew in front of us.

  Joey took the first pause in the sermon to turn around. “Hey, Pudge,” he said, addressing Sammy, “you’re looking fatter than usual. Ever think about getting some exercise? I’d let you ride my new bike but you’d probably just break it if you sat on it.” He looked up at his older brother for approval.

  Joey was Sammy’s age and had tormented my brother endlessly in grade one. Sammy was a bit doughy, but I didn’t like someone else saying it. Especially not a Riley. They were known for being mean. Probably because their dad was mean.

  Sammy didn’t reply. He just looked down at his feet.

  Now it was Tom’s turn. He turned to me and took a less obvious approach to being a jerk. “You been practicing your basketball?” he asked.

  It wasn’t really a question; Tom was never interested in anyone but himself, so I didn’t answer.

  “I have,” he continued, “Pops paved part of the driveway so we can dribble.”

  “Yeah. Maybe you can fetch Tom’s water bottle when he’s thirsty next year,” Joey added.

  Sammy had been sitting silently trying to ignore their taunts but that was it. He was fine with them picking on him, but as soon as anyone had something to say about me, he was all fists.

  “Yeah, right,” he bellowed, way too loud for church, “Cal isn’t going to be fetching water bottles for anyone. He’s already got his Eagle Level. He’ll be the best basketballer at the school next year.” His big eyes narrowed into tiny slits as he glared at Joey with such hostility that I thought he would lash out and hit him right there in church.

  There was a collective shush from a few people and Mom glared down the pew at us. Tom and Joey quickly turned around when their dad looked at them. He was the only person they listened to.

  I didn’t mind getting in trouble. I was worked up and ready to add my own two cents. And I would have, had something else not caught my eye.

  Not something—someone.

  Three people had just walked into the church.

  Huxbury wasn’t a big town and the church community was even smaller. Everyone knew everyone. So when three newcomers turned up late that Sunday, everyone noticed. Even Reverend Ramos paused momentarily and smiled at them.

  There were two girls and a man who I guessed right away to be their father. The girls looked eerily alike and were wet from the rain. Their dark hair was tied up in matching green bows and their bangs lay matted to their foreheads. The man was tall with a greying beard and a stern look. He ushered the girls into the empty pew behind us and sat stiffly watching the reverend. The older of the two girls looked like she was already in high school and had a similar serious and unwavering look as her father. The younger girl looked to be about my age and didn’t for a second seem interested in the sermon. Instead her eyes danced around the church taking in everything. They stopped momentarily on me and I felt the thumping in my chest pick up.

  Gosh, she was pretty.

  Her crayon-green eyes stood out against her dark hair and I could see the reflection of the candles around the church in them. I looked away quickly with an awkward realization that I’d been staring.

  For the rest of the sermon, I managed to secretly watch her while pretending to pay attention to the reverend. She continued to glance around the church for a while before stopping to grab a hymnbook from the pew in front of her. She thumbed through the pages at a pace that made it obvious she wasn’t really reading.

  After a while, she lay the hymnbook open in her lap and slowly reached her hand inside her raincoat pocket. As she did so, she wore an expressionless look on her face and stared toward the front of the church. She worked slowly and carefully, withdrawing her hand in slight increments every few seconds so that it was almost unnoticeable. When her hand was finally free from her pocket, it was tightly wrapped around a small paperback.

  I recognized the book immediately. I couldn’t believe it! It was the latest R.L. Stine—The Barking Ghost. She carefully manoeuvered the book into the crease of her open hymnbook and held them both together in such a way that the smaller Goosebumps book disappeared inside.

  I guess I was pretty caught up staring because I nearly jumped from my seat when I felt Sammy’s elbow jab me in the side.

  “Ouccchhh,” I hissed, careful to keep my voice quiet.

  “Sorry,” Sammy replied. I looked down at him and for a second he looked ready to get up and run, but when he saw I wasn’t ready to wallop him, he turned his attention elsewhere. He glanced to where the newcomers were sitting then back to me again.

  “Who is she?” he asked.

  “I dunno,” I said, shrugging my shoulders and pretending not to care.

  “Does she go to our school?”

  “No. Now shush up or you’ll get us in trouble again,” I said.

  But it was too late. Mom was already leaning forward glaring down the pew at us. Her finger was up to her mouth and her eyes looked like a bull’s, ready to charge.

  I glared angrily at Sammy and he shrank back into the pew and stopped talking.

  Throughout the sermon, I took every chance I had to look back. Each time we were called to sit or stand, I turned around and pretended to be looking around the church, then quickly stole a glance at the newcomer.

  She was never looking my way. Her eyes remained trained on the hymnbook in her hands.

  Sammy kept nudging me to say something but I pretended not to notice.

  Who was she? Where was she from? I had to think of a way to talk to her.

  As the sermon came to an end, I rushed to put on my jacket and appeared impatient to get going.

  “What’s the big hurry, honey?” Mom asked, staring inquisitively at me. “Are you feeling all right?”

  “I really have to go to the washroom. Do you think we can hurry and not talk to Reverend Ramos today?”

  I knew it was a long shot. Mom and Dad always stayed behind to chat with the reverend. I needed to get out before the girl left so I could think of a way to talk to her.

  Mom looked at Dad and he gave a nod.

  “When you gotta go, you gotta go,” he said.

  We started toward the back of the church and I realized my mistake immediately. She was walking toward the front. The aisle was packed with people going this way and that—some to the front, most to the back—and we were caught in the stream like salmon. At the back of the church, I turned for one last glance and as I looked, I saw her head swivel around. Her movement was deliberate. She had just been looking my way.

  But had she been looking at me? I wasn’t sure.

  The only sure thing was it wouldn’t take any persuasion to get me to church the next week.


  
CHAPTER 4

  I SAT AT HOME WATCHING THE CLOCK AS THE SECONDS TURNED TO minutes, the minutes to hours, the hours to days—or so it felt. It was only one o’clock. I had been home from church a mere three hours.

  “Wanna play Crazy Eights?” Sammy asked, standing in the doorway of the living room, a deck of cards in his hand.

  I had been sitting on our old, brown sofa with a Goosebumps book closed in my lap staring absently across the backyard to the knee-high corn stalks standing like rows of soldiers beyond. It was still raining and the lawn looked like a giant puddle with hair.

  I always thought it was weird: we lived in the country but didn’t have a barn, or animals, and the fields all belonged to someone else. We were a small weed among endless stretches of actual farmland—it just didn’t make sense.

  Still, my parents worked hard to keep our weed as sightly as possible. I think it was a big part of why we moved to the country in the first place—more room to garden. Our whole house was lined with inconveniently placed rosebushes, hard-not-to-step-on daffodils and many more flowers I actively chose not to learn the names of. My parents called themselves hobby gardeners and said it was relaxing. Sammy could sometimes be lured into helping but I had a very different definition of relaxing and pulling weeds wasn’t a part of it.

  Outside our bedroom window, there were two Japanese cherry trees that in my eyes were the only good part of the garden. When we’d first moved to Huxbury, Dad had joked that there was one for each of Sammy and me—a big one and a small one—and he’d told us to name them. I’d decided on Big Tree, which you can imagine took me all of five seconds to come up with. Sammy had spent days thinking of a name for his tree. In the end, he’d gone with Sakura after Dad told him it was the Japanese word for cherry tree. He was excited to have his own tree and utterly disappointed when we learned the following spring that Sakura was a dud. At the end of April, Big Tree transformed into a radiant ball of white flowers that filled the whole house with a delicious smell while Sakura remained bald and ugly. I suggested to Sammy that maybe it was because he didn’t love his tree enough or look after it. Really, it was because Sammy was never lucky with anything.

  “Cal? You want to play Crazy Eights?” Sammy repeated.

  I’d forgotten that he was still standing in the doorway.

  “No. Leave me alone,” I said. “I’m reading.”

  I picked up my book to look occupied.

  “Can you read out loud?” he asked, starting to move into the room.

  “Not right now. Just go away.”

  Sammy could be so suffocating. All I wanted to do was sit and think. I had been trying to devise a plan to find out more about the mysterious girl from church and now he was interrupting my thoughts.

  He walked slowly across the living room watching me carefully, like I were some rabid dog that might jump up and bite him at any second. When he made it to the chair opposite me he sat down and pretended to look at a magazine from the table beside him. I knew as well as he did that he couldn’t read it and every so often I’d catch him casting stupid looks my way as if he wanted to tell me something.

  “Aleta Alvarado,” he finally said, his secret bursting from inside as he put the magazine down.

  “What?”

  “The girl at church today. Her name is Aleta Alvarado. And her sister’s name is Raquel. They just moved here.”

  Sometimes Sammy’s intuition amazed me. It was like he had a wire straight to my brain and could read my thoughts. How had he known I’d been thinking about her?

  “Uh…what…where did you hear that?” I asked.

  “Mom told me.”

  I thought for a moment.

  “How did Mom know?”

  “Someone in town told her. They moved into Mr. Wilson’s old house.”

  I knew the one he meant. It had been empty since Mr. Wilson died. We didn’t know him well but we had gone to his funeral. It was really boring and the only good part would’ve been to see the dead body but he had been cremated. The house was on Thornton Road, only a fifteen-minute bike ride away.

  In the end, I did play cards with Sammy. I thought maybe it would help pass the time as I waited for the rain to stop. I cheated and won, as always, but that never seemed to bother Sammy. He’d grown up losing and by now he was used to it. He just seemed happy enough identifying when he could and couldn’t play a card and when he remembered what each meant.

   “Two of spades,” he’d say. “Pick up two.”

  I’d put on a look of feigned disappointment, pick up two from the pile, then play the three other twos I’d swiped from the discard pile. “Pick up eight.”

  “Ah, darn,” he’d say, not really disheartened. “Lucky you had those.” It never occurred to him that all the twos had been played already and that there was no way I could’ve gotten them without cheating.

  Periodically, I’d look outside to see if the rain had let up, only to find the lawn still covered in ripples. As dusk set in, I forced myself to realize it wasn’t in the cards, so to speak, for me to make my way over to Thornton Road that night.

  Tomorrow, I thought. Tomorrow I’ll go.

  During the summer, our bedtime was later and poorly enforced. It was easy to stay up late playing cards or games or whatever else we felt like. That night we were in bed and reading well before our usual time. I read a few chapters out loud from Say Cheese and Die! using my best scary-ghost voice at the parts I thought would be most likely to give Sammy nightmares. When Sammy was asleep I lay in bed, eyes closed, listening to his even breathing, wishing I was asleep too. I never was good at falling asleep, especially when I was excited about something.


  
CHAPTER 5

  THE NEXT MORNING I WOKE TO SUN FLOODING THROUGH OUR bedroom window. I’d removed the quilt the night before; I’d wanted an early start on the day.

  “Hey, Sammy, you up?”

  “Yeah, it’s too bright in here. Why’d you take the blanket off the window?”

  “It’s not a blanket, it’s a quilt. And I dunno, thought maybe we could go for a bike ride today.”

  “Can we go later? Dad said we could make chocolate chip cookies this morning.”

  Sammy and Dad loved to bake: cookies, muffins, pound cake, tortes, cupcakes—you name it, they made it. I didn’t share their sweet tooth. Which was probably why I was skinny and Sammy was, well, chubby.

  I glanced at the clock on the dresser—7:25. I was being too anxious. We’d probably ride by her house and she wouldn’t even be up yet. I rested my head back on the pillow and stared at the ceiling.

  “Yeah, okay, we’ll wait a little bit, I guess.”

  After breakfast, I went out front and shot the ball around while Sammy and Dad made their cookies.

  “Three seconds left on the clock, Huxbury is down by one, Calvin Sinclair has the ball. Three…two…” I hurled the ball into the air, flicking my wrist at the end with perfect form. “One…eeeehhhhhhh!” The ball caressed the nylon of the net and fell on the gravel of the driveway. I’d run through this situation countless times, sometimes ending well, sometimes with the depressing clang of the ball hitting the rim or backboard and bouncing away.

  “Yay!” Sammy cheered.

  I hadn’t noticed him standing in the front doorway of the house.

  “Thanks,” I said unenthusiastically, trying to make it seem like it was no big deal. “You ready to go?”
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