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To all the ones who were left behind

by the people they loved most in the world

Be your magnificent self






WHITE (Innocence)



Arrange whatever pieces come your way.

—Virginia Woolf
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Period (noun): a length or segment of time.

The word period can indicate short stretches of time and also longer stretches, such as the Renaissance period (those dresses seemed a little over the top, if you ask me; if a person wore one of those during a Texas summer, she’d die of heatstroke); geological time, like eras and epochs; or the dividing of a school day into periods—but it’s summer, and as much as I love learning (don’t tell Jesse Cox), I don’t want to think about school.

A period can seem incredibly fast, like the time Jenny took me to Rockport with her family and we swam and fished and ate seafood for every meal like no one cared about the cost of anything. A period can also be completely interminable, like the hours and minutes ticking up to the moment when you’ll see your dad for the first time in two years.
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That clock on Memaw’s wall must have magnets made for my eyes, because I couldn’t stop looking at the swirling black hands and Roman numeral notches. Six o’clock. Six thirty. Seven o’clock.

Two hours since Mom dropped us off. Two and a half. Three.

More than enough time. She was supposed to call when she got home, so… why hadn’t she called?

My chest burned like the grass fire Jack accidentally started in Memaw’s backyard last summer, and rubbing it didn’t make it feel any less fiery. (We managed to get the grass fire out before Mom and Memaw got home, thank goodness. But the soles of our shoes were never the same after that.) My leg vibrated under the table, unusual for me. I am a Stillness Queen. I can be still as stagnant water, as a hammock on a windless day, as the suffocating air every time Coach Finley makes us run to the T (my least favorite thing to do when school’s in session).

Must be my nerves. Or maybe the quiet at the table. Or all the thoughts piling up around me.

I’m not supposed to open my journal at supper, but tonight I did, just to have a place for all the nervous energy to go.

“You don’t want your spaghetti?” Memaw nodded toward my bowl, which I hadn’t really touched. Another thing that’s unlike me: not eating Memaw’s spaghetti. It’s the perfect blend of salt and tang, better even than Mom’s homemade sauce. Mom says Memaw salts everything to death. I guess I like everything salted to death, then.

I didn’t answer Memaw, but she kept right on talking, like maybe she was as nervous as I was. Am I nervous? I haven’t reached a definitive conclusion yet, but I think yes, maybe I am, yeah, probably.

“Nerves, is it?” Memaw glanced at Jack. His brown eyes studied the table. His mud-colored hair curled around his ears like it does every summer. Mom doesn’t waste money on haircuts when we’re on break. I know why that’s important, but I have to admit, it makes Jack look a little like a shaggy dog.

Maggie pushed her orange bowl forward, and the bottom of it scraped the wood in a way that made me wince. (A nails on chalkboard kind of sound.) “I finished mine,” she said.

“Want some more?” Memaw said. Her eyes gleamed. I think Memaw gets a lot of joy out of feeding people. Or maybe it’s just making people happy in any way she can. Mom says she spoils us, coming to visit with bags full of kettle-cooked chips and cream horns and new crossword puzzles for Jack and composition books for me and coloring books for Maggie. I just think she’s the best grandma ever. (And I have four of them.)

Maggie nodded. “Yes please?” Her words arched up like she was asking a question.

“Maybe Tori will let you have hers.” Memaw eyed me with that one raised eyebrow, her dark eyes blinking questions.

I shook my head and stuffed a forkful of the salty spaghetti in my mouth. “Not sharing,” I said around the noodles. The salt was divine. A burst of intense flavor hit my tongue, and it made me wonder why I’d waited so long to eat.

Jack stuffed a bite in his mouth too.

Memaw said, “You bring all your notebooks with you, Tori?”

Do I ever go anywhere without my notebooks? I didn’t ask this question out loud because (1) it’s not exactly polite, and (2) Memaw already knows the answer. She’s the biggest supporter of my budding writing career, and without her I might not have volumes and volumes of my own stories and diaries. (I prefer to call them journals; people—Jack and Maggie—like to steal juicy diaries, but no one’s interested in boring journals.)

I also didn’t tell Memaw that I’ve decided to go by Victoria this summer. I’ve been Tori for twelve years of my life, and I’m ready for a change. A more grown-up name. Something to prove I’m not a little girl anymore. I’m still in a training bra, while all my friends have become women and moved up to the regular bra section, but at least I will have a new name. I mean, it’s an old name given twelve years ago, but it’s new for me. And grown-up. And womanly.

It’s not a conversation for the supper table, so I let it go.

“All two of them,” I said instead.

Memaw blinked at me like she’d forgotten her question. I do this all the time—I get tangled in my head and let a question sit way too long without an answer, and then the person forgets what they even asked. I was about to remind her she’d asked if I’d brought all my journals when she said, “Only two?” Her black eyebrows shot up even farther. “That enough for a whole thirty days?” She seemed to be saying something more underneath the words. Something like Thirty days with your father? Thirty days away from home? Thirty days of no routines and unpredictability and anxiety-inducing newness?

I try exceptionally hard to hide my weirdness from the world. (Mom says I’m quirky, not weird, but she’s my mom. She’s supposed to think I’m ordinary. Brilliant, but ordinary.) But Memaw is like one of those thermometers you wish you didn’t have in Texas, the ones that you can’t help but notice as you’re walking out the gym door for another run to the stop sign a whole sweaty one-point-six miles away from the school, the ones that practically shout, “It’s one hundred one degrees out here, get back inside, you moron!”

She always sees right through me to the temperature inside. Sometimes it’s kind of a relief. It’s exhausting putting on a show all the time. Pretending you’re perfectly fine when you’re not.

Sometimes, though, it’s a great big pain.

“I brought some books to read too.” My voice sounded a little squeaky, like even I didn’t believe I’d brought enough simple pleasures to distract me from less-than-ideal circumstances.

Okay, so I like routine and predictability and things that are old, not things that are new. And maybe I have a teensy little problem with anxiety that’s hardly worth mentioning.

I shrugged, because, well, words are hard, and so is the truth.

Memaw stood up and disappeared into her room. Jack shot me a Look, but I couldn’t decode it. I can’t read many of Jack’s Looks anymore, not like I used to. Middle school changed things for us in a weird and sometimes annoying way, but I don’t like to think about that. So I don’t. I let him have his football friends and band buddies and lunchroom chewing chums and leave him well enough alone, like he told me to do on my first day of sixth grade, when he was a big seventh grader on campus and I mistakenly thought that didn’t mean anything special.

Memaw reappeared and plopped down a pile of composition books. “That enough?” she said. I spread them out. Two purple ones (Memaw’s favorite color), one turquoise one (my favorite color), and three yellow ones (no one’s favorite color but bright and hopeful all the same). Six notebooks for thirty days, not counting the two I brought.

“Yeah. Sure,” I said. “Thanks.”

I wondered, briefly, how she’d found the composition books so fast. Her room is a minefield of messy stacks and future Christmas presents and powder spilled on bathroom counters. I don’t go in there often. Clutter ignites my anxiety like little sisters ignite annoyance.

I’m sorry. That was mean. Maggie doesn’t deserve that… usually.

“Give you something to do while you’re visiting your dad,” Memaw said, folding herself back in her chair.

Memaw even looks like the perfect grandma. She’s short and lumpy, with curly black-and-white hair that frames her face and neck in a halo. Her gray-brown tortoiseshell glasses are the kind that darken in the sunlight so you can’t see her eyes. (I know the names of all the frame colors and styles of glasses, which is how I know Memaw’s are tortoiseshell, because I spent two years trying to convince Mom to at least get me new glasses if she wasn’t going to get me contacts. My old frames are held together with superglue, and one earpiece falls off every time I so much as adjust their position on my nose. Glasses are expensive, though, which is probably why I finally wore her down just in time for this summer, and now I am the proud owner of brand-new soft contacts. Clear ones. Mom said no to colored contacts, even though I tried to tell her that’s all anyone wears anymore. She raised an eyebrow and said, “You really think I’m gonna let you get lenses that make you look like a cat?” Like I would do that. I just wanted blue ones. But Mom shook her head to even that. “Blue’s not all it’s cracked up to be,” she said. She doesn’t know, though. Her eyes are the same brown as mine, so how would she?)

Enough with the random brain detour, let’s go back to the table and Memaw’s “Give you something to do while you’re visiting your dad.”

The way she said, “your dad,” its squeezed-up, clenched-tight sound, made it obvious to any but the most oblivious observer (Maggie is one of those. No, that’s mean. Maggie’s just… blissfully unaware. She has an excuse—she’s nine) that Memaw does not like Dad. If my memory can be believed (and of course it can), she never has. She’s never come out and said it, but you can see that kind of thing on the face, hear it in the voice, watch it in the stiffness of a back, if you’re the right kind of nosy. Which I am.

I nodded again but didn’t say anything. The grandfather clock in the living room chimed its half-hour song. Seven thirty. In exactly twelve hours, he would be here.

My throat tightened as hard as Memaw’s eyes.

Good thing there’s Tales from the Crypt, Memaw’s favorite show, to distract me. If what’s happening tomorrow doesn’t make it impossible to sleep, creepy skeleton heads jumping out of coffins will.

(Memaw would be in so much trouble if Mom knew she let us watch Tales from the Crypt. It’s not exactly a kid’s show—bloody and gory and too spooky for imaginations like mine. And it’s probably in the top ten reasons I still sleep with a night-light. Mom barely approved Sabrina, the Teenage Witch, and I had to practically beg her to let me watch Friends. But Memaw’s house is a house of freedom and horror.)
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In twelve hours, he’ll drive up in a shiny waxed truck that doesn’t clatter, with a ceiling that doesn’t sag, with four doors that swing right open without sticking, wearing that smile.

Truthfully, I don’t know what he drives or if it clatters or sags or sticks or whether he’ll smile when he pulls into Memaw’s driveway. I haven’t seen Dad in more than two years, and the last sighting was only for a hasty goodbye, in front of a house that was never ours, its “for rent” sign already stuck in the sloping yard. Dad just acted like it was any old regular day. Maybe to him it was. To me it was The Worst Day of My Life… but you live to be twelve, and you learn there are days much worse than The Worst Day of Your Life. For example, last year, I slipped on a wet spot in the cafeteria and slid all the way into a table where the most popular boy in school, Bran Martin, was sitting with his friends. They all looked at me and then said, at the exact same time, “Safe!” A baseball reference, ha ha. I thought for sure that was the worst life could get. And then I tripped all the way down the stairs after my induction into the National Junior Honor Society, with two hundred eyes on me. Worst Day. There are many Worst Days in life. You learn to wave at them as they pass by.

In twelve hours, Dad will drive us from Texas to Ohio, where we spent a year trying to patch together the cracks in our family. (Turns out some cracks can’t be patched but actually get bigger and bleed all over the place until you have to admit that you’re not a crack-fixer.) We’ll be his for thirty whole days. The last time I saw Ohio, it was out the back window of The Boat (the ugliest green car in existence, I swear). It retreated from me in hills and valleys and green fields that led to Amish farmland, and I have to admit, the only words that filled my mind (besides all the ones related to Dad, which I don’t want to record here, for keep-the-hope editing purposes) were “Good riddance.” I thought I’d like the snow, after the suffocating heat of Texas, but it turns out snow gets everywhere, and it’s just frozen water that melts and freezes you from the inside out. So yeah. Good riddance. Now we’re headed back to Ohio. At least it’s not winter.

Truthfully, Ohio wasn’t all that bad, even the snow. (Mom would disagree; she hated scraping ice from the car before leaving for work.) Sure, I unintentionally rolled down a snowy hill in my brand-new birthday dress that year and, when I finally skidded to the bottom, sat there crying for a while (I was ten, and I cared way too much about pantyhose, but in my defense, it was snowing and cold and pantyhose are warm until they have holes), but all in all, it was an okay year. Except that what Mom promised (“If we move to Ohio, where he’s working, he’ll be home all the time”) didn’t happen. Dad didn’t come home.

In twelve hours, I will fill in the gaps of What Dad Looks Like. It’s not that I’ve forgotten completely. I still see a vague impression of him when I close my eyes: long legs, brown skin, eyes the color of grass on its way to dying in the pastures that mark this part of Texas. His face isn’t exactly clear, though, and neither is his voice. Calling isn’t Dad’s strength, apparently. He has other strengths. Baking the best buttermilk biscuits, drinking a mason jar of milk in one breath, and sporting a Speedo (the kind professional swimmers wear, which is mortifying when you’re his daughter at the pool party and all your friends are staring and you’re hiding your face, hoping he dove in fast enough that they didn’t notice he’s swimming in what looks like underwear).

Truthfully, I wonder if forgetting is the brain’s way of protecting the heart from something painful. But that sounds like something Virginia Woolf might say. (I brought the fourth volume of her diaries with me this summer, snuck it right off Mom’s bookshelf. I don’t think she’ll notice, but it did make my suitcase noticeably heavier.) Virginia Woolf also said, “Nothing has really happened until it has been recorded,” which is why I keep a detailed journal. I’ve brought two blank composition books with me for the trip, plus the six Memaw gave me, and I’ll record dialogue and events as accurately as I can. But I’m only human, so of course the following pages, which I’m calling “The First Magnificent Summer with Dad” (because hopefully there will be more) with the subtitle “A Record of Victoria Reeves, twelve years old” (in case anyone finds them after I’m gone), will be full of opinions and one-sided stories and hopefully absolutely no surprises because I don’t like surprises, not even the good ones.

In twelve hours, my knees will maybe stop shaking, my heart will maybe stop this ridiculous thrashing, and my eyes won’t burn so much, staring down the clock, and Dad will say all the things I know he meant to say that day we waved goodbye. I’m sorry for what I did, I still want to be a family, I love you.

Truthfully, I should probably know by now that things don’t really ever work out the way you think they should.
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You kids know what you’ll do in Ohio?”

I closed my notebook for a minute, thinking about all the things that could go wrong the minute we see Dad again. I don’t want to write them down because that might make them actually happen. I know that’s probably a ridiculous fear, but any person with anxiety knows that fears are never rational. They’re, like, the complete opposite of rational. They’re like trying to have a grown-up conversation with the boy next door whose eyes you never noticed were so pretty while your little sister keeps tugging on your arm, asking why she can’t go play with her friend down the road even though it’s against the rules while Mom’s still at work (so is talking to boys… or anyone, but let’s not get technical) and she’s so insistent, she can’t take no for an answer, she keeps asking why why why why WHY?

Memaw was trying to make conversation, smooth over the petrified places in her voice. No matter what the circumstances were around Mom and Dad’s divorce (and we know them, all right), no matter how much wrong he did (and it was plenty), no matter how much he hurt Mom (and us, too), Mom tries her best not to say a bad word about him. She asked Memaw to do the same, way back at the beginning, but I guess it’s easier when Dad is only an abstract part of the equation, not on his way to her house. Still, Memaw was trying. She stuffed another bite of spaghetti in her mouth with a kind of desperate fierceness, like if she could fill her mouth enough, she wouldn’t be tempted to say what she really wanted to say.

“Not really.” Jack answered the question for all of us.

The truth is, we have no idea. We don’t know where Dad’s living, what he’s been doing these past two years, who—

Nope. Can’t think about that. It is off-limits.

“Maybe go fishing?” I let the words fall out so they covered up all the others in my brain, the ones I don’t want to—can’t—write yet.

Dad took us fishing a few times when we were younger. It never ended well.

“He’s taking us school shopping,” Maggie threw into the silence that solidified around us, like we were stuck in a pit of quicksand, fast approaching Things We Shouldn’t Talk About. Thank goodness for Maggie.

She chewed on the side of her lip, like I’d seen her do a million times before when she was thinking. I don’t know her well enough to say whether she was thinking of shoes and shorts and shirts in every shade of her favorite color (I think it’s red, but even that’s a guess—an educated one, based on her backpack, her folders, and every spiral notebook she needed this year for fourth grade) or just pondering the simple fact of Dad and his mysterious existence. He started disappearing right after she was born, so he’s not much more than a stranger to her. Sometimes I wonder if that’s made the divorce easier for her.

“Yeah, I heard,” Memaw said. “That’s nice of him.” She didn’t sound like she thought it was nice. Her black-brown eyes—the same ones she gave to Mom and me—flicked to my journals and back up to my face. “Will it be just your dad?”

And just like that, we were in the territory of Things We Shouldn’t Talk About. The air around us thickened.

“Probably not,” Jack mumbled, at the same time I said, “I hope so.”

I hope we’ll have Dad to ourselves, but he has a new family now—had it before…

No, no, no, no, no. Nothing negative. Nothing gloomy. Nothing to ruin this summer and its promise of answers and connection and maybe even, if Jack and Maggie and I can be the right kind of people, repair. (I have it all figured out, don’t worry. I call it The No-Fail Plan to Win Dad Back.)

A month is long enough for a miracle.

Memaw said, “Well, y’all just be careful.” That’s all she said, and I filled in the blanks for her.

Be careful with your hearts. Be careful with what you believe, be careful with the promises you trust, be careful with the imaginations that run away with scenes of happily-ever-after.

Something set fire to my throat, but it was easy enough to swallow.
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THE NO-FAIL PLAN TO WIN DAD BACK


The period of one month will be long enough to:


1. Impress Dad with my wit. (He’s probably forgotten how funny I am.)

2. Show Dad I’m all grown up. (I don’t think he realized our birthdays passed, so he’ll be surprised we’ve gotten so tall; that’s what always surprises everyone else, anyway.)

3. Convince Dad to come home.



Three ways I’ll do this:


a. Reading books like the fourth volume of Virginia Woolf’s diary (it’s thick), a poetry collection by William Carlos Williams (it’s literary), and Charles Dickens’s Oliver Twist (it’s both thick and literary).

b. Writing, writing, writing. (He’s sure to be impressed by how much time I spend practicing my craft.)

c. SMILING! (Dad doesn’t like pouty kids, and since I seem to remember he always called me pouty any time I wasn’t smiling, this summer is a summer of SMILES!)
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I tried not to watch the clock, but the ticking was beating all up inside me now. It’s like when you’re trying not to hear your brother practicing the trumpet (he’s okay, just not great), so you turn on some music in your room, but your house is so small all you can hear is fluurrrp buuurrrntt gleee-ack. Even with the music blasting. Even singing along to the music. Even with the music blasting and singing along to the music and covering your ears at the same time. That trumpet wants to be heard.

That’s how it was with the clock. It didn’t want to let me forget, and so the endless loop wriggled in my head. She left at four thirty, it takes three hours to get home, she should be home by now. She should be home by now. She should be home by now.

She should be home by now she should be home by now she should be home by now…

Mom said she’d call when she made it home, but Memaw’s phone has been silent for the last twenty-four minutes. Long enough so that if Mom stopped for gas, she would still be home by now. So if she was overcome by an uncontrollable craving for rocky road ice cream (now I want some!) and had to skid into a convenience store, pick up a pint, and eat it right there in the parking lot, she would still be home by now. So if she did both and also spent some time on a public toilet (they’re always disgusting, don’t even get me started) due to overconsumption, she would still be home by now.

My throat thickened. The spiral expanded.

Maybe she had a blowout like that one time—

Maybe she had a blowout like that one time but unlike that one time she flipped the car—

Maybe she had a blowout like that one time but unlike that one time she flipped the car and crashed through the windshield and now she’s lying on the side of the road, dying—

It gets bad fast.

I took a deep breath (which didn’t help; it’s hard to breathe around boulder implants in the throat). I wrestled my lips into a smile (which didn’t help; I probably looked like I was about to dump out my entire bowl of spaghetti, lap it up like my dog, King, and woof for more). I glanced at the cream-colored phone and willed it to ring (which helped a little, but it never really works for long).

Ring. Ring. Ring—

Please God please God please God—

I’ll do anything.

You know it’s bad when you start bargaining with someone you can’t see.

Memaw stood up. “Everybody get enough to eat?”

I looked at my bowl. I’d hardly touched it. I shoved a few more forkfuls into my mouth and stood up too. “I’ll do the dishes.”

I was desperate for something to do.

Memaw looked at me sideways, like she knew exactly why I offered. Sometimes I think she can read minds. She said, “She’ll call. Don’t worry.” And my mouth filled up with How do you know? But I managed to eat the words. They didn’t taste nearly as good as the spaghetti.

People always say things like that: Everything will work out, you’ll be all right, your mom will figure out a way to buy those school supplies and pay rent and keep food in the refrigerator (okay, that last one’s a trick phrase I use on myself), but how do we ever know? Like know know. We don’t. Anxiety is good at reminding me of that.

So I didn’t say anything to Memaw. People don’t know what it’s like living with the spiral in my head, and I didn’t think Memaw was up for a crash course tonight. I pressed my lips together (then remembered to SMILE!) and carried my bowl to the sink.

This happens all the time: I worry about Mom being a few minutes late. Mom’s always late. Mom’s always fine. Everything works out in the end.

Except the one time it won’t. Which hasn’t happened yet—but it could.

“She probably forgot to call,” Memaw said to my back. “If she hasn’t called by eight fifteen, we’ll call her.”

I nodded and practiced smiling and pretended it was the scalding water (which, yes, I inflicted on myself, but accidentally) that was responsible for the tears in my eyes. Jack and Maggie set their bowls on the counter and turned easily away, unbothered by Mom’s not calling. Sometimes I wish I could be more like them. And then I remember: Jack’s putrid feet (he should see a doctor) and Maggie’s narcolepsy (she doesn’t really have narcolepsy, or at least I don’t think she does; she just has a habit of taking a morning nap on our closet floor when it’s time to get out to the bus stop). I’d rather be me. Most days.

“Maybe you’ll want spaghetti later,” Memaw said as she bent to put the bowls on the second shelf of her refrigerator, which already had an uncountable number of clear plastic bowls. It was so crowded she had trouble finding room for the spaghetti and spent a whole minute rearranging and shoving other containers farther back, where they’ll grow hair and fur. Jack and I used to play a game with all those hairy leftovers. Which One’s the Grossest, we called it. I would have laughed at the picture—all those leftovers waiting to be judged—except I remembered what Jack said the last time I asked him if he wanted to play the game. “That’s a stupid game,” he said, like maybe I was stupid too. It hurt my feelings way more than it probably should have.

My chest squeezed tighter.

Growing up doesn’t leave much room for fun, I guess.

When Memaw met my eyes, I could tell she meant something else with her words. So that’s the “later”: She doesn’t think Dad’s going to show up.

I wondered if my chest could get any tighter without killing me. My right arm went numb. I shook it out and jabbed it under the hot water so I could remind myself I wasn’t really dying, it was just panic.

I know Dad’s not the most reliable person in the world. He’s said a lot of things over the years (“I’ll call you soon” comes to mind), made all kinds of promises that didn’t work out (like, for example, “I do”), shared plans that collapsed as they were coming out of his mouth (“As soon as I’m done with this job, we’ll go to the beach”). But this is different, isn’t it? This time he’ll follow through.

Won’t he?

I didn’t need another thing to worry about.

“You know.” Memaw looked at me like she knew exactly which hole my thoughts had skidded into, like she knew how slick the sides of that hole were. “You kids are good kids.” She put an arm around me. I’m already taller than she is, so she has to look up a little to see into my eyes, which she did. She said the words again: “You kids are good kids.” And then she added more: “Anyone who makes you feel otherwise is an ignorant nitwit.”

Memaw’s creative when it comes to insults. Take a ride with her on the highways of Houston and you’ll learn all sorts of new words and phrases.

I started laughing. Memaw started laughing. We laughed until we cried. And when I’d dried all my laughter-tears, I said, “I know.”

She was still laughing when she said, “Do you?”

Do I?
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The phone’s shrill ring finally joined the song of the grandfather clock, and my relief was so large, I almost laughed until I cried again.

Phone conversation with Mom, as best I remember:

Me: Hi, Mom.

Mom: Hi, sweetie.

Me: You got home late. Did you have to stop for something?

Mom: I’ve actually been home for a while. I forgot to call. I’m sorry. Did you worry?

Me: No. (For an hour! While you were forgetting you ever had kids! Already! We’ve only been gone for an afternoon!)

Mom: Do you have everything you need?

Me: I think so.

Mom: The supplies I gave you?

Me: Moooom!

Mom: I’m just checking. You know it’s about time—

Me: Okay, Mom, that’s great, everything’s fine.

Mom: Memaw can get you more if you need them. Actually, put her on the phone—

Me: No, Mom! I’ll be fine.

Mom: Okay, sweetie.

Me: What will you do while we’re gone?

Mom:… I don’t really know.

Me: Read.

Mom: Work.

Me: Sleep.

Mom: Cook for myself, maybe.

Me: You’re totally gonna go hungry.

Mom: I’ll miss you.

Me: I’ll miss you too.

Mom: I love you, Tori.

Me: Call me Victoria.

Mom: Okay, Victoria. Y’all call me when you make it to Ohio.

The whole time we talked, I could see her, leaning her black-curled head against the doorway to the room Maggie and I share, twirling the phone cord around her finger, staring at something outside the kitchen window that she couldn’t really see. Her face wasn’t a bit blurry. Mom’s around all the time. I’ve never had a chance to forget her.

How long does it take for someone’s face to fade into a blur?

Mom had to work tomorrow, or else she’d be here. Or maybe not. Maybe she didn’t want to see Dad again—and who could blame her, after what he did?

I’m starting to think gloomy thoughts are harder to chase away after eight p.m. And I still have an hour to go until bedtime. (Mom’s bedtime. Memaw doesn’t care what time we go to bed.)

This should be fun rereading.
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THE PERIOD OF TWO YEARS (AKA WHAT DAD MISSED)


I got contacts and no longer have to wear those ugly purple glasses with the superglued end piece.

I grew six whole inches!

I’m now taller than Jack and feel like an Amazon woman. (He’s not very happy about it and refuses to stand right next to me for any sort of documenting purposes.)

Mom let me start wearing clear mascara. (It makes my eyelashes look like I’ve just taken a swim in the city pool, but at least I get to wear something. She says when I get back I might be able to pick out some lip gloss too.)

I wrote two books. (They’re not great, but at least I finished them.)

I read too many books to count, including three volumes of Virginia Woolf’s diaries, two collections of Emily Dickinson’s poetry, and twelve Victoria Holt mysteries.

I beat Tina Greene in the race to the T. (One-point-eight miles in the blazing heat of the day.)

The Waco siege. (Police and military officers rescued some kids from a compound that belonged to some religious order called the Branch Davidians and lots of people died and it was weird and sad and a national tragedy right here in Texas.)

The murder of Selena, the Mexican American singer who lived in Corpus Christi. (You really don’t want to rehash those gruesome details, do you? Also, what is it with Texas? Weird stuff happening here. I bet Dad loves that; he hated Texas and never let Mom forget it.)

I started middle school. (It’s not all that different from elementary school, except the boys are a little smaller than the girls, the girls are a little meaner than they were last year, and the building includes locker rooms where you have to shower after athletics class if you don’t want to smell like a sweaty sock the rest of the day. I’ve now perfected my No One Sees Me Naked method of showering.)

I twirled my baton, after months of practice, and made the squad. (It’s not a cheerleading spot or anything, but yelling hurts my voice and air splits hurt my eyes and would probably hurt my body if I ever tried. Plus, I like the way the silver baton shines and flashes and the breathtaking pain of catching a good toss right across your palm. And someday maybe I’ll be one of those fire twirlers, who knows?)

I moved my Sally doll from my bed to my closet at night. (Sometimes she gets scared all by herself, so I move her back to my bed—but not all the time.)

The phone rang and I thought it was him.

The phone rang and I thought it was him.

The phone rang and I finally knew it wasn’t him.

I grew up—kind of.




[image: ] July 15, 11:56 p.m.

I couldn’t sleep, so I slipped out of the room where Maggie was sleeping on the bottom bunk, crowding my space, and Jack was snoring on the top bunk.

In the hallway, I folded myself against the white wall, which looked gray in the dim light. From there I could see Memaw hunched over her kitchen table. I couldn’t see what she was doing, but I already knew she had a crossword puzzle open in front of her, a bag of Lay’s potato chips beside her. She says it keeps her mind sharp, doing so many puzzles late at night and into the early-morning hours. I wonder if maybe she should just get more sleep, since she still forgets where she left her keys and whether she already bought a package of cream horns (which is why she brings at least three when she visits us) and all those leftovers in her fridge.

I opened my notebook and smoothed out a page. I wasn’t really sure what to write. I hope I’m not developing writer’s block already. I hear it’s a terrible, terrible thing. Virginia Woolf complains quite a bit about having the words but not having the will. Maybe that will be me too.

No. It won’t. I won’t let it be. If you don’t have the will, you have to will yourself to have the will. I will will myself to write, even if I say absolutely nothing. There’s always tomorrow to say something.

For as long as I can remember, I’ve kept a journal. Mom used to call me our family recorder because when someone couldn’t remember the date of something, all I had to do was pull out my journal. I recorded everything: the day Dad brought home our German shepherd puppy we named Heidi (we haven’t seen her in two years, since he kept her with him); the day our blue-eyed kitten, Sugar, braved the Bus Monster and lost and Mrs. Miller, the Bus Monster driver, cried all the way to school, along with Maggie and me; the day Mom took Dad’s shotgun and blew rattlesnake guts all over the porch and screen door (she also blew a hole in the screen door, because she wasn’t about to venture out onto the porch with a rattlesnake curled up in a corner) and how that dead snake twisted like one of Maggie’s hair ribbons caught in a gust of September air, split in two, and slid to rest right in front of the door (but never really rested; snakes move even after they’re dead). She called a neighbor after that (I’m not really sure why, since the hard part was over), and he carried away the dead snake and its rattle on the teeth of a rake. We didn’t know what he did with the snake, but Jack and I had our guesses. (I said he probably hollowed it out and stuffed it so he could hang it up like a prize; Jack said he probably ate it. I’m not sure which guess was worse.)
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