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Synopsis

Siblings Riley and Aidan Gordon are survivors.
Together, they survived an abusive childhood, and when a fiery
accident incinerates all they have—except for each other—they
survive that, too. The tragedy leaves them with burdens and pain
beyond their years, but it also sets them free to forge their own
paths. Aidan’s road to happiness seems smooth and carefree. But
Riley continues to struggle, her only saving grace being a passion
for music that helps soothe her damaged soul. As their paths
diverge and college looms, Riley will have to depend less on Aidan
and more on herself. Fear of failure drives her, but will finding
love derail her single-minded determination to succeed, or will it
open the door to the family she’s always wanted?
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Chapter One

It didn’t look that far. Maybe it was because the
darkness of the night obscured most of her view of the frigid water
below. Still, she wondered if it would hurt much. Would it be over
quickly, her body immediately succumbing to the bone-crushing
force, or would she simply be painfully bent and twisted, only to
sink slowly beneath the gentle waves, her body spasming violently
as water replaced the life-giving oxygen in her lungs?

She shook her head to clear her thoughts. None of
this was helping. What was the use in dwelling on it? She should
just let go and be done with it. The more she thought about it, the
more she hesitated, and hesitation wasn’t high on the list of
things she wanted right now. She had gone over the events that had
led her here over and over again in her head. How much more torture
could she stand?

No. This world was too hard. Every day as she was
growing up she had tried to hold on to the belief that things would
change for the better, that she would be rescued from the hell that
was her life. After all, surely it was impossible to be kept so low
forever. Even the most tragic lives had some rays of sunshine,
right? Some glimmer of light in the darkness?

That was what she had thought, but the rays of light
in the life of Riley Gordon had been few and far between. And now
that the unthinkable had happened, she just couldn’t bear the pain.
It needed to end, once and for all. She was useless and she refused
to drag the one person in the world who cared down with her. So
what was the point in continuing?

The well-known cloud of despair descended upon her
the more she thought about it. She was making the only decision
that made sense to her anguished mind, yet she was still afraid.
This had all made so much sense as she walked to the bridge, alone
and shivering in the biting wind, in the middle of the vast expanse
of Texas Hill Country. But now that she was here, standing on the
outer ledge of the deserted Bluebonnet Highway Bridge at three
o’clock in the morning, she was having doubts.

She took a deep breath, possibly her last, and
leaned forward slowly, the wind stinging her numbed face, and
willed herself to gather the courage to loosen her grip on the
railing. She could barely hear the fast-moving river below, but she
knew that it was there, waiting for her, ready to welcome her into
its eternal embrace.

Now was the time.

The headlights approaching from down the road didn’t
even enter her consciousness.

As she slowly relaxed her fingers, the memories
poured forth once again in a flood of abuse, sadness, and fire.
Now, with the river rushing beneath her, she felt that it was
finally time to put that fire out.

 


 


Eleven Years Ago

 


Flames licked out of the windows of the tiny house,
and smoke that burned her lungs filled the air, but the multitudes
of reflective yellow jackets and the forceful water from powerful
hoses seemed to be making progress in fighting the fire that had
taken over her home…if it could really be called a home.

“Hi, there. What’s your name, sweetheart?”

Riley hid shyly behind the leg of a firefighter.

“Don’t worry, little one. I’m here to help you.” The
woman with the short graying hair looked and sounded kind, but
Riley wasn’t used to adults being nice to her. Riley eyed her
movement warily as the stranger bent to kneel in front of her. “My
name is Detective Hutchinson. I’m here to find out what happened to
your parents and your house and I could sure use your help. Can you
tell me your name?”

Riley looked up doubtfully at the enormous
dark-skinned man in the rough yellow pants who had pulled her from
the house.

“It’s all right. You can talk to her. She’s a friend
of mine.” His voice was deep and soothing, and when he smiled, his
white teeth brightened his face even though his skin was stained
even darker with the smudges of soot that covered his cheeks.

Riley continued to look at him and asked with a
tremor in her voice, “Aidan?”

The fireman’s face fell, but it was the detective
who asked, “Who’s Aidan, sweetie?”

Riley turned to look at the woman, but before she
could say anything else, a shout came from the burning house.

“We’ve got another one!” someone near the ambulance
yelled as another firefighter ran out of the house with a large
blanketed bundle in her arms.

“Aidan!” Riley screamed and started to run toward
what was now a mass of firefighters and paramedics by the large red
ambulance. Before she could take three steps, her towering
protector swept her off her feet and held her close as she thrashed
and called out over and over again for her older brother, the only
friend, the only family she had left in the world.

“Whoa there, kid. He’s gonna be okay. My friends
will take good care of him. I promise.”

Riley looked at the firefighter through the tears in
her eyes as her lip trembled.

“Is Aidan your brother?” the detective asked
kindly.

Riley nodded as she looked back toward the bustling
activity around the ambulance. She wondered at the strange mask
they were putting over her brother’s mouth and worried that he too
would leave her forever, just as their parents had.

“Where are they taking him?” she asked, anger and
fear causing her voice to shake.

Detective Hutchinson answered. “They’re taking him
to the hospital, sweetie. They’ll make him all better.”

Riley didn’t miss the worried look the woman shot at
her firefighter.

“As soon as I find out what happened here, I’ll take
you to see him. Would that be all right?” The detective smiled
reassuringly, and Riley paused, brow furrowed, but finally nodded
as the tall man set her back on the ground. “I’ll need to know your
name so that we can find him at the hospital.” She waited for a
reply.

“Riley.”

“That’s really pretty. What’s your last name?”

Riley hesitated. She wasn’t supposed to give such
personal information to strangers.

“It’s okay, Riley.” The firefighter ruffled her
hair. “Detective Hutchinson is a police officer and she’s here to
help you.”

Riley took a deep breath. “Gordon.”

“Thank you, sweetie. This house is owned by”—she
glanced at her smartphone—“a couple named Joan and Ted Stuart. Is
that right?”

She nodded again, still holding on to the man’s
rough yellow pants.

“Were they your parents?”

Even though she was young, Riley had a sharp and
active mind and she wondered at the use of past tense. “No. Aunt
and uncle. Mom’s brother.”

“I see. Were they…did something happen to your
parents?”

Riley’s eyes welled with tears and she nodded.

“Okay. No more questions. You’ve been very helpful,
Riley Gordon. I need to go work with the firefighters now to find
out more about why the fire started, so I want you to go with
Anthony here so that we can make sure you’re okay.” She gestured to
the tall firefighter, who smiled down at her comfortingly.

Riley nodded again and walked with him across the
yard to the other waiting ambulance. He stayed by her side while
the paramedics checked her and put salve on the burns she had
gotten before the fire had even started, and he held her hand for
the rest of the night as they waited for the detective to finish
her work.

*

The hospital smelled similar to the bathrooms at her
school. Clean, but too much like chemicals that were trying
desperately to cover up more unpleasant odors. The walls were too
white. The floor was too smooth. Riley didn’t like it one bit.

She was glad that the detective with the short
graying hair was with her, holding her hand and leading her through
hallways that seemed to go on forever in a never-ending maze of
people dressed in blue scrubs, worried adults wringing their hands
in waiting areas, wilting flowers, and the nose-burning odor of
antiseptic. Finally, they reached a ward decorated with painted
murals of teddy bears and balloons. Riley could tell that they were
in an area just for children.

Detective Hutchinson stopped to speak with the nurse
at the desk. They had a brief conversation, but Riley wasn’t
listening. She could see into the room of a child whose leg was
lifted in a sling and she was transfixed. It wasn’t her brother,
but her heart sank thinking about him being hurt like that. The
light in the room flickered from the changing images on the TV
screen.

Soon the detective was pulling her along, down to a
room in the middle of one of the branching hallways, and Riley’s
heart leapt as she entered the room and saw her brother sitting up
in the bed, eating ice cream.

“Aidan!”

Her brother’s face brightened and he held up the
bowl he was holding. “Look what they gave me!”

Riley ran over to his bed and stopped short as she
saw that his leg was sitting on top of the blankets with copious
amounts of gauze wrapped around his calf.

“What happened?” Riley asked, worry causing a
painful ache in her chest.

Aidan dismissed the injury with a wave of his hand.
“Oh, it’s nothing. Just got a little burn. That’s all. Nothing
major.” His voice was unnaturally scratchy.

“Does it hurt?”

“Yeah, but it’s not any worse than”—he stopped
short—“hey! I get ice cream!”

Riley looked back to his face and stamped her foot
angrily. “I thought you were right behind me when that fireman took
me out of the house. Where did you go?”

Aidan gestured to the singed shoebox on his
nightstand and Riley understood. He had gone back into their room
to rescue the only mementoes the kids had of their parents. Inside
the box was a trucker hat their father had worn on his days off
when he liked to take them to the lake to fish, both pairs of their
first baby shoes, their mother’s plastic-rimmed glasses, her
favorite mix CD of classical music, and an album of family pictures
Mom and Dad had started when Aidan was born. Riley was glad he had
thought to go back for it, but couldn’t help but be angry at him
for putting himself in danger. He could have died in that fire.

The woman took the opportunity to approach Aidan in
his bed. “Hi, Aidan, my name is Detective Hutchinson, and I’ve been
assigned to your case. The fire, I mean. Do you mind answering some
questions for me?”

Aidan looked at Riley, who nodded. They rarely did
anything without the consent of the other. It was one of the only
ways they had been able to make it through everything they had.

“Okay.”

“Thank you. How old are you, Aidan?”

“Ten.”

“And how old is your sister?”

“Seven.”

“Oh, you’re the big brother, I see. I bet you do a
good job of protecting her.” Her eyes twinkled and Aidan beamed.
“Now, I’m really sorry to have to bring this up, but I did some
research tonight and found out that your parents passed away in
that big petroleum refinery explosion near Houston three years ago.
Is that right?”

Aidan’s smile fell, and he looked off into space
sadly.

The detective had her answer, and she nodded
solemnly. “That was a terrible accident and so many innocent people
suffered because of it. I’m sorry for your loss.”

Aidan shrugged.

“And you were put into the custody of your aunt and
uncle?”

He nodded again.

“Were they nice to you? Your aunt and uncle?”

Aidan shot a glance at Riley, and they both looked
away from the detective.

The detective’s lips pursed. “Aidan. Riley. Were
they nice to you? I’m here to help. You can tell me.”

She looked between them, but it was Riley who
answered. “No. Especially not Aunt Joan.”

“What did she do?”

Riley looked with pleading eyes to Aidan, so he
sighed deeply and answered for her. “She hit us. They hit
us. They…burned us.”

The detective pulled up a chair and sat down next to
the bed, looking sympathetic. “I’m so sorry to hear that. Can you
tell me more?”

Aidan leaned back into his pillow. “Uncle Ted
usually just watched TV and drank beer. He didn’t stop her when she
hurt us, though. He just laughed or was already passed out on the
couch. Sometimes, though, he would act really funny and hit us even
harder than Aunt Joan did. One beating by him was way worse than a
lot by her. They worked on some kind of chemistry set in the
basement sometimes too. Scary people would come over and buy
something from them. When that happened, they were even meaner.
Like, something was wrong with the way they acted.” Aidan quieted
his voice to a suspicious whisper. “I think they may have been
making drugs.”

Detective Hutchinson typed something in to the iPad
she was carrying. She then took in the deep purple bruises and
round burn marks on Riley’s arms and legs. She gestured to them and
asked, “Did your aunt and uncle give you those?”

Riley nodded.

Detective Hutchinson leaned in closer to Riley and
asked softly, “Did your aunt and uncle ever, uh, do anything that
you didn’t want them to do?”

Riley looked at her as if she had gone crazy. “Well,
I never wanted them to do this to me!” She held out her damaged
arms.

Detective Hutchinson looked uncomfortable. “What I
mean is, did either of them ever touch you in an inappropriate
way?”

Riley looked confused.

The detective shifted slightly. “Did they ever touch
you…in your private areas?”

Riley shook her head vehemently.

“Well, I’m glad to hear that at least.” The
detective leaned back in her chair as if a weight had been pulled
from her shoulders.

“Ma’am?” Aidan asked.

“Yes?”

“Did they make it out of the house? We were in bed
when the fire alarm went off, but they’re usually in the basement
at night. They lock us in our room after seven o’clock. We can’t
even get out to go to the bathroom.”

Detective Hutchinson paused as if trying to measure
her words. “I’m sorry, kids, but you do need to know.” She sat up
straighter and had a determined, but pained look on her face. “Your
aunt and uncle had a lab in the basement that they used to make a
very bad drug and because of the way they make this drug there was
an explosion that caused the fire. I’m sorry to have to tell you
that they weren’t able to make it out. They both died.”

Riley looked at Aidan, who was deep in thought.

“Detective Hutchinson?”

“Yes, Aidan?”

“Is it bad that I don’t feel sorry for them? I mean,
I was so sad when our parents died, but…now I just keeping thinking
of how Aunt Joan and Uncle Ted will never be able to hurt Riley
again.”

Detective Hutchinson smiled, but had sadness in her
eyes. “No. That’s not a bad thing at all. I can see how much you
love your sister, and I know how poorly they treated you both. I’m
sorry that you will have to face yet another change in your lives,
but I know that we’ll be able to find a much better home for both
of you.”

“Just make sure that we stay together, okay?” Aidan
reached out and took Riley’s hand.

“You’re a wise and brave young man, you know that?”
Detective Hutchinson smiled and stood to leave. “A social worker
and counselor will be visiting you shortly, and I will personally
make sure that you guys get placed in a foster home together. We
won’t separate you. Promise. Riley?”

Riley looked up at her with a small smile.

“You stay with your brother tonight, okay? I’ll have
the nurses make a bed for you.”

Riley nodded and scooted closer to her brother’s
side.


Chapter Two

The social worker assigned to them was a distracted
woman in her late forties who had tried her best to get both Aidan
and Riley paired with a nice foster family, but the only families
willing to take in more children could only support one at a time.
When Riley had screamed and thrown a very wild tantrum on the floor
of the hospital at the mere suggestion that she and Aidan go to
different homes, the decision was made to keep them together at an
available group facility in a small, brushy, wooded area just
outside the San Antonio suburb of Whitehill.

As they pulled up to the gate, Aidan placed his arm
around Riley’s nervous shoulders. He was always so good at reading
her mood.

“Don’t be scared, Nugget.”

Riley relaxed a bit at his use of the pet name their
parents had given her.

“This is supposed to be a good place. And you know
that I’ll never let anything bad happen to you again. At least
we’re together, right?”

He looked down at her and she nodded with wide eyes,
still staring past the dashboard at the country house they were
slowly approaching. Children were swinging on a rusted, but
working, swing set, playing with toy trucks in a large sandbox, and
a few girls were sitting on the porch, braiding each other’s hair.
It looked pleasant enough, but Riley had never been very social,
and the thought of having to get to know all of these new and very
different kinds of people made her nervous. What if they hated her?
What if they bullied her like some of the kids at her previous
school had? She looked up at Aidan, who smiled back reassuringly.
As long as he was with her, she would be okay.

After being introduced to Ms. Suzanne, the head of
the house, as well as rest of the children, Riley and Aidan were
led to a room with three bunk beds lining the walls. Riley noticed
that only girls were in the room.

“Where will Aidan sleep?” she asked Ms. Suzanne.

The woman smiled kindly. “The boys sleep in the
rooms on the other side of the house. He won’t be far.”

Riley’s pulse quickened and her breathing became
shallow and hurried. She felt sweat bead up on her forehead and the
room started to spin. Ms. Suzanne noticed and bent down quickly in
front of her. “Riley? Look at me.” Her voice was calm, but
insistent.

Riley’s eyes were wide with panic. She could barely
focus on the woman in front of her. A jumble of terrified thoughts
tumbled through her head. What would she do without her brother
there to protect her from the people who wanted to hurt her? Who
would comfort her when she had the awful nightmares? Who would know
how to pull her back from what her brother had taken to calling
“brain storms”? No one else knew the kind of fear and anxiety that
leveled her on those occasions. They could come out of nowhere.
They happened when she was getting abused. They even happened when
she found herself alone.

She snapped. “No!” She screamed and flailed and
tried to pull herself free from the woman’s grasp.

“Calm down!” she said, trying to hold on to Riley so
she wouldn’t hurt herself.

Riley just continued to scream.

“Hey. Nugget.” Aidan spoke forcefully and stood in
front of her now.

She quieted, but fear continued to claw at her
heart.

“No one is going to hurt you here. Aunt Joan and
Uncle Ted are dead. They can’t do anything to us anymore. We’re
safe now. Isn’t that right?” He turned to the kind woman.

“Absolutely right.” She smiled and moved to put a
comforting hand on Riley’s cheek. Riley flinched, seeing only a
hand that meant to strike.

Ms. Suzanne instead held her open hand in front of
her. “If you’ll come with me, I’ll show you exactly where Aidan
will be staying. It’s not far. You’ll see.”

Riley attempted to get her breathing under control.
She hated losing her temper like this, especially in front of new
kids. She glanced into the room and found five girls staring at her
with a mixture of interest and fear. She shakily put her hand into
Aidan’s and was led to the far side of the house where the boys’
rooms were located. It was true that it wasn’t far, but after
sharing a room with her brother her whole life, the thought of
sleeping in a room with strangers without the security of his
presence scared her to death.

Aidan seemed to know what she was thinking. “I need
you to be strong now, Riley.”

She looked at him with teary eyes and nodded. If he
asked it of her, she would do it. She branded his words into her
memory. She wanted to make him proud. This was going to be a scary
new experience for her, and she wanted to have his voice and his
support there when she needed it most.

I need you to be strong now, Riley.

She could be strong. No. She would be
strong.

At least some of the time…

Riley and Aidan were briefly separated so that they
could get to know their new roommates. Aidan was left in his room
with two older boys who looked to be about fifteen, and Riley was
taken back to her room where two snotty-looking girls her age
glared at her from one of the top bunks. Luckily, the other three
girls introduced themselves and invited her into their circle where
they were play-acting at putting makeup on each other while talking
about the cutest boys at the Home.

Unfortunately, it didn’t take long for one of the
girls, the one who seemed to be the leader, to notice the
scars.

“What happened to you?” the girl asked, pointing at
the small, ugly, and unnatural red circles that dotted the freckled
skin of Riley’s forearms.

Riley quickly rolled down the sleeves of her
hand-me-down shirt. She didn’t care that it was a hot summer day.
“Nothing.”

The girls glanced at each other uncertainly and
whispered to each other, right there in front of her. Some of them
laughed. A couple looked disgusted.

Riley fumed. Was it always going to be like this?
Would she never just get to be a normal kid with a normal life? Why
did bad things have to happen to her?

*

That first night in the Home brought one of the
worst nightmares Riley had ever experienced.

Someone slapping her. Fire. A monster with smoke
hiding his face. Fire surrounding her bed. Fire erupting from the
lit end of the cigarette that he crushes down on her arms. Pain.
The smell of burning flesh and hair. Riley. A hand grabbing
her neck and squeezing tightly. Too tightly. Riley! She
can’t breathe. She wants to scream, but the strong hands are a vice
on her throat.

“Riley!”

The voice startled her out of her terrors. It took a
moment for her eyes to adjust, but through her tears she saw the
face of Ms. Suzanne. The woman was gently shaking Riley’s shoulders
to wake her up.

“Riley, you’re having a bad dream. You’re safe.”

Riley shook and felt the cold sweat that had
drenched her as she slept.

“Where’s Aidan?” she managed to whisper.

“I can get him for you if you’d like.”

Riley sniffed and nodded.

“Okay. Come on. Let’s get you something to
drink.”

She picked Riley up out of her bed and carried her
to the kitchen where she set her down at the table. A large glass
of milk was placed in front of her, and Ms. Suzanne left the room
to get Aidan.

Only a minute passed before Aidan shuffled into the
room wiping sleep from his eyes. “You okay, Nugget?”

Riley didn’t know how to answer, so she just took a
drink of the milk and then held her arms out to him. He walked over
and gave her his protective brotherly hug.

Riley buried her face on his shoulder. “They’re
still going to get me.”

“No. No, they’re not. They’re gone.”

“But in my dream—”

“They can’t even get you there. They may try to
scare you, but they can never hurt you again. Okay?”

Riley hesitated, but nodded and lifted her head. She
saw Ms. Suzanne leaning against the counter on the other side of
the kitchen. A tear ran down her face.

“Feel better?” Ms. Suzanne asked.

Riley nodded again.

“Ready for bed?”

The images from her nightmare reappeared in her
memory, and the all-too-real cigarette burns on her arms started
stinging and itching again. She nodded anyway. She was so very
tired.

“Okay. Say good night, Aidan.”

He hugged her again and said, “See ya in the
morning. Then you’ll see; things are going to be different
now.”

“’Night,” she said quietly and followed Ms. Suzanne
back to her room. She heard the hurried shhh of whispers as
they opened the door. Of course the other girls had heard her
struggling with her nightmare. She had been loud enough to wake up
Ms. Suzanne in the room down the hall. A squirming sickness swirled
around in her stomach. It was her first night in the Home and
already she had embarrassed herself and drawn unwanted attention to
her problems.

How was this ever going to get better?

I need you to be strong now, Riley.

She swallowed hard and let Ms. Suzanne tuck her back
into her bed.

Maybe tomorrow. Tomorrow she would try to be strong.
Tonight she needed to curl up in a little ball and cry the fear
away.

*

Despite the rough start, Riley soon realized that
being at the Home with other orphaned or in-need kids was better
than being used as a punching bag or ashtray almost every day.
Still, she didn’t make many new friends. Aidan was her protector,
her best friend, and her confidant. He was big for his age, so the
bullies of the Home left them both alone for the most part. Most of
the other kids were nice enough, but some had come from situations
even worse than theirs, and a few were just juvenile delinquents
ready to age up into full-blown criminals. Those were the ones who
scared her and kept her pinned to her brother’s side at all
times.

In total, the facility housed about fifteen kids,
give or take, as some were taken into individual foster homes, sent
back to their families, or aged out when they turned eighteen, but
most were about the same age as her and Aidan. Ms. Suzanne and the
other people who ran the Home were nice, but too busy to give much
individual attention to each child. The elementary school children
were taught on-site, all their meals were served in a large
converted barn next to the main building, and there were always
plenty of books to read and toys to play with. Still, the care felt
impersonal and rushed most of the time.

“Aidan?” Riley asked one day after they had finished
playing “War” with a few of the other children.

“Yeah?” he responded, sitting on the front porch
with her, slightly out of breath after chasing down a laughing girl
who was playing as one of the bad guys.

“Do you like it here?”

He turned the stick he had been using as his M-16
over in his hands. “Yeah, I kinda do. Why?”

“Just wondering.”

“Do you like it here?”

She shrugged. “It’s better than Aunt Joan’s and
Uncle Ted’s.”

Aidan put his arm around Riley, who was using her
own gun stick to draw cat faces in the dirt. “I’m sorry I couldn’t
protect you better there.”

Riley hugged him back. “You did protect me.
They hit me less when you were around. I didn’t want them to hit
you instead, though.” Riley always felt guilty about that.

“Well, they’re dead now, and I won’t let anyone hurt
you ever again. That’s what big brothers are for.” He paused,
thinking. “Is someone being mean to you here?”

Riley shrugged again. “Not really. Just stupid
stuff. They make fun of my hair and my burns. They call me an ugly
ginger.”

“They’re just jealous because your hair is different
and awesome-looking.”

Riley snorted. “I wish.”

“Your hair is really cool. Boys like girls with red
hair. Just wait. You’ll see. And anyway, try not to think about it,
and if they do anything serious, you let me know.”

“I will. They’re really okay for the most part,
though. A couple of them scare me a little, but they usually just
ignore me.”

“They’re stupid. Just ignore them back.”

Riley smiled at him and then jumped up and ran after
a squealing younger boy who had just tried to shoot them with a
bazooka tree branch that was taller than he was.

*

As Riley and Aidan settled in permanently to their
new home, she started to notice that whenever her brother was off
with the other boys, some of the girls, despite their initial
friendliness, had decided that they had a crush on Aidan and were
becoming jealous of his devotion to Riley. She knew it was stupid,
but slowly Riley became more and more ostracized from the other
kids. She would find malicious cartoon drawings of herself taped to
her bunk bed, her flaming red hair exploding in snake-like
tendrils—nothing like the wavy shoulder-length hair she actually
had—around a bucktoothed and freckled face. Unfortunately, that
part was kind of true. Her weekly allowance would go missing
mysteriously even as she changed the hiding place daily. At night,
when she was trying to go to sleep, she was constantly bombarded
with statements like “Your brother is totally cute. What happened
to you?” or they would say offhandedly, “Aidan must have gotten out
of the house first since you got all of the burns.”

She regretted having told anyone about the fire.

The treatment by her so-called “friends” was
ridiculous, and even at her young age, Riley could see how
illogical it was for girls who wanted to go out with her brother to
mistreat his sister. It didn’t matter, though. She knew her brother
would never give any of the girls a second glance. He was too into
watching war movies and playing sports. Girls weren’t on his radar
yet. That, and none of the girls in the Home were worth his time. A
few of the older ones were already smoking and drinking when the
staff wasn’t watching, and Riley had already been threatened with
severe bodily harm should she ever rat them out. Most of the kids
were decent and wanted nothing more than a family to call their
own, but the few that ran things really could make life horrible
for those that they decided weren’t cool enough.

Riley wasn’t cool enough.

She put on a brave face around her brother, knowing
that heads would roll if he ever found out about the bullying, but
she knew that he could tell when things were going badly. The
problem was that Riley wouldn’t tattle on the other girls for fear
of their reprisal later, and those same girls who treated her like
crap were the ones who were sugary sweet to her when Aidan was
around. She felt herself getting more and more angry with them and
her situation as time passed. She often took out her frustration on
the person she loved most, and that only made her even angrier.

Two-faced jerks. Riley would fume as the
girls batted their eyes at Aidan on the playground and pretended to
be funny and witty. They failed miserably.

Aidan never fell for it, of course. He was a good
judge of character and would simply roll his eyes and smile
exhaustedly at Riley. This didn’t help her standing with the girls
either, but still, she was proud of her brother and knew that he
would never be taken in by such dumb behavior.

It was always a struggle for Riley to be happy. She
was still scared a lot of the time, but she couldn’t really tell
why. She got angry so easily too. She was getting better at hiding
it, though; only Aidan could see through the act she put on. But
the problem was that she didn’t know why she got so upset so
easily. She just felt…scattered. Like part of her was still back
with her parents near Houston, another was still the cowering girl
at her aunt and uncle’s house, and the third part was either the
blatantly invisible freak or the one who stuck out like a sore
thumb at the Home. Nothing seemed able to keep her safely in one
piece. Aidan was her only tie to the stability of the ground.
Without him, she felt like she would disintegrate into a million
minuscule shards that would be blown away to nothingness at the
whim of the formidable Texas winds. During these times of fear,
during these “brain storms,” she could only focus on the words,
I need you to be strong now, Riley.

Even after months of trying so hard she felt she
would turn to stone, she had yet to live up to that request.
Luckily, not all hope of good things to come had been lost.

*

“Tell me the story again,” Riley whimpered as Aidan
consoled her after yet another particularly terrifying
nightmare.

“You know it by heart,” he said, tucking her back
into her new bed. A large closet had been converted to house a
single bed for her. It wasn’t fair to the other girls in the Home
to get woken up so often by her almost nightly screams and
crying.

“Don’t care. I wanna hear you tell it.” She snuggled
under her blankets, ready to hear the story their mother would tell
when they got scared of the dark. Her mother had told it to her,
and her grandmother to her mother before that. Aidan could recite
it almost perfectly by now, word for word, just like their mother
had. They had listened to it that many times with their mother
playing soft classical music in the background. Now, Riley often
asked Aidan to tell it because it made her feel close to her
parents again.

Aidan took a deep breath. “Okay. Fine. Once upon a
time there was a family of mockingbirds who lived in a tall tree on
the edge of a beautiful valley.”

“Meadow.”

“Do you want me to tell it or not?” he asked
irritably.

Riley nodded sheepishly, so he continued.

“Once upon a time there was a family of mockingbirds
who lived in a tall tree on the edge of a beautiful meadow.”
He waited for an interruption, and when he didn’t get one, he
continued. “The mother and father mockingbird first had a little
boy mockingbird, and when he burst from the egg he knew how to fly
right away, without his parents having to teach him a thing. They
were so proud. Soon, the mother laid another egg and out hatched
the most beautiful little girl mockingbird they had ever seen. Once
again, they were the proudest mockingbirds in the meadow.
But,” he said with emphasis, “they soon found out that the
little girl mockingbird was never going to be able to fly like her
brother.”

“Why not?” Riley asked, already knowing the
answer.

“Because the little girl mockingbird was blind, and
if she tried to fly she would fly crash straight into the ground or
into another tree and that would be the end of her! The mom and dad
mockingbirds were desperate and searched the meadow for an answer.
They asked the rabbit if he knew of a way to help the girl fly
because she would never be able to survive without them otherwise.
The rabbit didn’t know, of course, because he couldn’t fly himself,
and if one of his children ended up blind they could just sniff
around to find their way. Next they asked the wise owl if she knew
of a way to help the little bird fly even without sight, but she
was no help because owls can see in the dark so well that she
couldn’t even imagine not being able to see at all. Finally,
worried that their sweet daughter would have to stay safely in the
nest forever or die, they spread word far and wide
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