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  For my twin brother, Will - the inspiration behind this story. One day you’ll be able to read this.




And as always, for my grandmother, Bonnie. Every story I pen is dedicated to you.
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★ An instant Amazon #1 New Release ★

★ 2021 Reader Ready Awards: Recommended Read Award/Silver Medal recipient – AuthorShout.com ★

★ Featured Novel for Teens – Lulu.com ★




“Bonnie Synclaire follows…with this tender story of two teens who have a lot more in common than it seems on the surface…they forge an undeniable bond over the struggles and joys of their autistic siblings…they wonder: Can a relationship built on empathy blossom into more? Synclaire elevates themes of acceptance and commitment in this deeply evocative narrative.”

— Kristen R., reviewer




“As someone who hasn’t known many people with autism, this book was great for me to better understand their needs and what it’s like to have an autistic person in your family…this was a quick, enjoyable read, filled with themes of love, family, and change…”

— Olivia Scott, author of Wings




“Synclaire’s work at such a young age secures her place as one of the top breakout novelists of this generation.”

— PATeachersRead
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ZOE




I don’t believe in promises anymore. And now, looking back on everything, I don’t even believe in myself anymore.




After watching her suffer at the fault of people’s broken promises over and over again, I know now that the only person my sister really needs is me. Even though I’m no better, I actually stick to my word and do my best to protect her at all costs. A promise, in my mind, is just a word used to make us feel better, when in the end all it does is lead to disappointment and failure.




My head throbs. I haven’t had a full night’s sleep in days. I drag a chair next to the hospital bed, and I sit down and take my sister’s free hand. It’s cold and limp. An oxygen tube is taped to one rosy cheek.




She’s never been asleep for this long, I think defeatedly. Angry tears threaten to spill out from the corners of my eyes, but I force myself to take a deep breath and blink them away. What I’m angry about, I can’t quite tell, but there are a lot of things going through my head right now. I need to stay strong when everyone else isn’t. I can’t give up like everyone else did.




Mom is slouched in the doorway of Bailey’s hospital room, purple sweatsuit on, her large magenta purse slung over one shoulder. I can tell she is ready to leave; it’s 10:30 A.M. and our third full day at the hospital. Dad, on the other hand, has been dozing off on the white loveseat in the corner of the room since about two A.M. Everything in this room is a blinding white—the bed, cabinets, furniture, equipment, appliances. Everything is white, cold, and smells like bleach. This is our first time at the Ruxlor County General Hospital, but I’ve been to hospitals umpteen times in my life, and none of this ever gets old.




Dr. Leigh, Bailey’s favorite doctor, is writing with a stylus on her white iPad Mini. I notice every doctor here has one. “Do you know what could have possibly triggered this attack?” she asks my mother as she does a once-over of the machines that Bailey is hooked up to. I know the answer, but I let Mom speak this time. In the end, everything is Mom’s decision, and my input isn’t necessary.




My mother sighs, slowly pushing herself off the doorframe and standing up straight. “Well…I’m not sure if this is the exact reason—we can never tell with this child—but two months ago, her after-school therapy sessions were cut without us knowing…The practice we’ve been going to is under new management by some rich company, and they told us they’re not accepting our insurance anymore. They also said since Bailey hasn’t made any progress in a few years, they gave her spot to a new client who was willing to pay more money to get her doctor…But nothing else has changed—I just…don’t understand…” Mom’s words trail off as she vigorously dabs at her eyes with a crinkled tissue.




Dr. Leigh nods solemnly, jotting down a few more notes and leaving a few minutes later. That seemed to explain enough; she’s been seeing Bailey and me since we were babies, that’s why when she got a new job position at this hospital we knew we had to come here from now on, and Dr. Leigh knows just as much as I do what caused this to happen to Bailey.




Mom wakes up Dad and says to me, “Zoe, we’re driving home. We need rest. Your father will try to stop by later tonight. Call me when Bailey wakes up, alright?”




I don’t say anything as I watch my parents leave. I would be—should be—mad at them for leaving right now, but I’m not. They do this every time; they’re too tired to deal with this, too tired to deal with Bailey. They don’t mean to be, but they do this every time.




At 5:30 that evening, I walk down to the colorful zoo-themed food court in the pediatrics wing and snag my usual: a grilled cheese, French fries, and wedding soup. When I take the elevator back up to Bailey’s hospital room, Bailey’s eyes are wide open. She’s finally awake.




She looks at my to-go box curiously, but I know she won’t eat what’s inside. I think her nurse or Dr. Leigh herself will order something for her soon because patients at this hospital have their own menus and get their meals delivered to their rooms.




I text Mom and Dad the good news before sitting down in the cold loveseat Dad was in and start to eat some of my food. I didn’t have an appetite while Bailey was asleep, but now that she’s awake I feel like I can eat now.




A nurse comes in at six o’clock with a laminated dinner menu, and I tell her what to deliver Bailey for dinner: macaroni and cheese with minimal cheese sauce and biscuits. Those are the only things here that she’ll eat because she can only eat soft food. When Bailey’s dinner arrives twenty minutes later, I sit on the edge of the bed and we eat together, everything silent except for the sounds of Bailey’s careful chewing, the machines on either side of her, and the small flatscreen TV up on a shelf showing a creepy Lifetime movie.




“You’ve never had a panic attack this bad,” I tell Bailey when I’m done eating. She’s not done eating yet; it takes her a long time to eat. “You really scared Mom and Dad. You scared me. You hurt yourself really bad, too.” I motion to her bandaged forearms.




She doesn’t respond. I kind of don’t expect her to, but there will forever be a small glimmer of hope in me that one day she’ll respond.




“You know I love you, right?”




She blinks.




“And I’m always here for you, no matter what. You know that? You can always depend on me. It’s like…no one else cares anymore, like they all just gave up on you. But don’t worry, Bailey. I’m here, and that’s all that matters.”




Another blink. Then a sign: I love you. In American sign language, to say ‘I love you’, you put your pointer finger and pinky finger up, and your thumb out.




I smile. The small glimmer of hope grows just a bit bigger. “I love you, too.”

* * *




Dr. Leigh checks in a little before nine o’clock. “Are your parents still here?” she asks as she begins to take Bailey’s vitals and turns off a few machines.




“No, they left this morning.” I reply.




“Oh…Alright, then. Well, I see that you’re awake.” She smiles tiredly at my sister. “Her vitals look very good now, she’s very alert and she doesn’t seem to be in much pain, therefore I have good news: she can be discharged tomorrow morning and sent home with an observation list.”




“Really?” I say. “Are you sure?”




Dr. Leigh nods.




“This is great.” I take my cell phone out of my hoodie pocket and text my parents: Bailey is being discharged tomorrow.




I don’t get a response. I already know they’re fast asleep at home.
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MARLEY




Monty is freaking out again. Mom and I wish we could comfort him, and we wish we could understand his seemingly never-ending needs, but today is just one of those days where he needs to get out of the house and reclaim his sanity.




“Monty can work tonight, right?” Mom asks. “He needs to go to work with you.” She’s cradling Monty like an adult-sized baby on the living room couch. Her short, petite body can barely hold him these days, but I guess she doesn’t really have a choice. Monty isn’t wailing anymore, but he’s shaky, as if he were cold and shivering. I can’t even remember what set him off in the first place. “I have to stop by the salon for a little bit and place a few orders before the summer season.” Mom wipes her white-blonde hair out of her face and continues cradling. “So he needs to go to Jackie’s with you.”




I work as a cook at Jackie’s Grill And Bar, a popular restaurant and travel stop right at the halfway point of town, and Monty works with me as a dishwasher with another special-needs kid. Mom runs a successful salon in downtown Blue Valley, the town’s shopping district. She used to be a physician’s assistant but quit a few months ago to run her salon full time. She’s a lot happier now that she can spend more time with Monty and me.




“Yeah, he can work tonight.” I shrug. “Hey, Monty, wanna go to Jackie’s?”




At my comment, my brother instantly perks up, leaps off of Mom, and dashes upstairs to his bedroom. I know he’ll put on his blue and black Nike tennis shoes, black T-shirt, dark navy blue hoodie, grab his cell phone and his bulky headphones, and anxiously wait at the front door for me, and I’ll have to remind him to go back and get his name tag. This time is no different. When Monty returns with his name tag and is in a noticeably better mood, I go change into my usual work attire and grab the keys to my car.




Before we head out the door, Mom comes into the foyer and says to me, “Oh, and promise me you’ll take some time off work when football season starts? I don’t want you to burn yourself out this year.”




I nod. “I can one less shift a week, if that’s what you want. I’m trying to save money and pay off my car.” I can’t tell her the real reason I’m working so much.




“I know you’re trying to save up for college and all, but you know Scott and I are helping you with your car insurance and other expenses. I just want you to have a successful senior year, that’s all.” Mom says. When I don’t say anything else, she adds, “Oh, and be careful driving, it looks like it’s trying to rain out there.”




“I will. Bye, Mom.” I bend down and kiss her cheek before I escort Monty to my old, muddy red Jeep Wrangler. “I’ll text you when we get there.”




Mom’s exhausted figure slouches in the doorway of the front door and she watches us leave, her sweater wrapped tightly around her. She’s still wary of me having my own car and driving myself everywhere, especially since the accident, but that was so long ago now. But I know it replays in the back of her head every time I leave.

* * *




It’s a humid and rainy Sunday night in May, and Jackie’s is packed. People are drinking and criticizing whatever sports games are playing on the old flat screen televisions at the bar area, families are enjoying each other’s company in the retro-themed dining areas, and travelers sit in awe and marvel at the decor and design. Jackie’s restaurant is a retro diner centered around professional (and illegal) street racing: posters and collages of all kinds of iconic racers, events, and landscapes take up the space on most of the walls, and the prominent colors are red, black, and blue.




Monty and I clock in at 4:00 sharp, put on our red aprons and hats, and I put Monty in the kitchen. I cook a dozen or so carry-out orders and help operate the cash register for awhile, but strangely by seven o’clock both the bar and restaurant are completely empty.




“I’m closing up early,” Jackie announces with a shake of her head as she begins to clean up the bar. On Sundays we don’t close until nine, but to my dismay it looks like we can get away with closing early tonight. I was hoping Monty and I could get a couple more hours in, though. “Everyone must’ve left to go to that big soccer tournament that’s being hosted at that new stadium outside of town…There’s a bunch of food I pre-made in the kitchen. Why don’t you call your little group of friends over and they can take it? I’d hate to waste all of it.”




This immediately makes me feel better. “Good idea.” With a grin, I retrieve my cell phone from my back pocket and text the group chat that consists of all my friends—my real friends. When I feel down or stressed out, they’re the ones who never fail to lift my spirits.




Marley renamed the group chat “Secret Crew”.

Sun, May 12, 2019 - 7:14 PM




Marley: Guys, we’re closing early. Jackie said you all can come and take this extra food she made so it won’t go to waste.




Cleo: FREE FOOD




Henry: I’m down




Remi: Um…sure?




Zinnia: Yes!




I continue cleaning the dining areas while I wait for my friends to arrive. A coworker cleans the bathrooms and locks up everything. Jackie turns on the neon LED Closed sign in the windowpane, counts the cash in the registers, and prepares for tomorrow. While I mop and check in on Monty for the tenth time, I get a text message. This one is from Dre Torres, co-captain of Blue Valley High’s varsity football team. We should be best buddies since I’m the head captain, but we never hang out, and ever since I got this position all he does is follow me around like a lost puppy, trying to be cooler than what he really is. It’s annoying.




The text reads: Yo! Your GF’s throwing a party @ her dad’s house. You need to get here ASAP…It’s wild.




I shake my head and reply: Sorry. Working.




Dre sends another much longer text message, going on to say that I’m always working and as the new captain I need to be more social and out and about and whatnot. I guess it’s part of the unspoken social contract.




Just then I hear the lobby door open, and Henry Chavez and Zinnia Shepherd walk into the dining area. They’ve been connected at the hip since last month, when Zinnia moved back to town after being gone since middle school. They hug me and sit at a booth by the window, and I go get Monty from the kitchen along with a few appetizer sampler platters that Jackie had set out just for us. Monty and I sit across from them.




“What’s up, Monty?” Henry asks, giving my brother a fist bump before swiping a piece of barbeque chicken. Monty smiles from the interaction and starts to flap his hands. He’s always been comfortable around Henry.




Cleo DeLeon stumbles in about fifteen minutes later, and by the look on her face I can tell she was at the party Dre Torres had alerted me about. She’s not a part of that crowd—well, I guess it’s my crowd now—but she always manages to find out about every party that takes place. She knows virtually all twelve-hundred students in our school.




“I thought you were bringing Remi?” Zinnia asks.




Cleo collapses into the booth beside me and ruffles my coily brown hair, even though she knows I hate when she does that. “Her parents wouldn’t let her out.” She rolls her eyes. “That poor girl will never have a social life.”




“Well, you’re not exactly the best influence,” Henry says, eyeing Cleo’s outfit, which is a skin-tight black crop top, leggings, and mismatched Converse. “and isn’t her curfew eight o’clock on Sundays?”




“Remi’s parents will keep her cooped up all summer if they wanted to.” Cleo mutters.




“Oh, well. We’ll get her out of the house this summer, I’m sure.” Zinnia says. “Hey, let’s go to the park grounds. We could use the retreat. And we can go to the clearing and catch the sunset.”




I nod along with everyone else. “Sounds like a plan. I have to take Monty home and get him ready for bed. Then we can meet up at the picnic tables.” Scott shouldn’t be home from his business trip until late tomorrow night—when he’s home, he only makes Monty’s behaviors worse—so I’ll take him home, get him ready for bed, and set out his school outfit, then I’ll take the shortcut to the park grounds that’s behind my neighborhood.




We all get up, take more food and to-go boxes, say goodbye to Jackie, and head out.

* * *




The Blue Valley Public Park Grounds have been my crew’s escape for as long as we can remember. It feels endless; it borders the entire township with woods, clearings, lakes, streams, and fields, and features rare arrays of willow trees and gardens of vivid flowers. As kids we would run through the vast fields and hide up in the trees during the day, and camp out with our families at night. As we got older, and since the grounds are public, unsupervised, and open 24/7, our adventures turned riskier and well…I’ll just say more experimental.




When Monty and I get home at around eight-thirty, Mom is watching TV in the master bedroom. She doesn’t even take up a third of the king-size gold bed, and when I peer into the room, she’s already dozing off. I help my brother with his nighttime routine, and when he’s happily tucked in his bed, his lava lamp collection illuminating the room and sending a calming light show of blue and purple hues on the walls, I take my phone out of my back pocket and text the crew: Meet me at the picnic tables in 15 minutes. I grab a jacket from my closet and go downstairs to the kitchen, where the door to the backyard is.




As if in slow motion, I open the back door and cross my backyard to where the fence meets the woods. I open the gate and start walking.

* * *




From my neighborhood, it’s only a fifteen-minute walk to the park grounds’ official entrance and parking lot. I see Henry’s father’s Honda Civic in the distance. There is a weathered sign made out of wood displaying the county laws, and a makeshift box with maps in it. But I know this entire place by heart. I take the main trail and soon enough I see Henry, Cleo, and Zinnia. Henry must’ve drove everyone here.




The sun hasn’t gone down yet, but the sky is a breathtaking blend of orange, pink, and blue hues. If Zinnia wants to see the sunset tonight we have to start walking up to the clearing now. In silence, we all trek up the secret trail that goes uphill. The clearing isn’t part of the grounds, people say it’s too dangerous to be up there, but you can see almost the entire township from there, and there’s really nothing else like it.




“What’s wrong?” Cleo asks me as we walk. Zinnia and Henry are all giggly a few feet behind us, so I don’t want to know what they’re potentially talking about or what they’re doing.




I glance at Cleo. “Nothing’s wrong. Why do you think something’s wrong?”




“You’ve just been off lately, Marley,” she says. “How long have I known you—since preschool? I can always tell when something’s up…Is it Dawn? Are you worried about her?”




Dawn. My mother. I sigh. “I am worried about her and Scott, but I’m fine, really. Everything’s fine.”




“There’s going to be a lot of pressure on you this year.” Cleo adds. She’s talking about football now. “I know this is what you wanted and all, but just know that we’re here for you, okay? Me, Zinnia, Henry, Remi. All of us. We made a promise to stick together, remember? Even if it’s in secret.”




She’s right. I have my best friends here with me (even though everyone thinks I cut them off), and my brother and mom are safe at home. Everything should feel better now, I should be certain about what my next move will be, but…I’m not. Not at all.




I’m scared for what the future holds.
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ZOE


2 Months Ago


No Progress. Those are the words that have been stamped in fat red ink on her progress report card for the umpteenth week in a row.


Bailey slowly sets the cream-paper report on top of my homework and wanders in the direction of the kitchen, her speech therapist’s squiggly handwritten notes at the bottom. That’s when the bold red text catches my eye, and I pick up the paper and skim over it.


Usually Bailey is accompanied by Mom, but this time our mother trudges right upstairs and calls for our father. By the way the stairs creak and thump under hard footfalls, I can tell she’s mad about something; I hear her yelling echoing down the stairs and to the main floor of the house, muffled but loud nonetheless.


Bailey reappears with a half-eaten slice of bread, which she nibbles on with great care. She can’t take big bites of food or she’ll start to choke, which I never really understood. “Bailey,” I start, stuffing my materials into my backpack. “What’s wrong with Mom?”


She doesn’t respond. I don’t expect her to, but I still act as though she would have said something back. A few minutes later I hear footsteps again, and I see our parents come downstairs and into the dining room. They’re still deep in conversation and don’t seem to notice me sitting at the dining table or Bailey in the corner.


“What are we going to do now, Nigel?” Mom says, exasperation in her voice. “This is crazy. It should be illegal.”


“We’ll figure something out, Wendy. We always do.” Dad tries to comfort Mom, but she snakes away from his reach and goes into the kitchen, muttering under her breath. I hear cupboards slamming and pots and pans clanging together. When Mom is mad about something she cannot control, she cooks as a means of relieving her stress or anger.


“Um, Dad…is everything okay?” I ask, standing from the dining table and putting my backpack over one shoulder.


“Yes, yes, everything is going to be fine.” Dad says so softly I can barely hear him. He, unlike Mom, is soft-spoken, insanely intelligent, and humble. I can’t recall a time in my life where he has ever been as loud as Mom.


“Well, did something happen?” I ask.


Dad takes off his wire-rimmed glasses and rubs his eyes. “Your mother was just informed that the company Bailey goes to for therapy is under new management and no longer accepts our insurance, which is our only way of paying for her sessions, so her spot in speech therapy has been taken away and given to someone else. I think Mom will try to contact one of her family lawyers at her office and see what can be done about this.”


“What? Is that even legal?” Now I can feel myself getting ticked off. Now I know why Mom has to stress-cook. This is so infuriating I don’t know what to do. I feel helpless. Do these people not care that therapy is a vital part of my sister’s life? Bailey is okay now, but sooner rather than later it will start to sink in that she’s not going to therapy anymore, and she’ll be like a ticking time bomb. Any day now and she’ll snap.


Present Day — Zoe


Sitting here in the dim hospital room on the final night of Bailey’s visit, it makes me think back to all of the memorable things that had lead up to this current situation. Looking down at her bandaged arms, the aftermath of one of the worst stims she has, I can’t help but think, Could it get any worse than this?


I have this question a lot. But unfortunately never an answer, as everything in my sister’s life is wildly unpredictable. I remember when her scratching stim first started. I was nine and she was ten. One spring afternoon it had gotten really bad. Bailey already had a bad day in school so it made her stimming much worse. Mom was exhausted and didn’t know what to do so she brought us outside and let Bailey run around in the backyard. She ran crazily in circles for about ten minutes straight, fell down on the grass, and had a meltdown. This meltdown had no apparent physical cause, but I knew it was from frustration and all of her bottled up emotions. Self-expression and communication was utterly complicated for Bailey and never something she could achieve, and she began to cry and scratch herself angrily.


“I’ll go get her meds,” Mom said and turned to go into the kitchen, leaving the screen door open.


This self-stimulating behavior was also connected to what I called her ‘hitting stim’ at the time; every time she scratched herself out of anger, it triggered it. I ran over to the middle of the backyard and tried one of the deescalating moves that her old home aide had taught us. Only Dad could successfully wrap his large arms around Bailey’s arms and comfort her enough to stop. “Don’t worry—stop moving so much,” I said as I practically wrestled with my older sister until I was in the correct pose for the move. Even though tiny droplets of crimson-red blood emerged from her now reddened and irritated skin and she was in an immense amount of pain, her brain kept telling her not to stop until she was satisfied.


Mom appeared in the doorway with a bottle of fluid that normally put Bailey to sleep and left her drowsy and cranky—but it ultimately calmed down her stims. “Zoe, what the—?” She set the bottle on the glass coffee table, jogged over to where we were, picked up Bailey and sat down with her in a lawn chair.


I felt defeated. I felt like it was my job to make everything right. “I was just trying to help.” I said as Mom attempted to fix Bailey’s hair and examine her arms.


“I know, Zoe. It’s alright.” Mom said tiredly. “Thank you.”


Ultimately, there was nothing that could have been done to stop Bailey entirely. Then I had another idea. I went into the house and up to my bedroom, grabbed my winter gloves and a few hats out of our closet, and ran back to the porch where Bailey was sitting on Mom’s lap. “Bailey, look over there,” I pointed at the small backyard space we had, and she looked curiously, trying to see what I was talking about, even though nothing was there. She stopped scratching and hitting herself for a few seconds, and in that moment I pushed the thick hats down onto her head. They were covering most of her head, including her eyes, but I didn’t have time to fix them before she tried to shove me away. Then I put my gloves on her frail hands. Bailey froze. Mom stood up and sat her down in the lawn chair.


“She does look a bit silly.” Mom said, trying to hold back a chuckle as Bailey started to hum and tap her head—lightly this time. The hats helped cushion her head. “But I guess this will do for now…Are her eyes supposed to be covered up?”


“She likes to decompress in the dark in our room, remember?” I replied. “That





* * *











* * *
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