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“My people will abide in a peaceful habitation,

in secure dwellings, and in quiet resting places.

— Isaiah 32:18 (ESV)

To the ones who open their homes,

and the ones who learn to stay –

this story is for you.

Every child deserves a place to be.
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This story is written with respect for foster parents and foster children, and for the quiet work of building a family after loss.

It is for those who open their homes, and for those who learn it is safe to stay.

This story is about belonging—not replacing what was lost, but finding room for something new. It is about the courage to be cared for, the courage to stay, and the quiet ways a family is built over time.
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Thank you for staying with this story to the end.
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​​CHAPTER ONE - Almost Normal
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Joshua woke to the buzzing alarm on his nightstand. He trudged to the bathroom, still half asleep.

On his way back to his room, Peter met him in the hallway.

“Hey, Josh, can you help me?”

Peter handed him a sneaker with knotted laces.

“Morning to you, too,” Joshua said, lightly nudging Peter with his elbow.

He took Peter’s sneaker and sat on the edge of his bed, picking at the laces.

“Here,” he said, tossing the shoe to Peter.

“Thanks.” Peter went back to his room.

Joshua dressed and slung his backpack over his shoulder.

Peter followed him downstairs.

At the table, Joshua poured cereal in Peter’s bowl, then his own as Mrs. Wilson set the milk beside him without asking.

Peter pulled a list of spelling words from his backpack.

Joshua called out the words.

Peter spelled most of them with only a few corrections.

The bus horn sounded.

They scrambled for coats. Maggie circled Peter’s legs.

“It’s chilly,” Mrs. Wilson said, handing them gloves.

Joshua stepped outside first.

Behind him, Peter wrapped his arms around Mrs. Wilson’s waist. She kissed the top of his head.

Joshua stood on the porch, staring without meaning to, then stuffed his hands in his coat pockets and walked ahead of Peter to the stop.

The bus door folded open.

Peter slid into the first empty seat. Joshua sat beside him.

The bus pulled away.

Peter waved to Mrs. Wilson.

Joshua faced forward.
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​​CHAPTER TWO - Full Participation
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​Joshua handed Coach Patterson the folded note from Dr. Reynolds before warm-ups.

Coach Patterson skimmed it once, nodded, and clipped it to his clipboard.

“Full participation,” he said, blowing his whistle. “Two laps—go.” 

Joshua moved with the others along the painted boundary of the gym floor.

The first stretch felt tight. He fixed his eyes on the back of the boy in front of him and matched the pace.

By the second lap, his breathing was louder than he expected.

He kept even with the group.

A few of the boys were talking while they ran. One of them laughed.

Joshua kept his eyes forward.

When the whistle blew, he walked to the wall with the others and bent slightly at the waist.

He straightened before anyone looked his way.

After warm-ups, Coach Patterson tossed him a gray practice jersey.

“Scrimmage.”

Joshua pulled it over his T-shirt and stepped onto the court.

The ball moved quickly. Shoes squeaked against the floor.

He drifted toward the wing without thinking. That had always been his spot.

A pass came out to him. He caught it cleanly, squared up, and rose for the shot.

For a fraction of a second, the timing felt off.

The ball left his hands slightly late. It hit the front rim and bounced away.

“Rebound!” someone shouted.

Play continued.

Joshua backpedaled on defense.

His hip didn’t hurt.

His ribs felt steady.

His arm was fine.

He just couldn’t tell where the release point had gone.

When the whistle blew, he handed the practice jersey back.

“Good,” Coach Patterson said, already looking elsewhere.

Joshua nodded and headed toward the locker room, replaying the shot in his head.
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​​CHAPTER THREE - Shifting
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The sixth-period bell rang.

Mrs. Hobson closed the door and glanced at her clipboard.

“Stratton, Matthews—lab partners.”

Stools scraped against the tile.

Andrew pulled his closer.

“You good with measurements?” he asked.

Joshua nodded.

“Today we’re working on density,” Mrs. Hobson said, passing out the trays.

Andrew skimmed the instructions.

“Guess I don’t get to blow anything up today.”

Joshua looked at him, a quiet breath slipping out—not quite a laugh.

Andrew didn’t comment.

He just reached for the graduated cylinder.

The dismissal bell rang.

Joshua slid his folder into his backpack and waited for the bus.

He was staring out the window when it pulled into the elementary school. Peter climbed aboard and dropped into the seat beside him.

“Hey, Mack,” Joshua said.

“Hi, Josh. Guess what?”

“What?”

Peter dug into his backpack and held up a spelling test. “I got ‘em all right.”

“Good job.” Joshua patted his back.

At their stop, the door folded open. Peter bounded down the steps first. Joshua followed.

“Race you,” Joshua said.

“Go!”

Joshua started fast, then eased up. Peter reached the porch first and spun around, grinning.

Joshua bent over slightly, hands on his knees. “Man,” he said. “You’re quick.”

Maggie barreled toward them, tail wagging. Joshua scratched behind her ears while Peter dropped to the floor beside her.

“Hi, boys,” Mrs. Wilson called from the hall. “How was school?”

“Good,” Peter said.

“Okay,” Joshua answered, setting his backpack by the stairs.

“Look.” Peter handed over the test again.

“A perfect score. That’s wonderful, Peter.” Mrs. Wilson fixed it to the refrigerator with a magnet next to his drawing from art class. “Snack?”

She set out peanut butter crackers and two glasses. Joshua poured the milk.

After a few crackers, he picked up his backpack and went upstairs.

He changed into sweats and sat at his desk.

For a moment, he stared at the math problem in front of him.

Then he picked up his pencil.

The front door opened downstairs.

Maggie barked excitedly.

Peter’s voice shot down the hallway. “Mr. Wilson!”

Joshua heard the door close. The low murmur of voices.

Then laughter.

Not the quiet kind.

It carried up the stairwell, bright and easy.

Joshua paused.

His fingers rested on the watch face.

Then he bent back over his homework.

Later that night, Joshua got up to use the bathroom.

Walking back to his room, he heard Peter muttering something he couldn’t make out.

Joshua pushed Peter’s door open a few inches.

Peter was asleep, one leg uncovered and hanging off the side of the bed.

Joshua stepped inside and shifted Peter to the middle of the bed.

“Night, Mack,” he whispered as he pulled the covers over Peter’s shoulders.

Peter didn’t stir.

Joshua went back to his room, leaving Peter’s door open.

He slid under the covers.

Peter snored softly across the hall.

Joshua listened, then closed his eyes.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​​CHAPTER FOUR - Letting
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​It was Saturday.

Joshua woke to the smell of pancakes. He pulled on his favorite hoodie and went downstairs.

“Morning,” he said.

Peter stood on a stool at the counter.

Maggie sat beside him, waiting for a morsel of food to fall.

“Watch, Josh. Mr. Wilson lets me flip them now.”

Joshua stood behind a chair. “Don’t miss.”

“I know. I know.”

Peter slid the spatula under the pancake and turned it cleanly. “Ha!”

Mr. Wilson smiled. “Perfect.”

Peter grinned.

“Do it again,” Joshua teased.

Peter flipped another. It was a little messier.

Joshua pulled out his chair.

Mrs. Wilson set a plate in front of him. “Syrup?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

They all ate together.
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​​CHAPTER FIVE - Almost
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At lunch, Joshua sat at the end of the table, eating his sandwich. Andrew dropped into the seat beside him.

“You ready for science lab?” Andrew asked.

“I guess. You read the chapter?”

“Yeah. Boring stuff.”

Joshua finished his sandwich and opened a bag of chips.

Andrew leaned back in his chair. “You’ve got a pretty good outside shot.”

Joshua stopped chewing. “What?”

“I saw you in PE. You ever drive?”

“Sometimes,” Joshua said. “Don’t really like to.”

“Me neither.” Andrew shrugged. “One elbow to the throat was enough for me.”

The corner of Joshua’s mouth lifted before he could stop it.

The bell rang for fifth period.

“You play after school?” Andrew asked, slinging his backpack over one shoulder.

“Not really. I’ve got a goal at home.”

Andrew nodded. “There are courts at the rec center. We could get a pickup game sometime.”

“Yeah. Maybe.”

Joshua grabbed his backpack. “See you in science.”

Andrew gave a small wave and headed toward the hallway.

On the bus ride home, Joshua stared out the window, his backpack between his feet.

Pickup game at the rec center.

He pictured the court behind the building. The ball moving between him and Andrew. The sound of it hitting pavement. He planted his feet just inside the three-point line and let it go.

The bus stopped in front of the elementary school. Peter slid into the seat beside him, bumping his shoulder.

“Hi, Josh.”

Joshua blinked. “Hey, Mack.”

Peter leaned closer.
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