
[image: image]



[image: image]





Dedication

For my mom and dad,

For loving me up to the Care Bears.
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MOM MAKES ME PROMISE I won’t bicker with Bryce today. So even though I caught him sneaking pepperoni off the platter before the ceremony, messing up the pattern of slices, I don’t say anything. There’s greasy evidence smudged on his rented tuxedo shirt, but I bite my tongue in the back of my mouth and remember how Mom looked right in my eyes and said, “Please, Bea. Not today,” and how I looked right back in her eyes and said, “I got this.”

My aunt Tam is reading a poem about new beginnings that makes me want to gag, and there are sixty-two people staring up at us with teary eyes. This isn’t a new beginning, I think. It’s a disastrous end.

At least I don’t have to wear a dress or worry about matching anybody else, because I’m the only one on this side. On my mom’s side.

Opposite me, Cameron and Tucker and Bryce stand with their hands behind their backs. They match. Gray suits and blue bow ties. Bryce catches my eye and smirks and smacks his lips in a way that says I-know-you-know-about-the-pepperoni-but-you-can’t-say-anything so ha. I squeeze both fists around the thick sunflower stems, and even though I want to blow the whistle, hold up a red card, and point him to the bench, today I just have to let the ball roll. Because today, my mom is marrying his dad.

I close my eyes when Wendell and my mom kiss, and open them when Wendell snorts. He always snorts when he happy-cries, and it’ll be a while before he can stop. It’s the same snort he has for sappy movie endings and those news stories when military parents come home and surprise their kids at school. It’s the same snort that came from the way back of the gym during our end-of-year banquet, when Coach Wright talked about the importance of teamwork and how both coed rec teams had an incredible year of working together.

Wendell couldn’t quit the snorting so he stepped out through the gym’s double doors. I rolled my eyes at Nelle and Fern, the other two girls on my team, and Wendell missed when I got called up to receive the league’s Most Valuable Girl award. And when Bryce got Most Valuable Player.

Coach Wright handed us the awards and we had to stand next to each other so they could take a picture for the local paper. Nelle and Fern gave me little half smiles and I ran my fingers over the trophy. It was smaller than Bryce’s. Everyone applauded but I knew what they were thinking. They were thinking I was more valuable than Bryce, and they were right, because I scored more goals, had more assists, and never got tired or needed a sub like he did. But, they were thinking, at least she got something.

Most Valuable Girl.

My eyes burned when I held the award and I wished Mom hadn’t been called for an emergency at work because she would have stood up and said that this is some bullsharky. But I’ll tell you one thing. I didn’t cry. I bit my tongue in the back of my mouth and didn’t smile for the camera.

I threw the trophy in the big black garbage bin on the way out.

The officiant announces that my mom and Wendell are married and Mom sends me a little smile because during the rehearsal last night she told him very clearly he was not to say man and wife. “We are man and woman, or husband and wife, but we are not man and wife,” she said. The officiant nodded and made a note in his folder, and Mom crossed her arms over her chest and leaned into me for a secret Embers-girls fist bump.

At least she’s not changing her name to Valentine. That is the last name on Earth to suit her, all heart-shaped and construction-paper pink. Even Wendell agrees that she’s an Embers for life, bright and sparky and ready to ignite. And that’s me too.

The organ player starts an upbeat song that fills the chapel and everyone stands and claps. Wendell pulls Cameron and Tucker and Bryce into a big Valentine hug and I can hear him whisper, “I love you boys so much.” Then he puts his hand on my shoulder and smiles and hugs me too. He and Mom walk hand in hand down the three steps toward the aisle. Mom leans over to hug Grandma Bea in the front row and Wendell starts snorting again and wipes tears from his face. That makes Mom and Grandma Bea share a little Embers-girls laugh, not a laugh-at-him kind of laugh, but an oh-Wendell-you’re-sappy-but-we-love-you-anyway kind of laugh.

Mom leans into him and they start walking again. She’s wearing a small sunflower in her dark braid and her dress is ivory and flowy and falls easily over the curve of her belly.

That curve is the reason for all this. They were going to wait at least until Cameron and Tucker went to college. There was no rush, they kept telling us. They were going to keep taking it slow.

But now there will be another kid.

And I wonder which side that kid would be standing on if it were here. I wonder if it’ll be a Valentine or an Embers.

Wendell kisses the top of Mom’s head and puts his hand gently on her back. His finger has a new ring on it. It’s different than the ring he was wearing the day he met my mom, the ring he just stopped wearing five years ago, the ring he keeps, with another ring, in a tiny blue porcelain container on his kitchen windowsill.

I watch his hand rub a small circle on my mom’s back and my eyes burn, but then the officiant gestures for Cameron and Tucker. They throw their arms around each other’s shoulders and move together down the aisle behind Mom and Wendell, waving to family in the first row. Everyone smiles at them in their matching suits and bow ties. Then the officiant signals to Bryce and me.

We step forward and meet in the middle, him in his gray suit and blue bow tie, me in my black swishy pants and red top, red like the US Women’s National Team away jersey, red like embers. But I stay tight to my side of the aisle and hold the sunflowers between us. We are not on the same team, and he is not about to put his greasy pepperoni hand over my shoulder, even if the officiant told us it would be nice for the camera. No way.

Mom and Wendell have their first dance and everyone circles around with champagne glasses in their hands. I’m standing between Grandma Bea and Aunt Tam and the photographer squats in front of us and changes the lens on her camera. Then flash! Flash! Flash! Flash! A hundred little clicks make Mom and Wendell glow and they’re laughing at something that exists only in the little space between them. And I wonder if it’s their new baby. The only one of us who is both of theirs.

Then the music changes from slow and sappy to fast and dancy and Wendell is opening his arms and waving us all to join in. Aunt Tam is first. She hollers whoo-hoo! and pumps her arms to the beat, and then Tucker bounds into the circle and starts playing an air piano, his fingers moving up and down the pretend keys, and before I can think of how to get out of this I’m being nudged out to dance too.

Grandma Bea holds both my hands and knows all the words. Ain’t no mountain high enough! She swings my arms and it makes me move my feet and my pants swish around my ankles. I don’t really know how to dance, but I’m good at soccer moves, so I pretend there’s a ball on the floor and do a couple of step-over-scissor fakes. Grandma smiles big and sings, To keep me from gettin’ to you, babe! She’s belting the song right to me and I don’t mind that so much because it’s better than looking at everyone twirling and mixing all over the dance floor.

This is exactly what Mom wanted. All this mixing. “No sides of the chapel,” she told the wedding planner. “No seating chart. Just let everyone blend.” She smiled up at Wendell when she said that last part. Bryce rolled his eyes and I did too and I think it was the first time we agreed on something.

As Grandma spins me around and sings at the top of her lungs about high mountains and wide rivers I’m thinking that’s what people call us now. Blended. Except my side didn’t get to add as much to the mix. It’s been my mom and me from the very beginning. Now it’s my mom and me and Wendell and Cameron and Tucker and Bryce. Plus, they have two dogs and one cat, Dodger and Roscoe and Fred. It doesn’t seem fair, us adding two and them adding seven. Like the ref should blow his whistle and call a foul. Too many players on the field!

And I’ll tell you one thing. If I got to choose one to send to the sideline, it’d be Bryce. I like him even less than the cat.
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I DON’T UNDERSTAND WHY it’s called a honeymoon. Mom never lets anyone call her honey, and they’re not going to the moon. They’re just driving to the Champlain Islands for two nights. But I wish they actually would go all the way to the moon, and stay awhile, because as soon as they get back Mom and I have to tape up our last boxes and leave the condo so we can move into a new house with enough space to blend.

I don’t like sharing. Not one bit. And even though I don’t have to share a bedroom in the new house, I have to share all the other rooms. It’s bad enough already because Bryce has my same birthday and every year they make an announcement over the loudspeaker at school. And a very happy birthday to Bea Embers and Bryce Valentine. And in fourth grade, when kids found out my mom was dating his dad, they started calling us The Twins. But I’ll tell you one thing. I’m exactly six hours older than Bryce Valentine and I am not sharing any blended birthday parties with him. Ever.

When I wake up, I can hear Grandma Bea in our kitchen and I hope she’s making pancakes. Hers are the best. Plus, whenever Mom is gone and Grandma sleeps over she adds M&M’s to my breakfast because she knows they’re my favorite and she gives me a wink like this is something we don’t have to tell Mom. And I nod and smile, because even though I’m not one for secrets, this is one I’ll keep.

I open my bedroom door and peek down the hall. Grandma’s whisking batter at the counter. “Morning, Bea,” she calls.

“Morning,” I say and slide onto my stool. We only have two stools in the kitchen because we only need two, and I like it that way.

“I still just wish Mom would—”

“Bea,” Grandma cuts me off fast and turns around with a dripping whisk. “Three.”

I know I’m not getting around Grandma Bea’s threes this morning. No one ever does. My mom did them every morning growing up, reciting three things she was grateful for before Grandma let her get out of bed, and that’s how Mom has always woken me up too. Good morning, Bea. What’re your three?

“Big or small,” Grandma says. She pulls a pack of M&M’s from the pocket of her apron, and gives me a little wink. “Three things.”

I take a deep breath and think about the yard sale Mom and I found last week. “One, cleats that fit. Two, the soccer net for our new yard. And three . . . M&M’s.”

Grandma Bea spreads a ladle of batter on the griddle then looks me right in the eyes and says, “Those are good ones.”

And that’s the thing about Grandma Bea’s threes. It’s kind of like a time-out huddle. You might be down 2–0 with one minute left on the clock but a good captain reminds you of what you do have—like the best speed on the field, a strong left foot, or a secret weapon flip throw-in when you get within striking distance of the goal. And Grandma’s a good captain.

She pours out five more pancakes and waves me over to drop in the M&M’s. I make my soccer number, ten, on each one and Grandma grabs a spatula from the drawer. “Now, what were you saying about your mom?”

And that’s the other thing about Grandma. She’s good at reminding me that I have a lot to be grateful for, but she still listens to what’s making me feel cruddy. Even lucky kids go through hard stuff, she says.

“I still don’t understand why we can’t stay in the condo. Mom and Wendell could just keep visiting each other.” My M&M tens are getting all rainbow-melty. “The baby could stay with us, I guess. Or we could switch at halftime, when it turns nine or something.”

Grandma chuckles a little and flips the pancakes. “I hear you,” she says. “It’ll be hard at first.” She turns down the griddle and points her spatula at me. “But Wendell is good. And so are those boys.” I want to tell her that she doesn’t know Bryce and how he acts when he’s around Kenny and Morris, but before I can, she says, “Your mom is happy.”

I roll my eyes and Grandma rolls hers right along with me and says, “Oh, I know. It’s total hogwash and Wendell’s ruining everything.”

I smile. “Exactly.”

She pulls out two plates and slides three pancakes on each, then puts the jug of maple syrup on the counter, pours two glasses of milk, and sits down across from me on the other stool.

“Mmmmmmm,” she hums after the first bite. “I love when your mom is out of town.” That gets us both laughing and Grandma’s laughs are like Wendell’s snorts. They’re hard to stop once they get started.

We blow bubbles in our cups and get enormous milk mustaches and eat with our fingers and talk with our mouths full and when we’re done we leave the dishes in the sink and Grandma pulls me into her apron. “If you ever get sick of those boys and need some elbow room, you know what to do.” I’m thinking she’s going to say I can come visit her any time, but instead she juts her elbow hard like she’s sinking it into Bryce’s ribs and says, “Take it.”

Then she gives me a look that says you got this.

Grandma’s phone rings and she doesn’t even say hello when she picks up, just, “You’re not supposed to be worrying about anything, remember?” Then she pulls the phone away from her ear and mimics Mom blabbing. We snicker and I’m thinking Mom will ask to talk to me so I put my hand out for the phone and act like I’m annoyed even though I’m not because I kind of miss her too. But Grandma says, “OK, Louise. We will. Now go have fun.”

She hangs up and says, “She wants us to go check on the boys. Make sure they’re not running circles around their grandmother who is way, way older than I am.” Grandma smiles and unties her apron and puts her hand on my shoulder. “Come on now, Bea, let’s go make sure Grandma Ethel is still kicking.”

I’m feeling like a starter who’s been benched, and going to check on whether the Valentine boys are playing fair is the very last thing I want to do. But then Grandma says, “We’ll stop on the way home for ice cream, because we’re going to need some dessert after that breakfast.” Like I said, Grandma Bea’s a good captain.

On the way to the Valentines’ house, Grandma says, “Let’s take a detour down your new road,” and turns right onto Evergreen. It’s dirt, like most of the other roads in our town, but not like the condo that is walking distance from the village. The houses on Evergreen all have an upstairs, and garages for two cars, and front and back and side yards with trees separating them onto their own land. Even though we only live two roads over, it doesn’t feel anything like this.

Our condo has one floor, and two bedrooms, and we share a carport and a wall with Aunt Tam. We share a yard with her too, and our back decks touch so she can just step over to our ours anytime and she knows how to let herself in. And even though I’m not one for sharing, I don’t mind sharing with Aunt Tam. We moved into the condo when I was two weeks old so Mom and Tam have been friends my whole life.

Mom likes to remind me that as a baby I would cry and cry for what seemed like forever, like double overtime into penalty kicks, without quitting. “Always had that fire in you,” she tells me. “You’re an Embers all right.”

On our first night in the condo, I cried and cried and nothing was working so Mom wrapped me in a blanket and walked outside in the cold Vermont air until my cries turned to whimpers and humming snores that sent little white puffs to warm the space between us.

And when I was sleeping like that, she tiptoed toward the back door and opened it to go inside, but I woke and cried, so she started over, walking the yard again, bouncing and shushing.

Then the light next door turned on and Tam shuffled out to the yard in her bathrobe and winter hat and big boots. Mom whispered she was so sorry and how embarrassing to meet our new neighbor this way, but Tam shushed my mom and put her arm around her shoulders and walked the yard with us. They took turns holding me, and running inside to make hot chocolate, circling the yard while I slept. And when the sun came up, Aunt Tam pushed my blanket down below my eyes and said, “Good morning, little Bea. I’m your Aunt Tam.”

Grandma slows to a stop in front of our new house, number sixty-three. I look up the dirt driveway, and along the bricks of the front walk, and at the heavy wooden door, and it’s weird to think I’ll be sleeping in this house next week. And so will Wendell and Cameron and Tucker and Bryce and Dodger and Roscoe and Fred. And it’s weird to think that Aunt Tam will be two streets away instead of just on the other side of my bedroom wall.

Grandma nods toward the house across the road. “You know your neighbors?” I shake my head. Their garage is full of boxes and a mattress leans against a car in the driveway, but what I’m really looking at is one of those practice nets in the yard that’s regulation goal-sized and sends the ball bouncing back to you. Before Grandma starts driving slowly again, the front door swings open and a girl I’ve never seen before comes bounding out with a soccer ball beneath her arm. She’s wearing stretchy jean leggings and a button-down blousy shirt and her brown, wavy hair is long and loose over her shoulders, and she’s barefoot. I’m thinking she can’t possibly have any kind of good touch on the ball dressed like that.

Then she drops the ball on the lawn and starts striking it against the net and dead trapping its return every time before striking again. Hard. With her left foot.

I’m wondering if she’s in sixth grade too and if she can do a flip throw-in and if she was the Most Valuable Girl wherever she came from.

“Looks like there’s another soccer star moving to Evergreen Road,” Grandma says. “Should we say hi? Feels like a good day to make a new friend.”

“Nah,” I say. “We better go save Grandma Ethel.”

Mom always says it’s important to find friends who’ll walk with you through the cold night, even if you’re walking in circles. But I’m not made of whispery, walky, hot chocolate hugs. I think I’m more like the icicles that hang from the eaves, strong and sharp and fine on my own. I like Nelle and Fern from my rec team, but we’re not the hang-outside-of-school kind of buddies. Plus, I do have one friend. And I don’t need more than Maximilian.

The girl strikes the ball hard again and Grandma shrugs and we drive off, down Evergreen and onto Maple. The Valentine house is a five-minute drive from our condo and I don’t know why Mom and Wendell think that’s not close enough. When we get there, Cameron is taping boxes together in the driveway and Tucker is practicing his piano, which has been moved out to the garage already.

They wave and smile and walk toward us when we drive up. Grandma Bea pulls them into a hug. “We were just missing you and wanted to say hi.”

Cameron kind of screws up his face like really? and so do I because we saw them yesterday, but Tucker smiles and gets all misty and I swear he’s going to snort like Wendell. Then Grandma pulls me into the hug and I’m all squished in with them until she says, “OK, that feels better. Your brother inside?” They nod.

On the way to the house Grandma leans in for an Embers-girls whisper, “I do love those boys, but you can’t tell a couple of teenagers you’re coming to check on them.” I smile and Ethel creaks the door open like she really is a hundred years old.

“Oh, hello!” she says. “Come in, come in.”

I’m about to say we are just checking to make sure everyone is alive and we’ll be on our way back to the condo now, but Grandma says OK and before I know it Ethel is inching through all the moving boxes and making tea and offering me a rice cake. I shake my head because rice cakes are dry and tasteless and only one-hundred-year-olds, and Wendell, like them.

I see the little blue porcelain container on their kitchen windowsill and I wonder where Wendell will keep that in our new house and I’m hoping not on our kitchen windowsill because that would feel a little weird and sad. I want to stop thinking about those rings inside so I start looking for Bryce and I know right where I’ll find him because Wendell said, clearly, twice, “No video games. If you want to hang out with your friends, hang out with them in real life.”

I open the door to the basement and hear the sound of explosions. I’m right. I don’t even have to go down to check so I say, “Grandma Bea, Bryce is playing video games.”

“And we had M&M’s for breakfast,” she says, and gives me that same wink like this is our little secret.

And I’m thinking, of course. Bryce gets away with everything. Little things like extra screen time and big things too.
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PRINCIPAL MEESLEY CALLED IT an innocent mistake. The truth is, Bryce deserved at least an in-school suspension on his record, but Meesley just thumped him on the shoulder and said, “Boys can be careless, but I think he learned his lesson. Am I right?” Bryce grinned and nodded.

I tried to tell Principal Meesley that Bryce wouldn’t learn any lesson, but he waved me off and said that when I’m forty-three and looking back on Bryce Valentine spilling soap solution from science class down the hallway, I’ll laugh. But I’ll tell you one thing. Bryce didn’t spill it. He poured it. And I won’t laugh when I’m forty-three or ninety-nine or any other age. And I don’t think Mr. Rinaldi and Ms. Long will either.

The soap that Bryce poured in the hallway was one of the solutions we were using to test tension, that thing that happens at the surface of liquids where all the little molecules hold on to each other so tightly that bugs can creep across without falling through. Little water bugs like Bryce Valentine who are held up by Meesley even when I’m trying to splash around and teach him what it feels like to fall in.

I’m pretty sure the soap in the hallway was meant for Maximilian because it was smeared right outside of Ms. Miller’s science lab before lunch, and Maximilian is always the first one in and the first one out because he has to be two minutes early for everything. Plus, I saw Bryce and his two bonehead friends, Kenny and Morris, in the hallway, and they’re always poking fun behind Maximilian’s back. I was coming from the bathroom and they were taking long sips from the water fountain and watching Ms. Miller’s door. They scurried away fast when it wasn’t Maximilian’s sneaker that found the slippery solution.

I told Principal Meesley that Bryce, Kenny, and Morris were the only three to leave the science lab that period, but when Meesley pulled them into the hallway they all clung together like little molecules, shaking their heads and saying it must have been an accident. That Bryce was carrying a measuring cup but he didn’t mean to spill it.

I reminded Meesley that it’s a rule that all science materials stay in the lab.

But Bryce got off with an apology letter to both limping teachers, who slid and surfed down the hallway, hands circling, until they slammed into each other and fell in a heap.

When I went home that day I told Mom everything and she said things like I sure hope you’re wrong and Wendell will talk to Bryce. I told her I wasn’t wrong, and that Bryce laughs along with Kenny and Morris when they make fun of Maximilian, and that Bryce will never get in trouble because Meesley is no better than a creeping water bug.

When I told Grandma she said, “Ah, they’re still using the old boys will be boys hogwash.” Then she put her arm around my shoulders and said, “You’ll just have to show Bryce on the soccer field tomorrow.”

And that’s another reason why Grandma’s a good captain. She reminds you there’s more than one way to squash a water bug.

I’m a good captain too. Even if Wyatt Triggers was the actual captain of our rec team, everyone knows I ran that field. We won the rec soccer coed championship in fourth grade and we would have won again in fifth grade except we were playing against Bryce’s team, the day after the soap-in-the-hallway incident, when he should have been suspended and not playing at all in the first place. The referee must have lost his whistle because Bryce was offsides by two yards and it cost us the game. Bryce knew it too because when his teammates started cheering and lifting him up on their shoulders he shot a glance at me like I-probably-was-offsides-but-the-referee-didn’t-see-it so ha.

All the parents for our team were standing on the side where Bryce scored the game-winning goal and all the parents for their team were at the other end. Except for my mom and Wendell. They were standing together at the midline like they couldn’t pick sides and were wishing we’d just tie in overtime.

But when Bryce received the last pass my mom jumped up and said, “Offsides, ref! Come on!” And for a minute I thought maybe she and Wendell would get in a fight and break up so they could each go to their own kid’s side and we wouldn’t ever have to have a wedding.

After the game Kenny and Morris waited until the ref and coaches turned their backs, then they laughed at our goalie, spit on the eighteen-yard line, and linked arms with Bryce as they walked off the field. And I’ll tell you one thing. Kenny and Morris are the biggest, sneakiest bullies in the grade and Bryce is the biggest bully-follower-gets-away-with-everything-er there ever was.

After we huddled with our teams, and Kenny and Morris sauntered off, Bryce and I slung our bags over our shoulders and started walking to the sideline in the middle of the field where Mom and Wendell stood waiting.

“You were offsides,” I said. “By a mile.”

“Was not.”

“Was too.”

“Was not.”

“Was too!” I say and shove my fingers in my ears so I can’t hear his lying little voice.

Mom pulled me into a hug and said, “You played great, Bea. You can’t win them all.”

I looked at Bryce and was about to say Actually I could win them all if everyone would play by the rules but he was looking at the ground. He didn’t even seem that happy that he won. He actually looked kind of sad. Like he didn’t win at all. And that got me thinking about more than just the offside goal and losing the championship. It got me thinking of the day Bryce and I turned six weeks old, the day Wendell met my mom, and the rings in the blue porcelain container.

Then Bryce shook his head and sucked his teeth and said, “I wasn’t offsides. Even the ref—”

Wendell cut him off and said, “It looked close from here. But it’s just a game.” Wendell hates conflict.

Mom and Wendell quick-kissed goodbye and Bryce got in Wendell’s car and they drove off like it was no big deal that he just stole the whole championship.
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MOM AND WENDELL ARE home from their honeymoon, but now our condo is empty except for the two stools at the kitchen counter. Wendell has a set of four that he’s bringing for the kitchen in the new house, and when we all eat together we’ll sit at a new, long dining room table with space for a hundred seats and a high chair.

We’re leaving our stools behind for the couple moving in so they can have nice, quiet dinners, just the two of them.

Everything we’re taking is packed away under our carport and the stuff we’re not bringing, including my bed, is at the end of our driveway. Mom’s giving it to someone to sell at a yard sale and I’m getting Mom’s big bed because she’ll be sharing with Wendell now. That feels weird and I don’t like thinking about it so I shake it out of my brain because it also means no more early morning stories in her room. I guess maybe I’m getting too big for those anyway.

Our front door opens and Maximilian walks in. He lives in the end unit with his grandparents and we stopped knocking on each other’s doors as soon as we were big enough to reach the knob and turn.

“It looks weird in here,” he says, looking around.

“Yeah, it does.” I try not to think about all the important things that happened in this condo. I took my first step in the backyard, and decorated soccer ball birthday cupcakes with Mom at this counter, and ran the same route through the woods to the perfect climbing tree with Maximilian so many times that we stomped a path wide enough for us to run side by side. He taught me to read in that tree. And when we continued the path through to the other side of the woods, into the schoolyard playground, I taught him how to go across the monkey bars.

He shoves the glasses back up his nose. “I wanted to say bye, except it’s not really bye, because I’ll see you in school.”

“Oh, Maximilian, you’re welcome over anytime,” my mom says. “You know that. And you don’t have to knock on our new door either.”

Except Maximilian and I know that’s not true. It won’t be the same. Because Bryce doubles over and laughs when Kenny and Morris start breathing hard and pretend to spin out of control and yell Help! I’m having a Max attack! And who wants to walk through their own bully’s door? Even if their only friend lives there too.

It’s easy to not be nice to Maximilian. That’s why some kids pick on him. His glasses are thick and slide down his nose a hundred times a minute and he likes things particular ways and if they don’t go that way then he starts breathing hard and shaking his head no. And unless you really know him, you wouldn’t know that he just needed a desk that’s an even number away from the door but the teacher assigned him to the third one in, or that he needed to start walking with his left foot stepping first, but everyone got a little too close during lineup and he had to step with his right.

And not everyone knows that he has a spot between his thumb and pointer finger that you can squeeze and sometimes it helps him breathe normally again and stop shaking. And not everyone knows that when his mom comes to visit he runs away to our tree in the woods, and when she comes knocking at our door I never give up his hiding place, and I wait until she’s driven off before I follow our stomped-down path and join him there.

“I’m pretty sure our walkie-talkies won’t reach,” he says.

I didn’t even think of that, and now I’m feeling worse. “I’ll try you tonight,” I tell him. But I already know he’s right.

My mom and his grandparents have a no-cell-phones-until-high-school rule so we saved up our allowances and got these cheap walkie-talkies at a yard sale when we were in fourth grade so we could talk past curfew. The signal was weak, but our condos were only twenty-eight steps apart. Maximilian counted.

Wendell pulls up to the curb in a long moving truck and toots the horn twice. He puts the truck in park, and hops down. Mom smiles at Maximilian and says, “Remember, anytime.”

Then she walks out and Wendell hugs her in the front yard and I hear him say, “Happy day, Louise!”

I’m pretty sure he’s about to start snorting but Mom says, “Don’t you get all weepy on me right now, Mister. We have a truck to load.” I can tell Wendell wants to make this a big moment, like saying I do and walking down the aisle as husband and wife, but Mom is clapping her hands like chop chop.

“Well, I guess I’ll see you,” Maximilian says. He puts his hands on the sides of my shoulders, which is his version of a hug.

“OK,” I say.

Cameron pulls up in Wendell’s car and parks in front of the moving truck. Tucker hops out of the passenger seat and a basketball rolls after him. He dribbles it in our driveway a couple of times but then stuffs it back in the car. Tucker loves watching sports but he isn’t very coordinated and he doesn’t want to do anything that could even possibly injure his hands, because somehow he can make his fingers fly over the piano keys like it’s nothing.

Bryce opens the back door and Dodger and Roscoe bound out and sniff around the mailbox. They both mark their territory, and it
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