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July 10, 1969

“Look at Panther go at that water. He’s trying to catch a fish,” Savannah Donovan said to her brother. Sitting on the small riverbank, the young boy and girl watched the black Burmese cat swiping its paw across the sun glinted surface of the water’s edge, his golden copper eyes peering down into its miry green depths.

“Get away from there Panther before you fall in.”

“Maybe he’ll have better luck than me”. The young teen struggled to take a hook off the dangling line of his small fishing rod. Looking up, he caught sight of his sister rushing toward the mesmerized cat. “Don’t go near the water Savannah! Chill out! He’ll be okay. Panther can take care of himself.”

Savannah heeded her older brother’s warning and swung around, slinging long, copperish hair across her freckled face. “Why don’t he just go and eat the left-over fish out back of Buster’s Café?”

“Most of that’s probably left over bones. Not much meat, I guess. Besides, he probably likes hunting for fresh food.” After he picked up his tackle box and rod, the young teenager stood up from the grassy ground and headed toward the narrow-paved road a few yards away. “Are you ever going to go hunting for deer like Daddy and Nathan’s dad do?”, she said, hurrying up the small bank, following her brother.

“I don’t know. Nathan is supposed to go with his dad soon.”

“I wouldn’t ever want to hurt a deer”, she said, as they arrived at the road pavement. On the left, the sun’s reflection glinted off the flowing water of Cherokee River.

“Well, I wouldn’t kill a mama or baby deer. But I would a buck.”

Both children strolled down River Road, absorbing the mid-morning July sunshine that contrasted with the shade from an assortment of birch, walnut and maple trees, on the opposite side.

Savannah asked, “What’s wrong with Daddy, Dylan?” Her brother gave her a sideways glance. “Why is Daddy so grouchy and mean sometimes?”

“Ay..I don’t know. But he has been more mean than usual lately.” Hey, here comes Nathan. Flying down the road on his bike. I’ve never seen him go that fast before!”
Seconds later the tall and thin, sandy-haired boy pulled up close to them. “Whoa..!” he said as his brakes screeched to a halt near a ditch, cutting a ridge in grass and dirt.
“What in the world are you trying to do man?! Kill us or yourself?”, Dylan said, staring at his friend in disbelief.
“Uh..I came to find you. I wanted you to know that there’s a police car parked on the road in front of your house. And it’s not at Mrs. Macky’s place either.”
Without another word, Dylan threw down his fishing equipment and sprinted up the back road to his home. With much shorter legs, his sister unsuccessfully tried to catch up to him. Nathan picked up the rod and box and began trailing behind Savannah on his bike until they reached the alleyway leading to the back porch of their house.
By the time she entered the living room from the back door, two policemen were steering her handcuffed dad across Mrs. Macky’s side yard and toward the police car parked in front of them. Running to the picture window, the young girl stared out at the unfolding scene, pressing her palms against the glass.
Belinda Donovan stood at the top of the steps, tightly gripping the right porch post with both hands, as she watched the police car drive away. After an anxious glance at her son and his friend, she retreated to the house.
“I’ll talk to you later man,” Dylan said. After waving at Nathan, he followed his mother inside.

Averting her children’s eyes, Belinda sat down on the far end of their brown leather sofa, stared straight ahead and clasped her hands tightly in her lap. Savannah ambled toward her dad’s recliner before changing direction and sitting at the opposite end of the sofa. Dylan strategically chose the over-stuffed chair, closer to his mother. Observing her tense facial features, he said, “Mom! What’s going on?! Why has Dad been arrested?”

Glancing sideways at her fourteen year old son, a bewildered expression crossed her face before she answered. “I don’t know. I don’t understand it.”

“He didn’t hit you, did he?”  

Savannah covertly inspected her mother’s face, neck, and arms.

“No Dylan, he didn’t.” Belinda lowered her head into her hands and pressed her fingertips into her forehead. As she began softly, crying, he rose from the chair and moved to her side. “I can’t tell you anything, because I don’t know anything myself.”

“It’s okay Mom. I’m sorry,” the boys’ voice cracked with emotion, as he wrapped his arm around her shoulders.

Easing up from her seat, Savannah headed to the small hallway leading to her bedroom, where she hid in silence. About an hour later, while lying on the bed, she heard a familiar knock at the door.

Opening it up, her mother said, “I think we need to talk.” Savannah reluctantly rose up on the side of her bed as her mother sat down beside her.

July 14, 1969

Dear Diary,


I can’t believe my dad is in jail. The police came and handcuffed him and took him away. And Mom didn’t even know why they were arresting him! But the next day we found out from Daddy’s lawyer the reason. The insurance company my dad worked for thinks he stole money from them. Mom told us it was a mistake but the way she said it sounded strange. Maybe she doesn’t know if it is or not. Dylan ran off on his bike and didn’t come back home until dark. I’ve heard of other kids’ dads getting arrested and going to jail but I never knew it would happen to me. I feel like I’m in the twilight zone. When Mom came in my room and told me everything was going to be okay and not to worry, I felt a little better. Not much really. Now she’s got to find a job. At a restaurant or a clothing store probably. I think she’s kind of glad about that. She loved working part-time at the women’s dress shop when Daddy worked at the strawberry packing place in Strawberry Plains. But Daddy got jealous and made her quit. Mamaw, Melia, Uncle Troy, and Aunt Joanne are coming to see us and I can’t wait. Hopefully this weekend!


A few days later Dylan and Savannah sat down beside each other on the back porch while family members were gathered inside with their mother. “I just don’t understand how it could happen Sis. Dad couldn’t have done what they said he did. He’s not a thief. With a furtive glance he asked, “Do you think Dad would do something like that?”

With her arms wrapped around her knees, Savannah stared silently into space. In one fluid movement she stood and ran down the steps, into the alley, and away from her brother. Entering a vacant lot- surrounded by maple, oak, and pine trees-she fought through small bushes and summer-thick foliage, arriving at a small clearing with a huge tree stump. Bracing her small hands on the top, she pulled herself up and plopped down. Absentmindedly, her fingers traced the concentric circles in the worn wood.  

She didn’t want to believe it was true. Dylan didn’t want to believe it either. Did he steal money from his company? Was he capable of doing something like that? He did start arguments, almost weekly, with her mom over the smallest things. And he always had to be right and have the last word-no matter the truth. Still, she never thought of him as a dishonest person. Why did any of this have to be happening?

“Savannah! Where are you?!” Melia yelled from the alley.  

“I’m back in here. Just follow my voice and watch out for the thorny bushes before you get to the pine trees.” After hearing a moment of rustling through the underbrush, her cousin tromped into the clearing.

“There you are! Why’d you run off and hide? We haven’t got to talk much since I got here. And we have to leave in about an hour.”

“Climb up here and sit with me.” Savannah reached down and took her hand, as Melia pulled herself onto the trunk with her other hand.

Gliding her eyes over the secluded patch of woods, Melia said, “Oh! I see why you like coming out here. It’s like being in your own little world away from everything, but beautiful trees and blue sky.” Rubbing her hand across the top of the tree stump, she added, “And this is your chair. Or maybe throne- where you can view it all from.”

“Yeah. But I don’t like the stuff down there on the side of my so-called throne.” Savannah pointed to a vertical layer of bright yellow fungi growing on the lower portion of the tree trunk.

“It is kind of icky looking. But I like its bright color.”

“Seriously? Then why don’t you take some home with you to eat?” Savannah rolled her eyes at her cousin.  

“No thanks. I see you haven’t lost your sense of humor.”

“At least I got some kind of sense, right?” she said, looking forlorn.

Studying her face, Melia spoke earnestly, “You know it’s going to be okay, don’t you? Your dad’s not going to be gone forever. He’ll be back home one day.”

“Yeah. I know. Hey, did Mom say I’m going to get to stay at Mamaw’s before school starts back?”

“Yes. And Dad and Mom are going to let me stay for at least a week too.”

“Great! Let’s make plans right now.”  

Two weeks later, Savannah sat on the grass, under a Catalpa tree, petting their new, Beagle dog. He had been given to them by one of their mother’s co-workers, who’d moved into an apartment where pets weren’t allowed.  As he gnawed at a small broken tree limb in her hand, Savannah ran her other hand down his black, white and tan coat.

“Hey. My name’s Kate. Kate Marie Lewis. What’s yours?” From several feet away a girl stood in the back alley smiling, revealing large white teeth. “I just moved in that brick house on this side,” she said as she pointed toward the last house on the right at the end of the alley, several yards back from the nearby road.

“Uh...umm.” Struggling to answer the strange girl, she threw a stick into the yard for Rufus to catch. “I’m..Savannah. Savannah Donovan.”

In a few seconds, the dog returned and the girl approached him, reaching out to take the stick from his mouth. But Rufus backed away from her, growling with it still between his teeth.

“Okay. Okay. Your dog doesn’t have to go all ape on me. I was only trying to play with him. Is that your cat laying up there on that rusty old car?”

Savannah glanced over at the ancient, corroding Chevy inside the lean-to garage connected to their small weather-worn wooden house. After seeing the silky black coat and golden copper eyes, she said, “Yes. That’s Panther. He was here when we first moved here. Just like that old car.”

“Well, I got a cat named Amber. She’s real pretty. We’ve been keeping her inside. Mom says she has to go outside soon.”

As the girl continued to talk about herself Savannah observed her tall, thin form, pale olive complexion and long coarse dark hair, held back on both sides by a hair clip. She noticed the girl was almost the opposite in appearance to her own image. And that didn’t exclude clothes. The girl wore a blue jumper dress with a pink flower design blouse and flip-flops. In contrast, she had on pedal-pushers, a worn t-shirt, and old tennis shoes.

Despite their differences, from that summer day on Kate often stopped by to ask her to play. Since Savannah didn’t have any other friends in the neighborhood, she welcomed her company. They often took turns playing in each other’s back yards. Once their mothers were more acquainted, the girls visited in each other’s home. Over the course of a few weeks, she learned various things about the Lewis family from her chatty friend.

Kate informed her that her parents used to own an antique store in Lexington, Tennessee not long before they divorced. Her mother decided to move back to Fisherville to be near her parents, who’d been living there the past twenty years. “Now she works at Gloria’s Dress Shop in town. And I get to pick out a new dress tomorrow. You and your mom should come in next week. They’re having a big sale then.”

On the second day Kate came over, she brought her jump rope.  As they walked to the small crumbling sidewalk at the front of the house, she asked, “Do you like my outfit?” 

Savannah perused the blue navy dress with three white buttons going down the front and pleats on either side of the waist. “Yeah. It’s pretty.”

Standing on the sidewalk, Kate pointed at her white tennis shoes. “I got these Keds yesterday. Mom says I better keep them clean. Actually, I took off my old shoes and put these on before I ran out the door. And I hid them so she wouldn’t know I had these on. I wanted to wear them for jumping. Where’s your rope?”

“On the porch.” Carrying the worn white and red striped jump rope, she returned as Kate started jumping.

“Mable, Mable set the table. Do it as fast as you can. Don’t forget the salt!”

Savannah quietly watched until Kate finished the rhyme and stopped.

“Do you know any rhymes we can do?”

“I know the Cinderella one and a few others.”

“Okay. Let’s do it together.”

A few minutes later, they sat down beside each other on the concrete porch steps. Tilting her head down towards the shorter girl, Kate said, “You don’t jump rope much do you? There’s no way you could do double dutch or hot pepper as slow as you are.”

“I’ve played it a few times at school. But my feet always bother me after I get done.”

“You probably need better shoes. Of course you are kind of short too. That makes it harder for you.”

“Hey Girls!”

“Whose yelling at us?”

“That’s Mrs. Macky over there hollering out the screen door of her house.”

Savannah rose up from the step and lumbered toward her neighbor’s back porch. When she was about six feet away, she asked, “Yes Mrs. Macky? Do you want something?” What do you want to complain about this time? Dylan’s whooping when he’s at Nathan’s basketball goal across from your front porch? Or is it Rufus barking at your loose chickens again. Or do you want to accuse us of messing with your chicken coup?

“Yes, I certainly do, little lady.” Staring intently at her with beady, sunken eyes, magnified by cat-like glasses, she continued, “I want to know the real reason your dad was arrested. I heard he stole a bunch of money from somewhere. Is that so?”

Stunned silent, Savannah felt heat rise into her cheeks as she turned away and retreated to the alley. 

Dear Diary, 


I had to tell Kate about my dad going to prison, today. Because Mrs. Macky blurted out that he’d been arrested for stealing money. I was so embarrassed. But Kate didn’t make a big deal out of it. Which surprised me. In fact, she acted like she was sad for me. Her dad doesn’t live with her anymore. I guess I should be sad for her too.



Because her new friend had a knack for persuading her to do things she’d rather not do, Savannah sometimes dreaded Kate’s arrival. On a warm Saturday afternoon, Kate invited her to play on the porch at her house. Once she asked her mother for permission, Belinda called Kate’s mother to confirm it would be alright. When the girls arrived at the concrete porch with metal railings, Kate went to a wicker chair and picked up a small black slate board with a drawing of a house on it.

“This is my birthday present. I got a bunch of colored chalk too. See.” She pointed to a small cardboard box full of colorful pieces of thick chalk. “You want to draw something?”

“Umm..I guess so”.

Next, Kate picked up a small cloth and erased the picture, then handed the board to her. Sitting on the porch step, Savannah drew a large flower with a big round center and yellow petals all around it. After she finished it, she held it up for Kate to look at.

“Do you like it?” she said confidently.

“What is it?”, the girl said, feigning confusion.

“It’s a sunflower,” she said sadly. “I didn’t have enough space to draw the stem and the leaves.”

“Oh.” Kate added with a mocking grimace, “Well I guess that’s why I couldn’t tell what it was.”

For several more minutes they took turns drawing on the board. When it was Savannah’s turn, she explained what she was drawing to ensure her friend wouldn’t be confused again. First, she drew two squares, and then connected them with diagonal lines, forming a box. Following that, Kate made an outline of a mountain with the sun above it. The last picture Savannah drew was of a tree with a vase like canopy of leaves.

“That looks like broccoli to me,” Kate commented with a sneer on her face. “I thought you were making a tree?”

“That’s what it is.” Savannah quickly picked up the small cloth and rubbed over the picture. She handed Kate the board and chalk. “I want to go home now,” she said while starting down the steps. Panther, who had been lying quietly on the porch, rose up and gracefully stretched before sashaying after her.

“No. Don’t go yet. I know something fun we can do with just the chalk. This old board isn’t big enough. Let’s go somewhere we can draw bigger pictures. Come on. I know just the place to do it.”

Savannah paused for a moment, looking uncertain toward the older girl as she waited in the yard for her to follow. “What are you waiting for? It’ll be fun. And it’s not far from here.”

Lagging slightly behind Kate, she arrived at the front yard of the small brick church which stood at the end of their block. When she saw the girl bend down with chalk in her hand, on the sidewalk in front of the steps, Savannah halted, but resisted the urge to run off.

Shaking her head she said, “Kate we’re not supposed to write on that. We’ll get in trouble.”

“I do it all the time. It’ll wash off. Don’t be such a scaredy cat.” Next the girl began drawing a large star on the concrete as Savannah stood watching and furtively glancing from side to side. 

Five minutes later, Kate stood up from her work and handed the worn down piece of chalk to Savannah.

“I...uh...I don’t want to do it,” she said, examining the collage of images ascending halfway up the sidewalk. There were several stars outlining two clown-like faces with large mouths, colored in purple chalk. What’s more, she had written the words ‘MR. ARMSTRONG IS STUPID’ right above the pictures.

Suddenly, there was a booming voice from behind, shouting at them. “What are you two girls doing over there? You got no business messing around there.” At that instant, Kate sprinted toward the back of the churchyard as Savannah dropped the chalk and stared after her in disbelief. A few seconds later, she rushed off in the same direction as a slim, middle- aged man from across the street, yelled after them.

When the two girls met up in the middle of the alley, Kate grabbed the smaller girl by the arm and adamantly told her, “Hurry in case he chases us. Let’s go hide between the fence and Buster’s Cafe. He can’t find us there.” Savannah quickly followed her to the building. Suddenly both girls heard a loud commotion coming from near the exit door of the business. “Hurry! Someone’s coming out!” Kate whispered frantically.

After several seconds, they came to an area in between the concrete wall of the cafe and the old wire fence that stretched out beside it, only three feet away. Out of fear, neither girl spoke as they hunched up behind a rhododendron bush.

A man’s voice could be heard scolding a dog. “Get on out of here you mangy mutt. You leave my trash alone. I’m tired of cleaning up after your kind. I’ll shoot you with a bb gun right between the eyes, one of these days.” The girls heard a crashing sound and the dog yelping as it ran away. A few seconds later they heard the back door slam and then silence.

“I hope that wasn’t Rufus”.

“I hope Mr. Hilton don’t go telling our parents what we did.”

Looking at Kate, she said, “I didn’t even do anything. You did it all.”

“Hey, you had the chalk in your hand when he saw us.”

Savannah quickly stood up and began shuffling her feet back toward the alley with her eyes downcast. The other girl followed until she was beside her.

“You’re not going to tell are you? My mom will ground me forever and my dad won’t give me an allowance ever again.”

She didn’t answer until they came to the back porch of her house. Then she looked at Kate’s pouty face. “No. I got to go in now. Bye.” She opened the back screen door, holding it until Kate ran down the alley to her house. Letting go of the door handle, she walked back down the steps and called for Rufus.

When he started wildly jumping all over her she sat down on the steps and held the front part of his body in her lap. As he licked her face she giggled and tried to make him stop by holding his muzzle together with both of her hands. He swiftly wrestled out of her grasp and tried to lick her again. Finally, she stood up and bent down to pet his head and he finally calmed down.

At nine-thirty on Sunday morning, there was a loud knock at the front door of Savannah’s home. It was Mr. Armstrong, the pastor of the nearby church. Kate had attempted to put all the blame on her. But, the pastor told Belinda he didn’t believe her daughter had done it by herself.

Despite all, Savannah would not say a word against Kate. No matter how long Mr. Armstrong questioned her.
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After the pastor left, her mother asked, “Why couldn’t you just tell the truth Savannah? Do you realize you made yourself look guilty by not answering his questions?”

Averting her mother’s intense gaze, she shrugged and said, “I don’t know. I just couldn’t.”

“You know what your dad would say and do if he was here. But he’s not. I’m just trying to teach you not to cover up for other people’s mistakes. It usually makes things worse anyway.”

Listening to her mother’s words, Savannah felt a twinge of self-reproach. Not for keeping quiet about Kate’s guilt, but for being glad her dad wasn’t there to belittle or criticize her. She wasn’t happy about him being in prison, but the mood of their home had improved since he’d been gone.  

As a result of his callous temperament, her dad often marred the peaceful tranquility within the walls of their small and modestly furnished home. Money or the lack of thereof, was one of the main subjects that sparked the argument that ensued for an hour or more into the night. Mercifully, she and Dylan were sent to bed early on those nights. But the thin walls couldn’t prevent them from hearing the barely muted voices of her parents, screaming back and forth at each other.

At the beginning of the arguments, Belinda responded in a restrained manner, trying to appease him. “Roger, I can’t help it that the washing machine stopped working. I don’t know how to fix it either.”

“If you learned to take care of the things I bought you, then I wouldn’t have to be buying new things all the time. I can’t afford it on my salary. Remember, I’m just an insurance salesman- not a lawyer!”

After twenty or more minutes of his insinuations, she’d start losing self-control and begin to lash back at him with angry words. Sometimes she tried to retreat, going into the bedroom and locking the door behind her. But Roger wouldn’t leave her alone. Instead, he’d bang on the door until she couldn’t deal with the noise anymore. And she’d give in and unlock it.

Those types of arguments frazzled Savannah’s nerves and made her afraid to ask for money for anything. Consequently, when the teacher handed out book fair flyers advertising various children’s books, she didn’t show it to her parents. Instead, she’d examine each picture and re-read the book descriptions several times, on the bus ride home. When it was time to exit the bus, she’d leave the paper behind in the seat. But Dylan always brought his paper home and would usually get enough money from one of his parents to order a book.

In mid- August, Savannah was excited to learn she would be going to her grandmother’s house in Newport, Tennessee, until school started again. She and Melia spent most of the morning hours, after breakfast, in the backyard. On Wednesday at bedtime the girls asked Liza to tell ghost stories. It had become a summer ritual for them to sleep in her bed at least one night and listen to her stories. “Okay girls. Enough is enough. I think I’ve told you all the spooky ones that I’ve ever known, tonight. Besides, you’ve probably heard them a thousand times before.”

“Please tell us one more story Mamaw?” Melia pleaded with her hands clasped under her chin.  

“Okay. There is a story I’d like to tell you girls. It recently happened in my church. It’s about a man named Alonso Wesley.”

Melia, who was sitting against the headboard across from Liza, scooted down on her side, plumped up her pillow and plopped her elbow into the middle of it.  At the foot of the bed, perpendicular to them, Savannah raised up from her feather pillow, placed her elbows into the center of it and propped her head onto open palms. Both girls gazed at their grandmother with excited anticipation.

Liza began in a wistful tone, “Alonzo Wesley was a fiddling man.” Observing the confused look on her granddaughters’ faces, she said, “I mean he was a wonderful fiddle player. You two had such a funny, bumfuzzled look on your faces. Being a tiny man-an inch or two shorter than me- and quite thin, it seemed like him and that shiny instrument were connected at the hip, as he flew over the strings with his bow. You should’ve heard the heavenly notes coming from them, at every church service. And the music and preaching went out every Sunday on the radio broadcast.

“Alonzo only lived a short distance from church so he walked there every service. It was on Father’s Day. I was standing on the porch when he walked up the steps. I said, “Good morning, Brother Alonzo”.  And he returned the greeting. Suddenly I heard a voice from within my spirit. The words I heard, I knew were not my own thoughts. God was speaking to me in that moment. He said for me to tell Alonzo how much I’d been blessed by his fiddle playing. And to tell him I prayed he’d have a blessed Father’s Day. God told me to do it right there, right then, because I didn’t know how many more times I might see him again.

“That afternoon, I waited in my car for my friend Delaine to come out of the church. I was going to take her home. Then, I saw him walking with his Bible held tightly in his right hand. He was several yards in front of where my car was parked. For some reason, I kept staring at his face. There was a strange, other worldly, look in his eyes. And he was peering up toward the sky in the direction of the sun. Anyway, Delaine finally came out and got in the car. And I took her home. But that expression on his face never left the back of my mind.” Savannah and Melia exchanged curious glances as their grandmother continued the story.

“The next Sunday came and we were in church again. Everyone was singing and Alonzo was playing his fiddle as always, full of life and vigor. The song was “Aint No Grave Gonna Hold My Body Down”. He was up near the pulpit when he suddenly fell to the floor. Gasps could be heard all over the building. Next, a strange silence filled the place. Then, murmurs and whispers of prayer rose up among the stunned congregation-including me. A few people standing up front, tried to find his pulse. But they weren’t able to find one. I knew then he was gone on to be with Jesus.”

Every morning after breakfast, the two girls walked with their grandmother to the nearby river, where they often waded or swam. There was always a happy, wistful smile on her face whenever she remembered her time in Newport. She often daydreamed of living with Mamaw Liza, or Melia’s family, in place of her own. Such thoughts made her feel ashamed.

In the first week of September, while sitting Indian style in the backyard under a scraggly pine, Savannah told Panther, who was splayed over the porch railing, “I missed you. And Rufus too. I wish you all could go with me sometime.” Suddenly, three familiar dogs came scampering up the alley and into the yard. First Pedro, a lively, black and tan terrier arrived, with Rufus running past him into his owner’s lap. Finally, Trixie, a light auburn Pekingese, scampered up behind them. Dylan had nicknamed them the three musketeers, because the dogs spent countless hours running around in the neighborhood with each other.

The canine friends enjoyed hassling the neighbor’s six, dark-red hens whenever they escaped the confines of their seven by fourteen foot chicken coop, setting at the left backside of her yard. The cacophony of loud barks sent the cackling, disturbed fowls off as they flapped their colorful wings and flew across the sparse grass on four toed feet. Mrs. Macky could be heard cursing out her side window whenever she saw the dogs near their place.

“Here you are again. The three musketeers. I wonder what you all have been doing this morning. I haven’t heard Mrs. Macky’s chickens yet. I hope that’s a sign you all are going to be good today.” 

Hearing familiar footsteps, she turned around to see her brother walking in her direction.

“You know those three can’t keep away from those hens. It’s too much fun for them. You seen Nathan out on his bike yet?”

“No. What are you all going to do today?”

“Don’t know yet. We might go to the town park and shoot some basketball.”

She said, “I wish I could go.”

“I know Sis, but you can’t.” Without a backward glance, Dylan walked over to the side of the house, retrieved his bike from the aluminum siding of the lean-to garage, jumped on the seat and rode off.

She mumbled sadly, “I can’t ever do anything fun. Or anything I want to do. Mom never takes us anywhere. Except the store or appointments”. Wrestling with conflicting feelings of guilt she thought, At least, we used to get to go out to a restaurant or a park...and other short trips when Dad was home.  I miss Dad. But...not the arguing. I hope he’s okay.

Two weeks into the school year, Savannah rode the bus without Dylan, who’d went to the dentist. As she was stepping onto the sidewalk in back of the school, Savannah heard Bobby Joe Tucker yell “Hey Elf-baby!” Instead of looking at the huge boy, who stood sneering, she walked quickly toward the entrance.

Bobby followed her. “Aren’t you a long way from home. I bet Santa’s got Rudolph and all the elves out looking for you right now. They probably have an all-points bulletin out because of your escape. Ha! Ha! Ha!”, he said in his deep nasal tone.

“That’s not funny Bobby. Leave her alone!”, Kate said as she came up beside Savannah, who was ascending the school steps. “Just ignore him. You know how he is.”

At the precise moment they arrived at the red metal doors, a large freckled arm pulled the handle back and opened the right side entrance. “After you ladies.” Bobby Joe said, snickering. Before the girls moved forward he added, “Don’t let Kate fool you. She talks about you all the time behind your back.” He grinned widely, revealing big, yellowish teeth. “And she calls you elf-baby too.”

Once he’d passed them by, Kate said, “Don’t believe him. He’s always telling lies on people. You should’ve heard what he told about Ms. Martin. I think he had to go to the principal’s office for that.”

A few minutes later, Savannah entered her homeroom where only two other students sat at their desks. Most of her classmates stood talking in the hallway or hanging outside until the bell rang. She retrieved her reading book from her bookbag, and laid it on the desk top. After opening the book to “All Summer in a Day” she began reading the first page over again.

“I see you’ve started on our next reading lesson.” Mrs. Tully said, walking up beside Savannah’s desk. “I think my favorite Bradbury story is ‘Mars is Heaven’.”

“So that one is about Mars and this one is about Venus. Does he write a lot about planets?”

“Well, I know he has a book called Martian Chronicles. It’s a bunch of short stories about expeditions to Mars.” She pulled an envelope from her dress pocket and gingerly laid it on Savannah’s desk. ‘Mrs. Donovan’ was scrolled across it in dark cursive letters. “Please give that to your mother when you get home.”  She paused, lowering her voice, “I’m sorry that everything is so difficult for you at home right now. Hopefully it will get better.” The teacher gave her a sympathetic smile, patted her on the shoulder and walked away.

Savannah stuffed the envelope inside her bookbag, closed her book, crossed her hands over it, and laid her head down. What is in that letter? What does she know about Dad? Did Mom tell her he’s in jail? Or did she already know? Who am I kidding? Myself. I know who probably told her and Bobby Joe, and all kinds of other people too. 


Dear Diary,

I found out today that Mom told my teacher Dad is in prison. I thought Kate had been gossiping about it in school. She might have but I think the teacher found out from Mom. It feels so weird now, when Mrs.Tully looks at me. It’s like she’s feeling sorry for me all the time. Anyway, if she knew the truth about me, I don’t think she’d be sorry for me anymore. I don’t know. I’m so confused.

I wonder how many of Dylan’s friends know about Dad? He probably doesn’t care whether they do or not. He knows Dad’s guilty for sure now. Mom told us it was true the other day
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