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Long ago, a litter of kittens was born. Like all litters, these cats understood the world around them because of their mother’s teachings. This awareness was to be a final gift, providing each kitten with knowledge of unity and belonging.  
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Chapter 1
Friends & Frenemies
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“The man of knowledge must be able not only to love his enemies but also to hate his friends.” - Friedrich Nietzsche
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Tommy pushes Matt with all his strength, sending him backward in surprise. The bully’s outstretched hand that had been reaching for Matt misses and instead takes hold of Tommy, as he knew it would. 

As he flies through the air, Matt braces himself for the grass and dirt scraping against his forearms and cheek. He tries to catch himself for a quick recovery only to roll onto his back again, hitting the back of his head on the ground.

Matt raises his head and glares at Tommy, knowing he will not be allowed back into the fray until after it’s over.

The two bullies who Matt had been confronting now ignore him, choosing to take up the fight with Tommy, instead.

That’s my friend, Matt thinks, fighting his rage. Yet, somehow, the words don’t occupy the same meaning they once did. Matt and Tommy had a falling out.

Ever since that camping trip, Matt thinks, shaking his head. A lifetime ago. He realizes briefly that despite his best efforts, neither has found a way to mend the damage to their friendship.

They’ve been civil to one another, and he even helps to cover for Tommy whenever he gets into these scrapes. But friends? Matt remembers when they used to be best friends. 

“You okay?” James asks, coming up to Matt and helping him to his feet.

“Yeah. I could’a taken ‘em.” Matt glances over to the scuffle as both bullies close in on Tommy.

“Maybe. We’ll never know. He never lets us try.” James holds out a dirty brown hoodie, gesturing for Matt to take it. “I got the extra one from my locker. Better put it on before this is over.” Matt nods, noticing James wearing a similar hoodie.

Matt and James once had a debate on which one of them would step in when Tommy lost a fight. Matt became the obvious choice because he was willing to jump in no matter how big or crazy the bullies were. Then, over time, they realized Tommy wasn’t going to lose. Regardless of Matt's or Jamie’s willingness to help, Tommy had changed in recent years. He used to be someone who stood up to bullies. Now, he takes them on as if it were a personal vendetta.

Maybe it is, Matt thinks, seeing the brutish teens close in on Tommy and do their best to beat on him. Ever since we got back, he’s been... his thoughts trail off.

“You taking the rap this time or am I?” James asks, seeing the fight and recognizing the tactic used by Tommy before, drawing the bullies close so he can catch them by surprise.

“There’s two of ‘em. Let’s say it was both of us.” Matt smiles, noticing how Tommy is good at close-up fighting. He’s the most dangerous when he gets closer, Matt thinks, wincing as the bullies hit Tommy with a few blows. 

Tommy remains resolute, watching each moment and waiting for his opening. 

“Sounds good. I’ll circle around the left.” Matt winces as the hoodie sleeves scrape against his forearms.

“I’m on the right,” James says, heading back through the crowd of onlookers, ignoring the fight and trying not to let the urge to help pull him into another confrontation with Tommy.

At the center of the crowd, Tommy is being held down by the two bullies. Each takes turns trying to either punch or kick him while they struggle to hold him still.

Tommy moves his head when one tries to punch him in the face and arches his back when the other tries to kick him in the ribs, which proves fruitless. Each blow comes slower to Tommy’s eyes as he looks at them in fury, his eyes gleaming in the sunlight above, seeing more than the surrounding crowd is capable of.

The bully to his right plays on the football team. Oscar Johns. His friends call him Ox. Big, burly, and confident in his size, Ox is certain he can get away with anything, including beating on the younger and weaker kids whenever he feels like it. Up until now, he’s gotten away with it. 

This is the first time one of the kids has tried to fight back. Despite his confidence, he is unsure about the outcome of this encounter. Usually, he and his buddy Eke beat on a kid or two and get money or grab some snacks with enough time to enjoy the rest of lunch before heading back. He has a football scholarship waiting for him. The longer the fight takes, the less chance he has of getting away.

The bully to Tommy’s left is taller and thinner, but surprisingly stronger. Elroy Epstein, the son of a wealthy contributor to the school. His friends call him Eke. He hasn’t passed all of his tests but expects to graduate along with the rest of his friends. The school counselor already told him he just needs to show up for class, and they’ll pass him.  

There’s a quota for the school this year, and the administrators are eager to fill it. To Eke, it means he can do pretty much whatever he wants until graduation. He doesn’t study. He doesn’t pay attention in class. He just shows up, hits on every girl he sees, and beats up the little kids for fun. His life is perfect.

Tommy sees every thought in their heads, displayed like shimmering mirages, coming off them in waves. He sees every punch they are about to send and every kick they are trying to land. He sees their plans and their confidence and every bad thing they’ve done in their lives, certain no one will ever halt their dark momentum. 

I hate them, Tommy thinks angrily, letting a punch land to the side of his face while he kicks down and swings his other leg to the side of the large bully. I hate them all. Tears begin to burn his eyes, but Tommy can still sense the large bully leaning forward and does his best to deflect the blow to his ribs. The grip on Tommy’s shoulder slips.

In one swift motion, Tommy pulls both legs back to his chest then sends them straight up at the thin bully who had landed the blow to his face. He catches him on the chin, sending Eke reeling back as Ox regains his posture and tries to lunge. Tommy yanks himself free and is on his feet before either realize what he has done. Ox tries to twist as he staggers, falling to the pavement and reaching out to grab Tommy’s leg.

Tommy trails his leg intentionally as the hand tries to grab his ankle. Ox is looking intently at his target, failing to see as Tommy raises his other foot. Tommy brings it down with all his weight, landing on the back of Ox’s wrist. The sound can be heard by the nearest onlookers, who wince, circling the fight like spectators at an event.  

Ox doesn’t rise from the blow. Instead, he seems paralyzed with shock at the bulge of bone against the side of his wrist. He cries out, pain radiating from his arm like a fire eating at his insides. Worse, his fingers begin to throb each time he tries to move them. His wrist is broken, he realizes, and terror explodes in his mind.

“My hand!” he yells, crying with a mix of agony and fury. 

Football! His mind screams. I won’t be able to play for the rest of the semester! Ox continues staring at his hand like he had never seen it before. My scholarship... Oh, God. My scholarship is gone. He looks from his wrist to Tommy and then back to his wrist again, as though finally putting the pieces together, knowing there is nothing he can do. 

Tommy ignores Ox, rushing over to Eke, who is already on his elbows and beginning to stand. He sees Tommy approach and leans forward, crouching down, readying himself to grab as Tommy closes the distance. He swings out in a blur, looking gleeful as he snatches Tommy’s arm, pulling him close and gripping Tommy’s neck with his other hand.

“Got you, you little-” The next word fails as Tommy swings up his knee, striking Eke in the side of his jaw. 

The crack that echoes around them is loud enough to make even the spectators in the back eagerly strain to see what just happened. The bully lets go of Tommy, bringing his hands to his mouth... falling backward. His hands clench as he feels his head hit the grass. Eke fights to take in a breath before coughing out blood.  

Tommy glances over to the school and sees a familiar echo from the past, hovering like a ghost that once drove him to panic. A shadow figure he has looked at many times over the years.

I hate you too, he thinks, walking away from the fallen bullies. He pulls his hoodie over his head, seeing Matt and James closing in from either side with hoodies similar to his own. As he moves past the cheering crowd, Matt and James move as close as they dare while mocking Eke and Ox.

“That’s what you get!” Matt yells, keeping the hoodie in place as he backs away from Ox, who cradles his wrist, struggling to rise past his knees. “I float like a butterfly and sting like a bee!” Matt continues to bounce around, punching the air in exaggerated swings before holding both hands up in victory.

“Don’t you ever come back to my school!” James shouts to Eke, grabbing a handful of grass and whipping it at the Eke’s strained face.

The crowd continues to roar with excitement as the bell rings to announce lunch is over. The first teacher comes out to see the spectacle, realizing something has been going on.  

“Hi, Miss Amber,” a young voice calls out, distracting her.

The teacher looks over to where a young boy smiles, standing on a table with his hands in his pockets.

“You shouldn’t stand on the tables, young man,” she says, beginning to walk towards him.

“Nope, and they shouldn’t get into fights either,” he says, looking over to the gathered crowd.

“Fight? Oh, dear. Not again.” Miss Amber walks off, trying to disperse the crowd and ignoring the young man. The boy continues to lean from one leg to another, as if he were balancing himself on a see-saw before glancing to one side, nodding at Tommy, who makes his way back into the school, unseen.

Tommy walks into the building, making his way to the bathroom in silence and entering the last stall. He pulls out the disposable cell phone from his pocket and sends a text, feeling his head spin as he realizes the blow to the side of his face had been more painful than he thought.

The reply comes back a moment later, and he concentrates on the name, seeing the image of an empty hospital room before him with a dark-skinned nurse locking the door. He reaches into the image, concentrating intently.  

He vanishes.

A moment later, Tommy is in the hospital room, crumpled on the floor as Cassie turns around.

“Tommy, you okay?” she asks, her hands immediately finding his and seeing the scratches and dirt from the playground.

“Fine. Jerks clocked me harder than I thought.” Tommy rises to his feet, letting Cassie lead him to the hospital bed where he sits hunched over, his ribs aching.

“Jerks,” Cassie repeats, realizing there was not one but two bullies against Tommy. She pulls up his shirt and sees the discoloration on his ribs, careful as she touches them one by one. She sees that they are not broken but understands they will hurt for days. “Take some water,” Cassie says, pulling up a bottle for him she had intended to drink herself.

“No, I’m-”

“Drink,” Cassie says, pushing the bottle to his face and letting him take it, seeing him drink half of it as she watches. “Good. Now, let me take care of the cut,” she says and pulls out the cleaning solution.

“Cut?” Tommy tries to pull away as she reaches forward, but stops when she holds up a finger.  

“Stop. If I don’t clean it, you’ll bleed all over your jacket and then need to explain to your mother. Do you want that?” she asks, leaning forward and seeing him relax. “Good man.”

It only takes about five minutes, but Cassie treats her friend for his scrapes, bruises, and cuts, doing what she can to clean him up and make him look presentable. She’s done this several times now, and it doesn’t get any easier.  

Back when Cassie first realized he had been getting into fights, she tried to talk him out of it. Yet, she realized at once that he would never stop putting himself into harm’s way.  

A hero complex, she remembers from her studies. No matter what she says to him, he will still feel compelled to rush into danger when others run away. Firemen and police have a measure of this, she thinks. So do soldiers. In the end, Cassie decided to meet him halfway. If he wouldn’t stop fighting, then he needed to call her when he got hurt so she could help fix him up so he wouldn’t miss school.  

Cassie knew he had been missing school because his mother and hers would talk all the time, trying to understand why Tommy was skipping classes and sometimes left school for the entire day. He made light of each situation and never gave a good explanation as to what he was doing. At least until Cassie asked.  

Cassie knew about his abilities, and when she confronted him about missing school, he said he was late because he was trying to get blood off his clothes or spent time at home, trying to make himself look less beaten before his mother came home from work.  

She realized he was now planning for every fight when he started wearing a hoodie every day, even on the hottest days of summer. As far as she could tell, he hadn’t lost a fight, but some would take a bigger toll than others.  

She compromised in keeping his secret by getting him to stay in school so his mother wouldn’t know. As far as anyone else knew, Tommy was adjusting, going to school, coming home, and walking with friends.

Cassie knows the truth.

She remembers the campgrounds, the full moon... the explosion. She knows Tommy is still mourning.

“Stop that,” Tommy says, pulling Cassie from her thoughts.

“Sorry. I got distracted,” Cassie says, cleaning the last of the dried blood from his cheek. “All good. The contacts working?” she asks, looking into his eyes with interest.

“I think so.” Tommy replies. “No one has said anything about my eyes since I started wearing them.”

“Any problem seeing? My optometrist bud said they sometimes distort your vision when they’re colored that much.”

“Nope. It’s like I’m not even wearing any.”

“Perfect. Keep me in the loop. I’ll always be here.”

“Thanks, Cassie,” Tommy says, concentrating on the bathroom stall he had been sitting in before and reaches forward.  

He vanishes in a flash of light from the hospital room, appearing a moment later back in the stall he vanished from, looking far better than he did minutes earlier.

“You’re welcome,” Cassie says to the empty room, wiping a tear from her cheek as she cleans up the room once more and prepares to return to her shift. “Take care, little man.”
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Chapter 2
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Trees, Talks & Tremors

“Death is not the greatest loss in life. The greatest loss is what dies inside us while we live.” – Norman Cousins
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Mrs. Bixby takes a sip of her iced tea as she sits calmly in the darkened attic where the last of her belongings reside, boxed up after her untimely death. She has no awareness of the attic since that is not where this memory takes place. Her image stretches out beyond the darkened walls, showing Mrs. Bixby on the house’s front porch, looking affectionately at a young Tommy as he plays in the front yard.

When little Tommy finally comes up and sits next to her, quietly at first, then more comfortably, Mrs. Bixby smiles.

“Something on your mind?” she asks pleasantly. As Tommy’s eyes look up, she knows that he wants to talk with her about his day or his toys, or most anything else on his mind.

Mrs. Bixby knows he is finally on his way back to the light of living rather than the darkness of loss, and she listens with patience and love.

Next to the image of Mrs. Bixby, Tommy Harris sits in the attic where he holds Mrs. Bixby’s glass tightly. The memory he pulls from it is strong, and he allows himself to imagine she is listening to him here and now.

“I still play pretend,” Tommy says quietly in the attic as he holds the glass, watching Mrs. Bixby listening to his younger self. “I pretend everything is alright.” Tommy looks into Mrs. Bixby’s eyes as his own glisten with tears. “When Mom asks, I always tell her I’m okay.” Tommy looks down to the glass in his hands and catches a reflection of himself, seeing the familiar emerald slits looking back. He makes a mental note to put his contacts on again before dinner.

He turns his attention back to Mrs. Bixby and swallows hard.

“It’s important to tell everyone that I’m okay after what happened. If they knew how much I...” Tommy sniffs, wiping both eyes with one hand, looking down to the glass then over to the kindly old woman affectionately listening to his younger self.

“The worst thing about the last two years is acting as if it didn’t happen. Most grown-ups think that if you avoid talking about something that it doesn’t affect you as much. They think time makes it all better. They don’t understand. I would have jumped in if I could. At best, I could have saved her. At worst, I guess I might have died too.” Tommy looks away from Mrs. Bixby, lowering his gaze to his hands.

She said she loved me, Tommy thinks to himself, unwilling to speak the words out loud. That’s the last thing she said before jumping in.

“I’m still there, you know,” Tommy says to Mrs. Bixby. “I don’t talk to anyone about it, but, up here...” He puts a finger to his temple, holding it for a moment before lowering it and taking the glass in hand again. “I’m still there.” Tommy looks out the small attic window and swallows, closing his eyes.  

“I haven’t talked about it with Snowy. He’s patient with me. Gives me space. I’m sure he knows how I’m feeling, even though sometimes I block him out on purpose.” Tommy shifts his position on the stool and finds himself struggling to look at his elderly babysitter, whom he considered more like a grandmother than a friend.

“I just wish I could disappear,” he mutters quietly, knowing the memory of his beloved neighbor can’t approve or object to anything he says. “In a couple of years, I’ll graduate from high school and go off to college. I’ll be out in the world... a grown-up. My mom won’t be able to stop me when I leave.” He stops, looking away from Mrs. Bixby, as if ashamed to face her. “I won’t go to college. I don’t know where I’ll go. My plan is just... away.” Tommy recalls the life he’s had since his younger self opened up to Mrs. Bixby, and he swallows again, feeling his eyes itch as he wipes at them.

“This town is all I’ve ever known. This is where Mom and Dad met. It’s where... Caroline and I met.” The name sends pangs of hurt throughout his body, and Tommy exhales sharply.

When he finally takes in a breath, he swallows again before looking back up to the memory before him. 

“It’s where Dad died.” You died too. Tommy says in his head and can’t hold back the brimming tears any longer, so he closes his eyes and lets them fall, unwilling to wipe at them anymore.

“Caroline died in the middle of nowhere, calling my name. I’ll never stop hearing her voice,” Tommy whispers. He recalls how both he and the girl he loved did all they could to save countless lives... giving up one of their own in the process.

Tommy falls silent for a while, letting the memories come and go. He grounds himself with the memory of Mrs. Bixby, who continues to listen affectionately as his younger self talks about what he likes and what shows he watches on television.

“It’s funny, you know?” Tommy says, looking up and giving a humorless grin. “Caroline always told me to have faith in something. I never really thought about it, but she told me that faith is what made her able to beat me at every race and every challenge. I told her I would have faith in her, but she said...”

Faith is believing in something that isn’t there for everyone else.

Tommy hears Caroline’s voice in his head and sees her image appear in the air before him.

‘Faith is knowing you’re going to win when everyone else is sure you’re gonna lose. If you start believing what everyone else does, you’ll lose. But if you just let yourself have faith in what’s inside you...’

“Anything is possible,” Tommy says out loud.

The tears brim in his eyes again as he looks, first at his elderly neighbor, then at the boxes around him holding all the things she held dear. He is glad he kept them for both sentimental reasons and because they hold the strongest memories. Over the years, Tommy has looked at and held every one of the objects, watching the events and stories that made them precious unfold before him. It wasn’t until Mrs. Bixby was gone that he realized how much she could have taught him. And how much she could have helped him.

“I wish you were still here,” he says. “I wish you could tell me what to do to make it stop hurting.” He looks down at the glass in his hand, knowing that it was the one she used the most, which left her memories embedded in the object, allowing him to see her.

Your husband died when you were a young woman, but I don’t remember you ever being upset or sad when you talked about him. You got past the hurt. Tommy sniffs as a tear falls on the glass, and he quickly wipes at his cheeks, angry with himself for allowing this precious object to be stained by his carelessness.  

He looks around until he finds a cleaning dispenser and pulls out a wipe, rubbing the glass clean. He holds up the glass as the smell of lemon cleaner fills his nostrils, and a sneeze threatens to come.

Suddenly, a box of tissues falls at his feet. Tommy notices the familiar white fur of his companion appear next to it. Tommy frowns at Snowy before reaching down and taking a tissue, quietly blowing his nose and dabbing his brimming eyes, wishing he had brought down the box himself.

“How long have you been watching me?” he asks, knowing the answer. Snowy projects images of himself sitting on the bedroom windowsill, ignoring the view and watching Tommy in the attic. Tommy shakes his head, dismissing the explanation before rising from the stool. “I just wanna be alone, Snow.” He looks at the boxes around him and steps over to the one that held the glass.  

I used to have faith in myself, he thinks, holding the glass by the end and glancing over to Mrs. Bixby. Now I can’t even have faith in friends. As soon as he lowers the glass into the box of crumpled newspapers, the images of Mrs. Bixby, young Tommy, and the porch vanish; leaving Tommy and Snowy alone.

Snowy projects more images and Tommy sees the first of them before closing his eyes and shaking his head. The images are of him at eight-years-old when they met. Then, they progress to the years that followed, always together and always sharing their lives. “I know you love me, Snowy. I love you too,” Tommy says, feeling the tears threaten to return but holding them back as he looks around to the attic. He feels as if his whole life will result in an empty room filled with forgotten items. “But I loved Caroline more.”

As he begins walking towards the door, Tommy hears someone call out his name, and he looks up to the low attic ceiling where a nail is sticking out through the wood. Tommy concentrates on the nail and finds an image of his father on the roof, hammering the shingles in place, missing the boards a few times and often laughing when a mistake was made. The image of his father emanates from the nail, growing brighter until it flashes before him, and Tommy puts a finger to it.

A moment later, he’s on the roof, looking out at the neighborhood, seeing the tree in front of his yard. Concentrating again, he produces an image of Snowy when he was a kitten and was stuck on a high branch. He pulls at the memory of the image until it hovers before him brightly. The moment it flashes, he steps into it, walking off the roof and appearing on a high branch of the tree.

Years earlier, the branch seemed massive, but now it barely holds his weight. Tommy climbs to a larger branch and sits down, looking out through the leaves as the wind blows, rocking him slowly above the yard and filling his senses with the scent of leaves and clean air. Houses stretch out in all directions as he takes in the surrounding smells, thinking of green leaves and distant meals.

I didn’t feel alone when Caroline was here, Tommy thinks bitterly. Now I know I’ll always be alone, and even Snowy can’t make it better. He hears a brief but deep bark that can only be from Fido next door.

Tommy looks over to the yard next to his, seeing Fido looking up from the gate separating the two yards. He wonders why Fido has never tried jumping over the fence.  

He’s almost as tall as the gate. I’m sure he can just push the gate open if he wanted to. “Maybe not all Saint Bernards are jumpers,” he observes, giving the dog a sad smile before looking out to the neighborhood.

He sees the trees and houses as they stretch to where the horizon meets the shadows below. He follows the rising and falling streets, making him think of mountains, trees, and cliffs.

Tommy’s heart begins its familiar drumming, and he ignores it. She wanted to leave, but I promised to keep her safe.  

“I promised,” Tommy whispers, feeling the tears fighting for release.

“Tommy!” He hears and lets the memory go before looking down the trunk of the tree.

“Hi mom!” he calls down, seeing his mother at the bottom, craning her neck to see him.

“Don’t ‘Hi mom’ me! I’ve been calling you! Please come down and get ready for dinner! If you’re trying to find a hiding place, you’re gonna have to do better! Now come in and wash up! Sheila and Charlie will be coming over!” Tommy’s mother walks away, oblivious to his audible groans.

“That means that little Nicolas is coming too,” he says, standing on the branch and slapping a hand to his forehead. He hears another bark from down below and sees Fido walk through the open gate. “Great. Mom opened the gate,” he says, rolling his eyes.

“Hey, Tommy!” Another voice calls out, sounding familiar and far too cheerful. Tommy restrains another groan before looking down and trying on a smile.

“Hi, Aunt Sheila!” Tommy calls down, wondering if it’s too late to climb higher.

“Come on down so I can hug my little man! Charlie’s bringing Nicky! You wanna sit for him sometime this week?” At this, Tommy nearly slips off his branch as he begins his descent.

“No!” he shouts, immediately realizing that it sounded panicked and might lead to a drawn-out conversation about why. “I mean, no, I can’t! It’s a school night and I need to study! I won’t be able to...” He notices that Sheila’s not paying attention anymore, her mind distracted by images of Tommy playing with little Nicky turn to the approaching giant. 

Sheila and Tommy stand at about the same height, nearly five and a half feet tall. As he continues to climb down from one branch to another, he is acutely aware of how tall Charlie will look when he reaches the ground.

“Hey, Tommy!” says Charlie in his deep voice. Tommy swings off the last branch and lands on his feet next to the couple. “Nice goggles!” Charlie says, noticing the frown that crosses his lips a moment before Tommy can restore the pretend smile.

“Forgot I had them on,” he says, taking them off and putting them in his pocket, not remembering when he slipped them on after leaving the attic.

“Tommy-Tommy!” The little boy in Charlie’s arms says excitedly, eagerly reaching out.

“No, you don’t!” Sheila says, putting a hand in front of Charlie before he can lower the toddler. “It took forever to get him clean, and Tommy just came out of a dirty tree. If you let those two start playing, then you can go back and give him another bath... honey!” Charlie gives his wife a grin before changing targets from Tommy to her. “Smart man,” Sheila says, turning towards the house. “Go and wash up, little guy! I’m sure Jess already gave you marching orders.” Tommy looks from Charlie to Sheila, seeing the giant of a man give him a shoulder shrug and side grin, making it clear who’s calling the shots today.

“You were lots more fun before Nicky was born, you know,” Tommy says, frowning at Sheila as she holds the screen door open with one hand while holding Nicky in the other.

“I’m still fun! I’m just more sympathetic to your mom now!” she laughs as Tommy runs upstairs. “I’m still fun, aren’t I?” she asks Charlie, who stops in front of her and smiles.

“Fun and beautiful,” Charlie says, leaning down and kissing Sheila on the lips. He feels little Nicholas kiss his cheek as he kisses his wife. Charlie does his best to keep his finger poised at Fido, keeping him from joining in on the family kiss.

“You still make my toes curl, Mr. Gray,” Sheila says, closing her eyes as she cranes her neck up to her husband. “Maybe it’s time for Nicky to get a little brother to play with.” Charlie smiles, seeing Nicky put both hands on Sheila’s ears as he kisses her nose. “Okay, maybe not,” Sheila adds, seeing Fido struggle to join in the kissing. “He stays out here,” Sheila says firmly, gesturing to the grinning dog. “Come on, Hubby! Jess is waiting.” Sheila walks past Charlie, giving him a wink, and he can’t help but smile back at her.

“Sorry, boy. You play around the yard while we eat. I’ll save you something, okay?” Charlie leads Fido away from the porch before entering the house and closing the screen door.

Fido walks up to the screen, taking a whiff of the cooking food inside and licking his chops a few times before turning back to the yard. He glances up and lets out a deep whine, seeing Snowy leap off a high branch, vanishing. The large Saint Bernard lies on the grass, enjoying the feel against his fur and looking from the tree to the house, then around the yard. Rolling onto his back, Fido looks to the door with a smile. As always, he chooses to enjoy the moments filled with love and joy as they come, like the good dog he is.
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Snowy appears back on the roof and moves quickly, following the path Tommy used. At the end of the roof, Snowy looks beyond the houses and trees, watching the streets as the memory Tommy was holding carries his sight far away. In moments, the campgrounds where Tommy last saw Caroline comes into focus.

Snowy concentrates, looking at the grounds both present and past. Some moments are difficult to see, but Snowy presses on. He feels certain that Bessie, Caroline’s cat, and Snowy’s sibling, was with Caroline at the end. If Tommy were in danger, he knows nothing could keep him from going to his side. Tommy believes what Caroline’s parents said about Bessie running away when Caroline didn’t return.

Tommy also claims to have accepted her fate, but Snowy refuses to accept that they are gone.  

It might be instinct or some deep sense that he cannot yet explain, but Snowy is not willing, after so many years, to accept finding one of his siblings only to lose them again so suddenly and so tragically.

He concentrates for a long time, looking at the trees around the campgrounds, watching night come and a full moon rise above. He sees the campers as they begin to pack up to leave. He sees the flames and an elderly man being carried away. He sees the fire spreading and Caroline rushing towards it. The visions that follow are fragmented, filled with long ago figures and chaotic images, pushing him away as he strains to make sense of them until the crimson flames ignite the lake, exploding in a wave that turns the echoes of the past to white.  

Snowy lets go once again, frustrated at failing to see what happened to his sibling and her companion. He turns back towards the house when he feels something tug at his awareness.

Something dangerous.

Snowy grows anxious at the sense of approaching menace and knows he will need to share this with Tommy. Any warning of danger will not be easy to share since Tommy has kept their communication to a minimum in recent months.

A moment later, Snowy appears on Tommy’s bed, feeling the sadness of the room but doesn’t waver from his decision. He walks over to his cat bed and curls up for the night, feeling the approaching danger and keeping still. The truth has always been with Snowy, and he would like Tommy to understand it before losing more time.

Getting through a life storm is never about avoiding the storm. It’s about a willingness to weather the worst of it until the storm passes. Snowy has weathered many storms in his life, several of which with Tommy. Snowy’s worst fear is that someday he won’t be at Tommy’s side when the worst storm arrives.

Until that day comes, he intends to be with him to the end.

*****
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“This little man is gonna be a giant when he grows up, you realize,” Rachel says, doing her best to keep little Nicholas from smearing pudding on his face rather than eating from the spoon.

“You don’t have to tell me,” Sheila says, winking at her husband. “When he was born, it was like I was in one of those alien movies. He wanted out, and God help anyone who got in his way, including me!” Both Sadie and Cassandra look at Sheila’s slender belly, restraining laughter.

“I thought you were sedated and got a C-section,” Jessica says, putting down a bowl of mashed potatoes.

“I may have been out, but I hear my little man was already showing attitude when the doctor pulled him out, giving him a look that said, ‘It’s about time, doc! Another minute and I’d deliver myself.’ Rach, I bet your little angels gave you less back pain than our little bundle of joy.”

“Sadie was almost born on the way to the hospital,” Rachel says, pulling the spoon free as Nicholas continues to reach for the pudding. “Cassie was stubborn coming out and hasn’t let up since,” she says, glancing over to her daughters and giving them a loving smile.

“I’m only taking after you, Ma,” Cassie says, reaching for a plate and making sure to avoid the cupcake on the centerpiece with a number two candle in the middle.

“See? Still stubborn.” Rachel looks over to Tommy, who is preparing to take a bite of mashed potatoes, and gives him a nod. “Little Tommy, over here, was probably the easiest delivery ever, eh, Jess?”

“I wouldn’t know,” Jessica answers, ruffling Tommy’s hair before stepping back to see if there is any more room on the table for the steamed carrots and meatloaf. “I think I blocked it out, but Tom said I invented some new swear words on the cab ride over.” The laughter continues until Sheila reaches forward and plucks out the cupcake.

“You wanna give that to him now?” Charlie asks, rising from his seat.

“We missed his birthday last week since you had that thing with your pal, and we were swamped with the whole food poisoning seminar. Little Nicholas understood.”

“You told me to give him ice cream as a treat, and he ate the whole quart!” Sadie says, pointing a spoon at Nicholas as he sees the cupcake being brought closer and growing more excited.

“Mama! Yummy!” he says with some pudding escaping the corner of his mouth.

“I got you, little man,” Rachel says, wiping at his mouth before he can make a mess. “You sure he’s ready for dessert? He’s barely eaten two plates of vittles.”

“You just helped him scarf down a bowl of pudding,” Sheila says, lighting the candle. “I think he can handle a little cake.” Nicholas stares at the flame and grows more excited as the crowd begins singing Happy Birthday.

“Best pull that away before he hurts himself,” Jessica says, picking up an empty bowl of salad.

“I’m on it,” Sheila says, blowing the candle out and plucking it out before handing the cupcake to her son.

“Watch it, hon,” Charlie says, seeing the candle spark as Sheila keeps it away from Nicholas.

“Alright, who got the joke candle?” Sheila asks, seeing the candle re-ignite as she holds it.

“Sorry, Aunt Sheila. I thought we were gonna eat out back and didn’t want it to blow out,” Cassandra says, watching the flame crackle as it continues to burn.

“Can I play with it?” Sadie asks, reaching for the candle.

Rachel, Sheila, and Jessica all say ‘No’ at the same time, making Sadie stop in place before sitting back down.

“I’d rather no one play with fire in my house,” Jessica adds.

“You’d burn yourself, and I’d give you something more than fire to cry about, young lady,” Rachel says, pointing a finger at her daughter.

“After you burn the house down and your mother wails on you, I’ll be there to help with getting over the traumatic incident because I’m the cool aunt,” Sheila says with a smile.

“Yes, you are,” Cassandra says, pulling Sadie back into her chair and taking the seat next to her.

“Do you see lots of people that get burned at the hospital, Aunt Sheila?” Sadie asks, sighing at the candle as Sheila blows it out once more, seeing it flicker to life a second time.

“Plenty. Most of the time, they need someone to talk to and we have...” Sheila stops, looking past the burning candle to Tommy, who sits next to his mother’s empty seat and Sadie. His glistening eyes are fixed on the candle, with an expression of horror.

Tommy looks up to Sheila’s eyes and immediately closes his own, turning away and raising his voice.

“I forgot to wash my hands! Be right back!” he calls out, moving quickly past the group and rushing upstairs.

“Something wrong, hon?” Charlie asks, seeing the concern on Sheila’s face.

“All good, Man ‘o’ mine. I think I’ll go wash up too.” Sheila plops the candle into her cup of lemonade and gives the two girls a wink. “Now, don’t go burning the house down. You know your Aunt Jess will make you clean up and build her another one.” Both girls turn to look at Jessica, who stands with her hands on her hips, shaking her head at Sheila as she walks away.

*****
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“Hey, little guy. How’s it going?” Sheila asks, walking into Tommy’s bedroom, seeing him on the bed and facing the open window.

“I’m okay!” he chirps. “I’ll be down in a second! You should get back. Little Nicholas is gonna be messy from the cake!”

Sheila walks around the bed, seeing him turn away as she does so and putting a hand on his shoulder.

“Rachel is having a ball playing mommy for a while, and your mom is ready to adopt him if ever I slack in my duties,” Sheila says, walking up to Tommy, who doesn’t turn to face her. “You know, I’m here if you need someone to talk to,” she tells him, trying to turn him around and feeling him stiffen at her attempt. “I know... ‘Nothing’s wrong!’” she says, lowering her voice and sounding like a cartoon dog Tommy used to laugh at.

“I just got something in my eye. I need... a sec to get it out,” he says to the wall.

“Me, Uncle Charlie, your mom and Aunt Rachel. We’re all here in case you need us,” she says softly.

“I know.”

“Do you? I’ve seen lots of folks who have gone through hard times. You know what the most common thing they do?” Sheila sits next to Tommy, noticing for the first time how tall he’s becoming.

“What?” he asks, lowering his head to keep her from seeing him.

“They always say they’re fine when things are hardest.” She feels the tremble in his shoulder and begins pulling him to her. “You don’t have to talk to your mom if you don’t want, but you should talk to someone. You’ve got all of us to lean on, and we’re here for you no matter what. I’ll always be here for you. Me and your uncle Charlie.” Tommy lets her pull him close, and she manages a sideways hug as he continues facing away.

“Please don’t tell my mom or Uncle Charlie,” Tommy murmurs.

“I promise,” Sheila says at once. “I’m sorry you’re still hurting. She was special to you, wasn’t she?” Tommy turns and hugs her back, burying his face in her arm as the tears come, and he cries quietly.

“I loved her,” he says after a while. “I wanted to go in and save her, but I couldn’t.” His voice is broken and soft, gripping her tightly as he tries to maintain control of himself.

“If you had gone with her, everyone downstairs would be feeling like you do right now,” Sheila says, and Tommy stiffens again, raising his head for the first time.

“I know it’s hard to accept, but if you had gone with her, both me and Charlie would be grieving next to your mom and your Aunt Rachel. Sadie and Cassie would be thinking about you, and all of us would never be able to get together without being sad over losing you.” Sheila waits a moment, hearing his breath slow as he regains control of himself. “She saved a lot of lives,” Sheila adds, seeing Tommy flinch at her words. “I’m sure she was happy you were one of them.” Tommy swallows hard as he struggles to keep the tears from returning.

“I’ve been looking for her,” Tommy says, keeping his eyes closed as Sheila holds him close.

“You mean, online?” Sheila asks.

“No,” Tommy replies. “You wouldn’t understand. Nobody but Caroline would understand.”

“Try me.”

Tommy looks up at Sheila and shakes his head.

“You wouldn’t understand. Maybe my dad would.”

“Hey, your dad might have been the best guy in the world, but I’m Cool Aunt Sheila.” Sheila puts a hand under Tommy’s chin and raises it so he looks up at her. “I’m still cool, right?” she asks, smiling.

“Yeah, you’re still cool,” Tommy says at last and hugs her again before pulling away.

Sheila watches as he reaches down by the bed and pulls up a box of tissues, wiping at his eyes and blowing his nose.

“Darn tootin’!” Sheila says, giving Tommy a big smile.

“You won’t tell Uncle Charlie or my mom?” Tommy asks again, looking concerned.

“Promise.”

“Thanks.”

“Talk to me when you’re ready, okay? I’ve got two shoulders, you know. Both are good for leaning on or crying.” She points at both shoulders and sees him smile sadly before taking a deep breath and blinking away his tears.

“Okay.”

“Promise?” Sheila asks again, giving him a curious smile.

“Promise.”

Sheila walks Tommy to the bathroom where he washes his face and emerges looking better.

“You scratch yourself on the tree?” she asks, pointing to Tommy’s cheek.

“I’ll be more careful,” Tommy says, rolling his eyes.

They walk together, returning to her son’s belated birthday party. Although Sheila has many questions for Tommy, she keeps them to herself... especially the question about what Sheila saw when she looked into Tommy’s eyes.

*****
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As dinner comes to an end, Snowy waits for Tommy to return. He listens as the activity downstairs settles down. Each visitor departs, making their way back home and ending the night at last. Only Charlie, Sheila, and Nicholas remain, helping to clean up.

When Tommy enters the room, Snowy sends him images of alarm that get his attention.

“What’s going on?” he asks, taking a seat by his bed and letting Snowy come to him, sending him images of rippling darkness and danger as if a storm were approaching. “A tremor? Something bad coming?” Tommy asks, then shakes his head, realizing he’s been speaking rather than connecting.

Tommy projects images of his own, showing images of Hap, the boogeyman they both faced in their youth, and the fires in the forest that they faced on the campgrounds. Snowy doesn
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