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    For Tim, just because
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“How’s he doing, Mama?”

I took the steps to the porch at a trot, letting the ends of my scarf trail behind me in the wind as I scanned Mom’s face. Little lines I didn’t remember seeing before were etched into her forehead.

“He’s been a little better, Mads. Much better than the last time you saw him.”

“Oh, that’s good. You know I didn’t want to go but—”

“No, no, sweetheart.” Mom held the door open and motioned me inside. “You had exams. We’ve been fine. Lots of church ladies bringing casseroles. And Pastor Gene says they’ve got men lined up to cover the lawn and sidewalk until Bryson’s back on his feet.”

“They’re good people.” I swallowed a lump in my throat as I tossed my coat and scarf onto a chair.

“Don’t I know it.” The gratitude in Mom’s tone was real, but there was something else behind it, a worry she hadn’t put into words.

“What are the doctors saying?”

“He’s doing well, all things considered. Won’t be walking for a while, but they’ve got him off the heavy painkillers and down to double-strength regular stuff. And he’s home now, so that’s a big step. He’s resting a lot. Catching up on some shows and some reading.”

“Mama, what aren’t you telling me?” I bent down a little to look her straight in the eyes, and she winced and looked away.

“It’s nothing, Mads. Nothing really. I’ve just been thinking—maybe I ought to cancel this trip.”

“Cancel your Christmas splurge with Aunt Jenny? Mom, why? If Bryson’s okay—” My heartbeat picked up suddenly. “He’s not, is he? There’s more you’re not telling me.”

“No, Maddy, no.” Mom gripped my hand and held it tight. “He’s okay, really.” She put a little too much emphasis on the last word, like maybe she was trying to convince herself as well as me.

“Then why are you worrying? You’ve trusted us to take care of each other before. And this trip is important to you. It’s got to be serious if you’re thinking of staying home.”

“I don’t know, Mads, it’s just—” Mom bit her lips together. “He’s so quiet. Almost—I don’t know—guarded. It’s not like Bryse.”

“Ah. Okay.” I tried to let out my relieved sigh a little at a time so Mom wouldn’t notice it. Quiet. Guarded. Hiding his pain. That was more like Bryse than she knew, especially after Dad died, except he must be too spent to realize he wasn’t doing it well. “That’s probably normal with everything he’s been through, don’t you think?”

“Probably.” The worry lines near her eyes didn’t fade. I put an arm around her shoulders.

“Bryse’ll be fine, Mom. He just needs a little time. How’s he sleeping at night? You know he doesn’t function well on low sleep.”

“He’s only had to call me for a pain pill once or twice. Says it’s hard to get to sleep sometimes, but otherwise he says he’s doing fine.”

“Have you asked him about canceling?”

“I mentioned that I was thinking about it.”

“And what did he say?”

“Said I should go, of course. But—I don’t know, honey—I can just tell when one of my babies needs their mama.”

Bryson must be seriously off his game to make Mom feel like that. Either that or he was hurt worse than he was letting on. I squeezed her shoulders hard.

“You haven’t canceled anything yet, have you?”

Mom shook her head, but I could tell she was about a second away from making the calls.

“Let me talk to Bryse. Find out what he really wants. You know a couple days of Madison time could be just the thing he needs.”

“You always were good for him.” Mom’s smile was a little teary. I turned toward the stairs, but she stopped me. “He’s in the parlor, Mads. Didn’t want me to have to climb the stairs all day.”

So he was home but not fully settled back in. That could have a lot to do with the tension Mom was sensing. I took the hallway to the little back room that stubbornly refused to be a family room or a den or anything other than the old-fashioned parlor we’d christened it when we first moved in. At the door, I knocked softly and poked my head in.

“Hey, I’m the new nurse. Looking for the orthopedic ward.”

“Maddy.” A smile slid across Bryson’s face. He reached for the remote and muted the TV, then held out his arms to me. I eased down onto the side of the bed, and we held each other for a long minute.

My mind played back over the scenes Mom had described—the semi crowding his lane on a tight turn, his little truck smashed against the mountain, the firefighters prying his legs free with the jaws of life. The realization that I’d almost lost my brother flooded me again, mixed with a fervent prayer of thanks that I hadn’t. When his grip loosened, I let go and pulled back, and Bryson sank against the pillows and squinted up at me.

“How’d your exams go?”

“Not too bad, considering all I could think about was getting back home to you.”

“Mads.” The accident hadn’t damaged his scolding big-brother tone. I smiled.

“I did fine, Bryse. At least, I think I did. Won’t have the results for a couple weeks yet. Looks like you’re moving up in the world, though. Ground floor suite. Private TV. Room service.” I nodded toward the dishes sitting on the little table next to his bed, and he rolled his eyes. The response was typical Bryse, but the tired, almost languid air was new.

I glanced around the room, smiling to myself at the half-transformation Bryson’s temporary residence had made. Black and white geometric headboard against solid oak bookcases. Flat-screen TV on top of the old upright piano. Laptop and charging cables sharing shelf space with antique hardbacks.

“Love what you’ve done with the place, by the way.”

He swatted at my arm, not as forcefully as he would have a few weeks ago, but his lips relaxed into a smile. I reached for his hand and gripped it hard.

“I need you to be completely honest with me, Bryse. Just for a second. Mom’s thinking of canceling her trip. Any reason you want or need her here now that I’m around?”

Bryson hesitated, and I caught the almost imperceptible movement of his teeth against his lip, but in the next instant, he shook his head.

“No, she should definitely go. She won’t get to see Aunt Jen for another year. Tell her if she doesn’t go, I’ll lock her out of the room and make you take care of me anyway, so she’d better do it.”

The words were right, but the tone was off, laced with a hint of uncertainty that was hard to describe. I’d never heard him pretend cheerfulness so badly. No wonder Mom wanted to stay.

“You’re sure?” I studied his face carefully, and he gave me a small grin.

“I’m sure. You can tell her I’ll be fine, unless you plan to go off gallivanting and leave me on my own here.” A bit of the usual sparkle glinted in his eye, highlighting his unusual vulnerability and making me hope that a few days of banter and fun would bring back more of the brother I loved. I narrowed my eyes at him.

“I do not gallivant.”

“Lindsay Olson.” He held up two fingers, and I scowled.

“Those don’t count.”

“Since when?”

“Since you were supposed to be watching me, not the other way around.”

“Uh-huh.” Bryson arched his eyebrows, and I stuck out my tongue.

“You’re one to talk. Try Ninja Fury 5.”

“House of mirrors.”

“Carnival popcorn.”

“Ice cream earrings.”

“You two okay?” Mom popped her head in the door, looking a bit concerned, and I laughed.

“Just naming all the times one of us has left the other behind. Bryson seems to think I’ll run off and leave him here, but I’m just relieved I won’t have to keep my eye on him every second.”

Bryson’s grin was more relaxed than it’d been since I came in, and Mom’s eyes softened as she walked over to the bed and stroked his hair.

“Good to have her home, isn’t it, Bryse?”

“Yeah. Home where I can keep an eye on her. Speaking of which—boys, Madison. I want names.”

“What boys?” I gave him a puzzled look, and he narrowed his eyes.

“Any boys you met this semester. Just because you’re away at college doesn’t mean I lose vetting privileges.”

“For Pete’s sake, Bryson!” I threw up my hands with my best exasperated tone. “You already know Josh and Locke and Petey. And you met Petey’s friend Aaron over the summer. There’s no other guys I hang out with.”

“I’ve heard you’ve been unavailable for several get-togethers this fall.”

“Because I’ve been studying. Senior classes are a lot harder.”

“And you’ve been seen walking with a boy near the library on more than one occasion.”

My eyes narrowed as I tried to decide which of my friends deserved pummeling when I got back to campus. Locke probably, since he was most likely to use the cut-through by the library on the way to biology lab.

“It was a group project, and we both happened to be free right after class. What was I supposed to do, run ahead of him?”

“Name?” Bryson pressed, and I sighed.

“Kensley Henderson. He’s a poli-sci major, so our classes overlap.”

“You’ve met him before?”

“He’s been in a couple of my classes. I might have spoken to him in the hall once or twice.”

“So why haven’t I heard of him?”

“Bryson, honestly! Why don’t you just download my class rosters and ‘vet’ every boy on them? Better yet
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