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Dedication
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Prologue

Chicago, August

 

"Did they block off all the roads to the mall or what?" grunted Tomek Wlodarski, lowering himself on to the edge of a huge flower container. "Where's everybody?"

 He pulled up the end of his T-shirt. The frayed fabric ripped at the seams, but Tomek just stretched it more, up to his sweaty face. The shirt was so old and washed-out that another tear was not going to make it look any worse. He pressed the thin cotton to his forehead to blot the rivulets of sweat that tickled his skin. Darn weather! It must have been well up to 100º F. The air was hot and sticky, and as merciless as a plastic bag wrapped over his head. It wafted and twitched, creating elusive mirages on the almost empty parking lot that looked like an asphalt desert. 

It was probably the worst day to be outside, but Mrs. Giniger had her root canal appointment and it gave him a chance to bum a ride downtown. And such chances didn't come around too often. 

"Five years! Man, five more years," Tomek chanted through his clenched teeth as if it were some sort of a spell, which could bring him closer to adulthood. Once he turned eighteen, he wouldn't have to beg anyone for rides. And he would be the one to decide who should be part of his life, too!

Tomek already lost count of all the foster families he had to share his life with. Some were better, some were worse. But the Ginigers, his newest foster parents of just two weeks, definitely didn't make his Top Ten list. They were two cold and reserved people wrapped around their own problems. There were days Tomek felt so miserably lonely he just buried his head under the pillows and hummed Mister Rogers' tune "It's a beautiful day in the neighborhood" while choking on tears. 

Actually, Tomek had been miserably lonely until the last month, or to be more precise, until July 21. On the day of his thirteenth birthday his whole life turned topsy-turvy. It was his last week at the Children's Home. The social worker, Mrs. Sweeney, must have decided that being thirteen was old enough to handle the story of death and an unsolved crime. She greeted him with a baseball mitt, still squeaking with newness, and with a birthday card that said 'To someone special". Tomek had never felt being 'someone special' so he opened the card with distrust. 

 Inside were a smiley face and an old newspaper article. Tomek quickly glanced through the text, gliding over the words 'accident', 'injuries', 'death', and 'abduction'. Why would Mrs. Sweeney give it to him? Tomek grimaced and put the paper away. But she put her firm hand over his shoulder and said, "Read it carefully. It will answer a lot of your questions." 

Hesitantly, he picked up the paper again. He read the title: 'Chicago woman killed in hit-and-run accident'. Below was a subtitle: 'Police look for missing toddler'. Tomek shrugged and scanned the article again. It was very long and could take more than ten minutes to read. And Mitch was already waiting for him to go skateboarding.

"Later?" he begged. But Mrs. Sweeney pressed the paper back in his hand.

"I'll be in my office. Come and see me after you finish," she said.

Tomek sighed and checked the date printed on the bottom of the page. The article was over eleven years old. Why was he expected to read it? He didn't care about some old hit-and-run accident! He skimmed over the first sentence and felt a sudden chill rush up his spine. The woman who died in the accident was named Wanda Wlodarski. His mother's name was Wanda! He saw it in his file. His gaze jumped to the second sentence. He read: "The twenty-seven-year-old mother was walking with her sons, Tomek..." The letters danced in front of his eyes, the paper in his hands shook so much he could hardly see the words. Tomek? It was his name! Tomek Wlodarski, walking with a woman named Wanda Wlodarski? Oh, God! It was about his Mother! About her accident! Momma! He heaved and brought the article closer to his eyes. He started the paragraph from the beginning until he came again to the word 'sons'. Sons? His mother had more than one son! He read on. Right next to his name there was another one. 'Marek'. The paper fell out of his fingers. It had to be a mistake! Or did he really have a brother? Why wasn't he in the Home with Tomek? Why were they separated? He was sure the next paragraph would answer this question. But the thought of having a sibling was just mind-blowing. He wasn't as alone as he had always thought! The smiley face on his birthday card suddenly seemed to shine brighter than the spanking-new Honda in the Ginigers' driveway. He had a real brother! 

His heart pounded as he rushed through the next paragraph. But soon his excitement died out. The glowing smile fell off his face. "No!" he moaned as he started to understand the horrible message. He didn't have a brother anymore! Because Marek was the missing toddler! Marek disappeared on that very same day their mother died! He was kidnapped. Gone without a trace. Tomek burst through Mrs. Sweeney's door and screamed, "So where's he now?"

Mrs. Sweeney tenderly ran her hand over his hair. "I knew you'd be back. I am sorry but I don't know any more than you've just read. Your brother was never found. The police gave up on their search because they ran out of leads to go on with their investigation. The case was closed. You can only hope Marek is still alive. Maybe you'll find him one day."

On that very day, Tomek decided that he would search for his long-lost brother even if it took him the rest of his life. And that was the reason why he was standing now with his poster board, right under the scorching August sun, in front of the biggest mall in Chicago. 

Tomek reached for the can of soda and chugged a generous swallow. Yuck! It was flat and soupy-warm. He mumbled a bad curse he had learned from Short Alfred, a seventeen-year-old troublemaker at the Children's Home, and tossed the can toward the trash bin. He missed it by a good foot, but didn't bother to pick it up. Instead, he fished a CD from his knapsack, one of a dozen generic disks he had burned from the Internet downloads, and popped it into his Walkman.

A white van slowly cruised through the parking lot. Tomek quickly moved his board to give the driver a chance to see the large banner and the photo he had pasted on it. The van pulled into the 'Handicapped' parking spot, right near Tomek.

"Yesss!" He pulled a small counting device from one of the many pockets of his baggy pants. 

An elderly man slowly got out of the van. He took a cane from the rear seat and hobbled to the passenger side to help a small girl about six or seven years old out.

Tomek clicked the counter. "42...43....," he read out the numbers as they appeared on the screen with each click.

The girl skipped by the man, pulling him by the hand and urging him to walk faster.

"I'm trying, I'm trying." The mumbled grunt mixed into the raspy croon rattling inside Tomek's earphones. 

The girl broke away from the man's grip and darted towards the entrance. Suddenly, she stopped in front of the poster board. She studied the banner, the picture, and then Tomek.

"Whatcha doin' with this thing-y?" She shot her finger at the counter in his hand.

"Counting people." Tomek lifted the earphone off his left ear.

"Why?"

"To see how many came in."

"But why?" she insisted.

"To see how many of these who come in bother to read this board." He rubbed his finger over the corner of the photo where he must have dripped some glue, thinking: uh-huh, it's not going to take me any closer to Marek.

"Oh." She scratched the skin that was peeling off her suntanned nose. "How many?"

"You'll be the second one today...if you read it."

"Oh," she muttered again as she stuck her finger inside her mouth. She skipped closer to the board. "'Have you seen this boy?'" she read out slowly, gliding her wet index finger over the banner. The board rocked and fell.

"Oopsie-daisie," she giggled.

"Watch it! I worked hard enough on it!"

"I didn't mean to!" She heaved like she was going to cry. "What does that mean, anyways?"

"He's missing." Tomek tried very hard to smooth harsh edges out of his voice. He stopped his CD player and slid the earphones down his head, draping them around his nape.

"Oh!" she said for the third time and then stuck her finger back into her mouth.

"Margo! Come here! Christ, I can't let you out of my sight for a second without you getting in trouble!" The old man finally conquered the curb and limped up to the girl. "Who are you talking to?"

"Nobody, Grampa." Margo nodded at Tomek and whispered as if telling him a secret, "He's my great-grandpa, but I call him Grampa. And I'm Margo. What's your name?"

"Tomek Wlodarski," he carefully pronounced his full name, hoping that she would remember it. People had to start recognizing his name if he wanted to find Marek.

"To-mek Wlo...Wlo... Are you sure?"

"No, I just made it up! I'm really Brad Pitt's kid brother, but keep it to yourself."

"No, you aren't!"

"Bonehead," Tomek whispered under his breath.

"Margo!" The man tugged her by her scabbed elbow. "Let's go in. This hellish weather's killing me."

"Wait, Grampa!" She easily wiggled out of his grip again. "This boy in the picture is missing." 

"That's a shame," the man said colorlessly. "Now, in we go."

But the girl firmly parked herself in front of the poster on her widespread legs. She tilted her head to one side, keeping her eyes on the picture. "But that's you on the picture! Are you missing?"

"No, silly! My brother is."

"He looks like you."

"He's my twin."

Margo's great-grandfather showed the first sign of interest. "Did he run away?"

"Uh-hum," Tomek shook his head. "Kidnapped."

"Christ, what's this world coming to!" The man shoved one fist in his pocket and started to jiggle loose change inside. "This won't work, my boy. This poster, I mean. You need to call police. That's a serious matter."

"My brother was kidnapped very long ago, when he was a little tot. They were looking back then, but couldn't find him. Not even a trace. So they gave up. Just wrote him off. You can't write someone off only because it happened long time ago!" He angrily wiped a drop of sweat off his forehead. His dirty hand left a brownish smudge above his eyebrow. "I used my own picture for this board. I don't remember him at all, but I'm sure we must look alike."

"Is he still your twin?" Margo asked. "Because if not, then you can't be sure--."

Kid, hit the road, Tomek felt like saying. He pulled the neck of his shirt and blew at his clammy chest. It didn't help much but at least he could hide the frown that had sneaked to his face.

"I still say this won't work. The photo has to be posted all over." The man lifted his cane and drew a wide circle in the air. "Not just in one mall, in one town. I bet he isn't in Chicago anymore. Your parents should have this picture sent to every state."

Tomek started to draw zigzags on the sidewalk with his worn-out shoe. "Nobody bothers to look at my picture." He shrugged, ignoring the part about his parents. "Last week I took it to Wal-Mart. They have that bulletin board where people pin up pictures of the missing kids. I stood there for over three hours, counted some three-hundred-and-fifty people, and only five looked. And out of these five only two asked me questions. People just don't care."

"That's not it, I'm sure. It's just...this...information overflow, compassion fatigue, call it whatever you want. These photos come at us from every which way." The man started to tick off on his fingers. "Mail, newspapers, milk cartons, grocery stores, community boards, highway booths. Even the Internet, I hear." He sighed. "Well, I wish you luck, young fella. By the way, what's your brother's name?"

"Marek. Marek Wlodarski."

"It sounds Polish. Are you a Polish-American?"

"I guess," Tomek grimaced. He knew very little of his family background. Mrs. Sweeney once mentioned that his mother had been an immigrant. Then she showed him that old newspaper article about his mother's death and his brother's kidnapping. The article was too short to tell him much about either of them. However, he learned that his mother had been a widow at the time of her accident. After her death and Marek's disappearance, Tomek was left alone. Today, he had no recollection of any familiar face from the past. The only people in his life were the social workers and a long chain of foster families. "I really want to find him..." He thought that he sounded lame, so he quickly turned his head away.

"I'll keep my eyes peeled." The man awkwardly rubbed his nose. "And... God bless you." He grabbed Margo's hand, waved at Tomek, and hobbled into the mall.

As soon as the door closed behind them, Tomek started folding his board and packing up his CDs into his knapsack. "Internet, eh?" he murmured to himself. "That's the coolest idea yet! Thanks, Grampa!"

 


 

 

Chapter 1

Maryland - suburbs of Washington, D.C., September

 

Wham! The door flung open and Jamie Cliffinger burst into his bedroom. Barely catching his breath, with his face as red as a beet, he furiously slammed the door and tossed his backpack toward the desk in the corner of his room. But the bag missed the top; it hit the edge and plopped down to the floor. The desk wobbled and a yellow spray of perfectly sharpened pencils spilled out of the plastic desk organizer. Whoosh! The stack of books slid down in a noisy cascade, following the pencils. But Jamie didn't even think to stop and pick up his books. And he didn't bother to check the pointed tips of his pencils either--something he would do on any other day. Because today was not any other day. And Jamie wasn't his usual self. Today, he kicked his bag out of his way and threw himself on the bed, burrowing his burning face deeply under the pillow. He fumed into the mattress, but it was getting stifling there and his glasses fogged up from his own breath. Hesitantly, he pushed the pillows away and sat up.

The glass of his new aquarium reflected a sudden movement as his mother walked through the door. Jamie raised his shoulders like a ruffled bird to hide his face. He didn't want to talk to anyone right now.

"Is everything okay? What's that noise, Cookie?" She tried to peck a little kiss on his head.

Jamie swiftly ducked as if afraid her touch would crush him. "Nothing!" He stuck his finger under his glasses to blot a drop of moisture that tickled the corner of his eye. "Why did we have to move here?"

"You know why. Dad's new job."

Jamie felt a new spasm of anger choke him like a fishbone. "I hate this place!" he exploded. "That's a rat's town, rat's house, rat's school! Stinking, stupid place!" He punctuated his words with a rhythmic banging of his fists. On impulse, he snatched a pen off the floor and tossed it with fury. The pen bounced off the wall and landed inside his aquarium, sending his sleepy fish into frenzy. "You can't make me go back to school anymore!"

Mrs. Cliffinger opened her mouth as if she were the stunned fish inside his aquarium. "James Edwin Cliffinger, what do you think you are--" She regarded his rapidly twitching eyelid. "Okay, Cookie, dish it out," she said softer. "Something wrong with your new school?"

Oh, boy. Wasn't something really wrong with his new school!

"Who cares!" He buried himself back under the pillows. 

 

*****

 

The problem had started a few months earlier, when Mom and Dad started to joke about moving from their old house in rural West Virginia to Washington, DC. He thought the joke was too silly to deserve his chuckle. Their house was a part of his growing up, and his childhood idyll was supposed to last forever.

And then one summer day, as they were polishing Mom's famous lemon meringue pie off their plates, Dad picked up the subject again. "I've talked to Ed Krevick today. He might have a buyer for our house. Some retired guy from Richmond."

"Wonderful!" Mom jumped on her seat, suddenly as excited as if Dad had said that local department store was going to have a going-out-of-business sale on pots and towels. That alone should've been a clear sign for Jamie that something unusual was happening. But Jamie still didn't read the writing on the wall. Moving out? Like to another house? Nah!

 

 

But before long, their house was sold--together with half of the mountain behind their kitchen door, the apple orchard, the crystal-clear air and all. Like a package deal. Dad handed their house keys over to Mr. Krevick. A few hands waved after them as they were leaving in their overloaded car, and...off they went, heading for the new Land of Opportunities.

Their new home was now in Maryland, just minutes from the nation's capital. He came to hate it even before they pulled into the driveway. It was an old brick house without a distinct character, one of many identical ones crammed side to side along a street jam-packed with parked cars.

But the worst was his new school. The middle school! He hadn't the slightest idea what a middle school was in the first place! This year Jamie was supposed to be an eighth grader at his old country school, which served a mere few hundred students from kindergarten up to the twelfth grade. The region they used to live in was not very populated. Dad even used to joke that for every human in that area there were two-point-five black bears out there. Or something in that neighborhood.

The school was enormous. It looked like a city on its own. It had a confusing web of corridors, which were named and numbered like some city streets. The school, together with the outdoor facilities must've been bigger than his old town's fairground, local soccer field and the historical graveyard combined.

Jamie expected a rough beginning at the new school, but he didn't know that the first disaster would strike as soon as he stepped through the school gates.

Once inside, he couldn't figure which way he had to go for his first period class. It was quite a miracle he found his locker, but then he forgot the combination to his lock. He fumbled in his pocket for the letter he had received from the school office few weeks earlier, looking for his locker number. By the time the little metal door finally popped open, his blood was pumping through his veins one hundred miles a minute.

"Yo, you new here?" a deep voice bellowed from behind the open door of his locker. Simultaneously--whack!--a dirty finger with a broken nail jabbed him straight in his stomach. "I noticed you moved into the empty house a coupla streets over from me."

Cautiously, Jamie glanced over the locker door to see the extension to the dirty finger. He saw a boy in a baggy outfit. He was tall, skinny, and hunched over, which made his loose clothes hang down from his bony shoulders as if they were dangling from a hanger. A thatch of dark, shaggy hair topped his head like a huge lid. The long bangs, dyed neon yellow, were falling down to his nose with a golden ring in the left nostril. A similar ring was tightly embracing the fold of the skin of the right eyebrow. Ouch! It hurt to even look at it. 

"Where did you come from?" the boy demanded.

"West Virginia," Jamie mumbled, regretting it almost instantaneously. Why didn't he just say 'Timbuktu'? It would baffle the kid who would then go away. Now Jamie didn't need a crystal ball to guess that the boy didn't want to chat about the geography of the United States. He knew something nasty was coming. 

"West Virginia, eh? You mean Land of the Hillbillies? Howdy, ya'll. Some fa-a-rn country you're comin' from." He gave a poor imitation of a regional dialect and then laughed at his own joke. "I bet you speak that funny redneck lingo, too. Let me hear you, man. Say somethin'!"

Jamie felt the boy's knee firmly press him against the metal locker behind. The dirty finger shoved deeper into his stomach, right into the soft spot under the rib cage.

Then came the second disaster: Jamie's eyelid started to twitch with that familiar nervous tic he hated so much. He knew that whenever his eyelid did that, his eyebrows instinctively pulled up. And then he looked like a whimpering puppy. It didn't help to try to keep his eye steady; the more he tensed his facial muscles, the more contorted his face got.

 "You hafta take me possum huntin' sometimes," the boy went on blabbering. "Oh, and did ya know that spitten' tobacky ain't allowed here? You'll hafta do without. Tough. By the way. What's your name-o? I bet it's Blindie or Four-Eyes. Love these bicycles on your nose." He touched Jamie's glasses in heavy horn frames.

Jamie turned his head away.

The bully peeked inside the locker and immediately a scornful grin wound over his upper lip. He pulled Jamie's lunch bag by the nametag dangling on a cord.

"Ah-ha! Jamie Cliffinger!" He let out a shriek, which sounded like an Indian war cry. "Hear ye, hear ye! Here comes Jamie the Hillbilly!" The boy made a deep bow, one hand propped on his hip, the other one sweeping the floor with an imaginary hat. "This geek's name is Ja-a-a-mie," he bleated like a sheep. He grabbed Jamie's dress pant leg, harshly tugged on it, and asked loudly enough for the President of the United States to hear him all the way in the White House, "Are you sure you shouldn't be wearing a dress? We already have one Jamie in my second-period pre-algebra, but she is a cute little thing. You ain't even half as cute, dude!" 

A single chuckle came from somewhere behind him.

"Hey, Tony, he looks just like my great-uncle Leon on the photo when he was a kid. A hundred years ago!" croaked a pudgy boy with a pink, dimpled, round face and a flat top of sandy hair. His baggy pants, as big as an army tent, hung low below his waist, revealing that area of his lower back which people would normally try to cover.

"Check his vest and pants: do they still sell such things in this country?" added another boy, an undersized skinny kid with soccer shorts, shin guards under his knee-high socks, and a metallic-finish shirt.

"Look, guys, at his eyes. Is he going to cry or what? His eyelid's twitching," a boy with a long, oily hair slung back under a bandanna threw in a nasty comment for a good measure.

Jamie stood like paralyzed, unable to move even a muscle. Except, of course, for the stupid eyelid, which kept on twitching beyond his control.

Mercifully, the bell rang and Jamie darted for his homeroom classroom.

 

 


 

 

Chapter 2

 

Jamie scurried to the desk closest to the teacher. He sat hunched down, without looking up at the students who kept on filing into the room. There was a copy of the school's Code of Behavior on his desk. Jamie grabbed it and pretended to study it hard as if he had to pass a test on his new school's "dos" and "don'ts" in order to stay in the eighth grade.

The teacher introduced herself as Mrs. Maccarini and then asked the students to say their names. "James Cliffinger", he mumbled shielded by the pamphlet. Then he sunk lower in his chair. His head was pounding so much that the long list of names trickled down into his ears merely as a meaningless noise.

But his heart skipped a beat when he heard the familiar voice say: "Tony Morena".

His bully was in the same grade! As huge as the school was, they ended up in the same class! Was he jinxed or something?

Jamie stuck his nose back into the code of behavior, praying that the bell would save him again.

But instead of the bell, he heard Mrs. Maccarini chirp, "We need to come up with a motto for the eighth-grade hallway banner. Your team's named 'Challengers', like that tragic space shuttle mission, in which the entire crew, including a teacher, Christa MacAuliffe, were killed. So, class, think of something short and witty, something about challenge. Or how people conquer obstacles in order to succeed." And she went around the room calling for suggestions.

By the time Jamie's turn came, he realized he hadn't even given the motto any thought yet. He hesitantly scrambled to his feet, stuttering and blushing. "I...maybe--" Suddenly he had a moment of illumination. An old book he had once found in Mom's bookcase came to his mind--a collection of English and Latin proverbs and aphorism. One saying had especially stuck to his mind. His favorite one. Now it seemed like a possible choice for the school motto. "Per aspera ad astra," he muttered into his vest. Then he sat down, hoping that nobody noticed that he ever existed.

Unfortunately, everybody did.

Momentarily, everything froze around him. As if the Ice Age had moved down over North America.

A singular whisper broke the frigid silence.

"What did he say?"

"I don't know. Something like 'Exaspera'."

"Exaspera! What language is that?"

"Must be West Virginian. The kid came from West Virginia."

"There's no such thing as 'West Virginian language', dork! They speak American there."

"You mean English?"

"Whatever."

"Class, quiet please!" Mrs. Maccarini finally managed to control the situation. "I love Mr. Cliffinger's choice. It's absolutely perfect!"

Jamie blushed because nobody had called him 'Mister' before.

"Can you tell the class what that saying means?" She turned to Jamie again. "Really, I would expect anyone but an eighth grader to come up with a Latin saying," she mused.

"W-w-well," Jamie stammered. By now it was as clear as a sunny day that his choice of a motto wasn't such a swell idea after all. But it was too late to withdraw his suggestion. Words could not be collected like spilled beans and put back into a sack. "In Latin it means 'Through difficulties to the stars'. Just a fancy way to say 'No pain no gain'. I guess it's about challenge," he summarized flatly.

"Bravo!" the teacher applauded.

But her enthusiasm didn't improve his ratings. His classmates kept snickering and chuckling. Jamie sensed that he had been branded for life as the class nerd. The class leper. A human punching bag. A whipping-boy. Whatever the name they would tag him with, he knew it translated into just one word: loneliness.

 

*****

 

Jamie welcomed the end of the period with great relief. He quickly collected his books and scurried for the door.

Little did he know that the last word would belong to Tony Morena.

He spotted Tony and his three inseparable sidekicks near the school library. He tried to back out of Tony's way, but it was too late. The bully had already noticed him, mockery creeping into his eyes.

"Well, well, Pfefessor Exaspera!" Tony theatrically addressed the depths of the hallway. His voice worked like a magnet, drawing scores of kids around. "Aren't you Smartie Pantalones! You're even brainier than old Macaroni. I bet you breathed in all that smartness from the cow poo-poo in the pastures in good ol' Virgini." 

"Pfefessor Exaspera, that's a good one." Bubba, his chubby buddy with the flat top and the drooping Army pants, quickly caught up on the freshly minted nickname.

 "Ho-ho-ho, I love it!" cackled Daryl, the undersized sidekick in the soccer uniform.

Antoine, the third thug with the bandanna, snorted with the approval.

Tony pressed his rolled-up fist to Jamie's nose. "Tell you what, pfeffessor. Why don't you pick up your toys and go back where you came from. This ain't a place for ya."

Jamie felt all his blood drain from his face. "Wh-wh-why?"

Tony grimaced as if he had stepped on a slug. "It's because you're such a dork, man! I hate guys who don't stand up for themselves."

He spat through his teeth and a thick blob of saliva landed right on the tip of Jamie's shoe. It jiggled like Jell-O from a TV commercial. Then it slowly oozed down the well-polished leather.

Jamie felt sick to his stomach. He thought he should lift his foot and wipe his shoe at Tony's pant leg but he couldn't bring himself to make a slightest movement.

Tony shoved his fist harder at Jamie's face, almost crushing his glasses against his nose bridge. "See ya around, Pfefessor. You 'n me'll have some fun yet." Then he strode away, nonchalantly swinging in his hips, and sweeping the floor with the too-long and too-wide pant legs of his filthy jeans.

Jamie leaned heavily against the locker. He was shivering; his back was drenched with cold sweat. I'll show you, bully. One day I will cream you. I'll have the last laugh yet. The desperate thought rattled inside his head like a sacred mantra.

 If only he knew how he was going to do it!

 


 

 

Chapter 3

 

"How was your first day at school?" Dad asked tackling the last piece of his lasagna.

"All right." Jamie mindlessly stirred his food with fork. The plate squeaked as the metal fork dragged over the smooth china.

"Oh?" Mom turned away from the sink where she was scraping the dirty dishes. "And I thought --"

"Just fine!" Jamie turned his head toward the open window.

The sounds of clicking, droning and chirping were pouring in from the garden. Sometimes they ebbed, then they peaked again, drowning their conversation in a mad cacophony. It sounded as if the agitated crickets and cicadas were trying to outcry each other in the steamy, unseasonably warm September evening. These outdoor sounds were still new to Jamie's ears. That's not what September used to be like in the mountains. Oh, the mountains! Jamie felt miserable and grumpy. He missed their old house more than ever. He furiously stirred his food again.

"Jamie, put that fork away or start eating!" Dad pushed his empty plate away.

"I'm not hungry."

"So what is it?" Mom asked cautiously.

"Nothing."

"Problems at school?" she prompted.

"Nope," he lied. He was sure his parents would never understand anything. Mom would just smother him with her silly hugs as if she could squeeze his problems out of his system. And Dad would start arguing that it was better to be smart and lonely than dumb and popular. Jamie was never popular in his old school, but at least the kids who had known him since kindergarten accepted him for what he was--a shy, though harmless, bookworm.

"How are the teachers?" Mom kept fishing for answers.

"Fine."

"Made any new friends?"

"Uh-hum." Holy Chihuahua, wouldn't Mom ever get off his case?

Mom rubbed her nose with her wet finger. She exchanged a tiny wink with Dad and forced a microscopic smile to her face, although her brows remained knitted in a worried expression. "Don't you want to talk to us about it? Anything we could do to help with your transition to the new sweathouse?" She probably meant for it to be a joke, but it didn't sound funny.

"Nope."

"Just remember, Cookie, we're here whenever you need us. Okay?"

"Yep."

"Oh, Cookie!" Mom sighed. "Playing a little clam, hiding in your shell again, uh?"

Jamie ignored her questions, producing more annoying sounds with his fork.

Fortunately, Mom got tired of her twenty-question game. She returned to loading dirty dishes into the dishwasher. Jamie breathed out with relief. 

Dad stretched his arms and glanced around. "The house is starting to look great, Rita. Give me a few minutes and I will go back to unpacking the books." He yawned.

"Just wait till the curtains come for the living room!" Mom said, raising her voice over the gurgling of the garbage disposal. "I've ordered them from a mail catalog."

"Just made me think--has the mail delivery straightened out yet?"

 "We seem to be getting everything we need to already. Look," Mom wiped
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