
Dear God, Save My Brother

A whispered wish. A locked door. A secret twelve years in the dark.
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​​​Chapter 1. THE WISH
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The classroom smelled like crayons and rain. It was a Tuesday in late October, the kind of grey afternoon that made the fluorescent lights buzz a little brighter, and Mr. Calloway had given Room 4 a single instruction written in looping chalk across the board: Write down one wish. Then we'll read them out loud.   The reaction had been immediate and joyful, the way only a room full of seven-year-olds can be joyful — a rising tide of squeals and scraping chairs, of pencils gripped in fists and tongues poked out in concentration. Somebody wanted a dog. Somebody else, predictably, wanted a hundred dogs. A boy named Theo announced before anyone had even started writing that his wish was to be a shark, and the girls at the back table dissolved into giggles that took three full minutes to die down. Mr. Calloway leaned against the edge of his desk and let it happen. He was a patient man, broad-shouldered and going soft at the middle, with reading glasses he was forever misplacing and a coffee mug that said WORLD'S OKAYEST TEACHER, a gift from a class four years gone.

He had been doing this for two decades. He knew that the wishes would be wonderful and silly and entirely predictable, and that this was the whole point. You learned more about a child from what they wished for than from anything they ever got right on a spelling test. "All right," he said, when the writing had mostly stopped and the wiggling had mostly started.

"Who wants to go first?" Every hand in the room shot up. Except one. He started with Theo, because of course he did, and the shark wish was read aloud with such ferocious commitment that the whole room applauded. Then came the dogs — three separate dog wishes, one of them for a dog that could also fly. A girl named Rose wished her little brother had never been born, said it with total sincerity, and then looked deeply offended when everyone laughed. A boy wished for "infinity money," another for "one million pieces of candy but not the gross kind." Mr. Calloway nodded gravely at each one, asked the follow-up questions, kept the room moving. The afternoon had a rhythm to it. Laughter, then the next wish. Laughter, then the next. He came, eventually, to the small table by the window. "Wren," he said, and smiled at her. "Your turn." Wren Crane was a slight little thing, all elbows and dark serious eyes, with hair her father never quite managed to braid evenly.

She sat the way she always sat — very still, hands folded, taking up as little space as a person could. In two months she had said perhaps forty words out loud in his classroom. She did her work neatly. She never caused trouble. She was the kind of child who could vanish in a room of twenty-three, and Mr. Calloway had made a quiet private project of trying to coax her voice out, the way you might coax a wren down from a high branch. She didn't raise her paper. She looked at it in her lap. "It's okay," he said gently. "Nice and loud, so the back can hear." The other children had already half-turned toward her, still buzzing with the leftover energy of Theo's shark. A few were giggling at nothing in particular, the way kids do when laughing has become the temperature of the room. Wren's voice, when it came, was barely above the rain on the windows. "I wish," she read, "that God would save my brother." For a second the giggling continued, because the room had momentum, because seven-year-olds don't catch the weather changing until it's already on top of them. Somebody at the back even laughed — a bright, careless laugh aimed at nothing. But Mr. Calloway had stopped smiling. It was not the words, exactly. Children wished for serious things all the time, in the same breath as candy and sharks. Save my brother could mean a hundred ordinary things. A brother away at college. A brother in the army, which half the wishes in this town eventually circled back to. A sick grandmother, a sick dog, a sick anything. It was the way she'd said it. Flat. Rehearsed. Like it was a thing she said often, and quietly, somewhere no one could hear. "That's a lovely wish, Wren," he said, keeping his voice even and warm, the way you keep your hand steady around a small animal. "Is your brother far away?" She shook her head. Just once. The room had gone quieter now, the children sensing, in the animal way children do, that the adult at the front of the room had changed shape somehow. "No?" he said. "He's home," Wren said. "But I haven't seen him." Mr. Calloway set down his coffee mug. 

He was aware, suddenly, of his own heartbeat. "You haven't seen him," he repeated, careful, light. "But he's home." She nodded. She was still looking at her paper, at her own small handwriting, and her thumb moved over the edge of it, back and forth, back and forth. "Daddy keeps him in his room," she said. "I hear him crying at night. When I asked Daddy, he said—" she paused, getting the words right, because they were Daddy's words and you got Daddy's words right "—he said my brother is sick, and I should leave him alone." She frowned then, a small puzzled frown, working at something that had clearly been bothering her for a long time. "But it doesn't make sense," she added, quieter, almost to herself. "When my friend Katie was sick, her mommy was nice to her. She made her soup and let her watch shows. But when Daddy goes in my brother's room, he's not nice. He goes in angry. Every time. I can tell from his face before he opens the door, and from his voice through the wall." She looked up at Mr. Calloway, and the question in her eyes was the oldest, simplest, most damning question in the world. "If my brother's sick, why is Daddy so mad at him? You don't get mad at someone for being sick. Do you?" Twenty-two other children watched her. Not one of them was giggling now. "And when did you last see him, sweetheart?" Mr. Calloway asked. He had crouched down without realizing it, bringing himself level with the small table by the window. "Your brother." Wren thought about it. She had to think hard, and that was the worst part, the part that put a cold hand flat against the back of Mr. Calloway's neck — that she had to count . "A long time," she decided. "Before my birthday. That's when Daddy got really mad at him and the door got the silver lock on it. 

He hasn't gone to school in—" she frowned "—lots of days. He's bigger than me. He's seventeen." Seventeen. So not a small child she'd half-invented. A real, specific person, with an age, who lived in her house, who cried at night behind a door, whom she had not laid eyes on in over a month. Mr. Calloway became aware that he needed to do several things very carefully and in the right order, and that the first of them was to not let a single flicker of what he was feeling reach his face. "What a good sister you are," he said, and he meant it so much it ached. "Wishing for your brother like that." For the first time, Wren looked up from her paper. She looked at him with those dark serious eyes, and something in them was so old, so tired, so much heavier than seven, that he would remember it for the rest of his life. "Do you think it'll come true?" she asked. "The wish." Behind him, the rain ticked against the glass. The fluorescent lights buzzed. Somewhere down the hall a bell rang for a different class, a normal class, in the normal world that Mr. Calloway had been standing in five minutes ago and was no longer entirely sure he lived in. "Yes," he said. His voice did not shake, and he was proud of that, later, when he thought about it. "I think it will, Wren. I'm going to help it come true." He stood up. His knees cracked. He looked at the clock without seeing it. "All right, friends," he said to the room, and the brightness in his voice was a thing he built from nothing, brick by brick, in the space of a breath. "Beautiful wishes, all of you. Tuck them in your folders. Theo — no, you may not actually become a shark, we've been over this." The laughter came back. The room exhaled. The weather changed again, the way it does for children, all at once and completely.  

But Mr. Calloway had already slipped Wren's paper — soft, folded, warm from her hands — into the inside pocket of his jacket. And he was already thinking about the quickest way to the office, and about Ms. Adeyemi, the counselor, who would still be in at this hour, and about a phone number he had used exactly twice in twenty years and hoped to God he was remembering right. Behind him, by the window, Wren Crane folded her hands again and went very still, and watched the rain, and waited — the way she had learned to wait — to f ind out whether anyone in the world had heard her.
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Chapter 2. the calls


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


The front office of Maple Grove Elementary was a small, warm, cluttered room that smelled of laminator and old coffee, and at 3:40 on a wet Tuesday it held three adults who were each, in their own way, trying very hard to stay calm.

Mr. Calloway had walked there fast, not run — running in a school sets off something in the air, and he didn't want that yet — and he'd found Ms. Adeyemi at her desk in the little counselor's office off the side, packing her bag to leave. He'd said four words, low, I need you here, and something in his face had made her set the bag down without a single question. Now she stood by the window with her arms crossed, a tall woman with close-cropped grey-flecked hair and the kind of stillness that calmed children down by sheer gravity. She had read Wren's paper twice. She was holding it now by its very edge, the way you'd hold something that might still be evidence. Behind the desk sat Principal Diane Reyan, reading glasses pushed up into her hair, the school's student database open on the monitor and turned at an angle so all three of them could see it. "Crane," she said. "Crane, Crane — here. Wren Crane, Room 4, that's yours, Tom." She scrolled. "And a sibling listed. Same address. Same emergency contact." She stopped. The scroll wheel went quiet. "Daniel Crane. Eleventh grade. Over at Riverside High." "He's seventeen," Calloway said. "She told me seventeen. That matches." "It matches." Reyan was clicking now, fast. "We don't have Riverside's system, but attendance flags push up to the district dashboard when a kid hits the threshold. If he's been out long enough—" She found it. He watched her face change, watched the color of the afternoon change in it. "Oh." "How long," said Ms. Adeyemi quietly. Reyan turned the monitor the rest of the way around. The line for Daniel Crane was a wall of red. Absence after absence after absence, a solid unbroken column of them marching down the screen. "Fourty-four school days," Reyan said. "Six and a half weeks. Unexcused. Every one of them unexcused." For a moment nobody spoke. Outside the rain had picked up, drumming on the flat roof of the office annex. "Six and a half weeks," Ms. Adeyemi repeated. She had a way of repeating the important thing back into the room, laying it on the table where everyone had to look at it. "And in six and a half weeks, has anyone from that family called the school. Once. To say he's sick. To ask about make-up work. To ask about anything." Reyan was already scrolling through the contact log, and they all watched her do it, and they all already knew. "Nothing," she said. "No calls in. No notes. No doctor's letters." She took her glasses out of her hair and set them on the desk, very precisely, as if getting one small thing exactly square might help.

"Riverside's automated system would've been calling that house every single morning. Robocall, then a letter, then a truancy notice. Fourty-four times. And the father never picked up the phone to make it stop. Not even to lie." That, Calloway thought, was the thing. That was the detail that turned his stomach over. He had been a parent. He was a parent. He knew exactly what a sick teenager looked like in a house — the calling-in, the fussing, the I'll bring you soup, do you want the good blanket. And he knew what the other thing looked like too, the ordinary teenage truancy, the kid skipping, the furious parent dragging him back, the principal's office, the shouting matches. Both of those things were loud. Both of those things made noise out into the world. This was the opposite of noise. This was a boy going silent for six and a half weeks while a father did absolutely nothing to explain it — not even the easy, lazy lie that any guilty parent reaches for first. He's got the flu. He's at his mother's. He's homeschooling now. A single sentence would have switched off every alarm. The father hadn't bothered. The father didn't care if the alarms rang, because the father knew no one was ever actually going to come. "A sick kid," Calloway said slowly, working it out aloud, "you keep home and you tell the school. A truant kid, the school chases and the parent fights. But a kid that nobody's allowed to see
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