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Jon

THERE IT IS—MY ALARM. I better get up, though I don’t really want to because I can tell this is going to be another typical Iowa winter day. It’s so cold in my room and, while it feels great under the covers, it is going to be wickedly bitter when I shed these blankets.

I look over at the window and, as expected, it is frosted over with a paper thin sheet of frost. At least it isn’t ice, which means school will be on time. Yep, definitely need to get up.

Then it hits me. Today is my sixteenth birthday! I wonder what the day will hold. Will it be the beginning of an amazing whirlwind chapter in my life, or will it be a continuation of the current chapter that seems like the longest ever written? 

Life in the small town of Grinwell, Iowa is nothing but predictable. Every day has the tendency to be the same, which is especially true in the winter when the skies are gray and cloudy for days and days on end.

I jump down from my loft bed and almost knock all my homework off the desk that is directly below. Then I end up stubbing my toe on the desk and realize this is about exactly how I expected the day would start off. A cold, painful start that has me hobbling around, looking for anything warm and clean to slide into before Mom yells at my sister, Jill, and me, giving us both our final warning for breakfast.

I have to take a quick seat and scan the room while I wait for the throbbing pain to stop. It doesn’t take too long to survey my surroundings as, unlike lots of teens, my room isn’t particularly decorated. The main focal point of the room is my bookcase that holds all my favorite books, which is near, if not past, capacity. It’s a beautiful view, if you ask me.

See, I am quite the avid reader. I read as much as possible, which reminds me of why I’m tired, because I stayed up late writing in my poetry journal.

That probably sounds lame to most people, and I would never tell anyone at school, other than Marc who, as my best friend, is fully aware that I have a poetry journal, as I have shared many poems with him over the years. At the same time, I doubt a single person would be surprised. I am pretty much famous, or infamous, however you look at it, for being a book nerd. That’s my own fault, though, because I carry a book around with me everywhere I go and take every opportunity possible to read, even if it is one page while I wait for a class to start. 

I love books and the way they allow you to escape the present and explore new worlds. It’s the cheapest form of travel, for sure, and doesn’t require you to pack a thing, wait in any lines at the airport, or get lost as you try to find a landmark. You get transported straight to where you want to go and right where the action is every time. 

Yep, I love books.

I’m not surprised I got off track there for a minute, as usual for when I think about my library. So, back to my poetry journal.

Last night, I wrote about what everyone in the school—actually, in town—is talking about. Our P.E. teacher, Mr. Keith, was out hunting when he was literally torn limb from limb by what the authorities think was a bear, but they never found the animal or saw any tracks. Apparently, he was out in the middle of the woods, hunting by himself, which is also unusual since he never hunted by himself. Now he is definitely gone in a mysterious way, which has never happened in our sleepy little town. At least, not that anyone I know can remember.

When something like this happens, I have a tough time processing it and am compelled to write a poem about how I feel or about the people involved. I store it away in my journal and unquestionably avoid posting it publicly. It’s personal, and I wouldn’t want anyone to think I was taking advantage of a tragedy like this to call attention to myself on social media. 

I did have a lot of thoughts about Mr. Keith. They kept coming, so I was up late, finishing what was an extensive poem, at least by my standards. However, it was finally enough to clear my mind and allow me to sleep.

Anyway, back to getting ready.

Great! No shirts left in the drawer. I’m going to have to sniff the shirts laying around to see which is the least offensive to wear today. Yikes, not the one I wore yesterday. I don’t need that grief. Then again, I’m not sure anyone really cares what I wear. Half the time, I feel like I’m the invisible man while walking the halls, totally unnoticed. 

Ah, here we go! A school sweatshirt, which is always a safe bet. No one can possibly tell when or if you have worn one recently.

Stepping into my favorite blue jeans—dark blue, with no holes—reminds me about how I hate those fashion jeans with the fancy stitching on the pockets and faded just right to look like they are old but not too old. Yeah, those aren’t for me. I like to wear solid dark blue jeans, that’s all. I’m sure it won’t earn a passing grade from the fashion police at school, but what else is new?

I better brush my teeth and at least run a comb through my hair. Not that I really care about how I look; I just want to avoid the inevitable conversation with Mom over the lack of any grooming effort. As if there is a ton to work with here. 

I am fairly tall at five-foot-ten, yet I only weigh one hundred and thirty pounds. That means I am so thin that it might explain why nobody sees me walking around. I wear my brown hair high and tight, like I imagine it would be if I was in the military, but I am your basic, average-looking guy with hazel eyes who is easily forgettable but also comfortable to look at in passing.

And ... of course. Exactly what I wanted on my birthday—one gigantic pimple, right smackdab in the middle of my forehead! Wow, just ... wow. Whatever ...

I sigh. 

“Jon, Jill, breakfast is ready!” Mom yells. “You have fifteen minutes before we have to leave, so step on it!”

Perfect. Here we go. I better grab a good book for today so I can hide my pimpled forehead behind it whenever possible.

I almost run right into Jill as she leaves her room, which is conveniently right across the hallway from mine. I mean, the builder couldn’t offset these bedroom doors even a little? She is in her usual morning mood, giving me her death glare.

Jill is two years younger than me, but you wouldn’t know it by the way she talks to me or treats me. She could probably pass for my twin, as we share similar facial features—hers obviously more feminine—which is a nice way to say we both have rather long noses with a bulbous tip. She has long brown hair that she frequently braids and has hanging down one side. She is a fan of overalls, or at least is right now for some reason. It must be the current style in her grade level. She is tall, lanky, and loves to dance, something she has done since she was in first or second grade. By now, I have lost track of the countless recitals we have gone to over the years. 

“Good morning, Jill.” Seeing as today is my birthday, I give it a shot.

She squawks, “Shut. Up.”

Okay, maybe today isn’t the day we are going to have an early morning enlightened conversation between two loving siblings.
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Dustin

THE ALARM GOES OFF, blasting Whitesnake’s “Here We Go Again.” I cover my ears and moan. 

What an awful way to wake up. What is this noise? Oh yeah, it’s the only radio station that would come in last night in this Podunk town. Apparently, it plays 80’s hits all day long. At this point, we can consider that confirmed.

Grinwell is about right, because this is a real joke of a town. Only, I’m not grinning, not even a little. And I do not look forward to being here long term. My only hope is we can find whoever, or whatever, we are looking for and get out of this place as quickly as humanly possible. 

Ha! What a weird thing to think. Yeah, as quickly as possible; that’s the goal.

I hop out of bed and ... Oh, it’s cold, so cold. Is there no furnace in this crap hole we rented? It’s freezing! I need clothes now! Warm clothes.

I can’t get to the closet fast enough, quickly throwing on some black jeans, a black T-shirt, and grabbing the first hoodie I find. Ah, that’s much better.

Oh man, I just realized this hoodie has the name of my old school on it and advertises my big win last year. It was pretty cool when the wrestling team gave it to me after I won the state championship, but it might be a bit pretentious.

I could change, but I really don’t care. I earned it, and this sweatshirt is going to scream to everyone at this stupid school that I am a great wrestler. 

Sighing, I can’t help already missing my old school and friends.

Life was fine in Urbandale, which is basically in Des Moines. I mean, it’s still Iowa, with long, cold winters, but we had everything we needed close by, unlike this little town that recently got its first Applebee’s. Neat.

I scoff. Yeah right.

Coach and I—I mean, Dad and I—are looking to improve ourselves by finding someone truly “special.” You see, my mother passed away a few years ago, meaning I got shipped off to my father, who I barely knew at the time because my parents divorced when I was still a toddler. He visited once or twice, but we were never close.

Our relationship got off to a rough start until he noticed my athletic abilities and, after testing them repeatedly, he pushed me to try wrestling. So, now I have been wrestling since sixth grade. But Coach took it to another level. He pushed me hard, harder than a dad normally would, which makes sense because wrestling is all he really knows. It’s his life.

He wrestled in college, was an NCAA champion, went to the Olympics, and he never lets me forget it. He was actually surprised by how quickly I took to wrestling, saying that, in our family, this type of ability usually skips a generation or two, which seems random at best. So, since he says I have wrestling in my blood, he constantly puts me through drills to further my training. Plus, a fairly stringent diet, which sucks.

I have no idea why, but he is also a fanatic about genealogy. I think he spends almost as much time researching that as he does studying new wrestling techniques and training methods. He has traced our family tree back centuries. Evidently, we have other Olympic champions somewhere in our family line. I would tell you more, but frankly, I usually gloss over when he starts rambling on and on about that stuff. I mean, what difference does it make? The only thing that matters is how it impacts my ability to get to the next level and eventually get out of this town and this dictatorship of a family.

Anyway, all of that is the main reason why my room is full of trophies and medals that my OCD father made me unpack the day we arrived. That and I was held back a year when I was in grade school, so I have always had a slight advantage, being the oldest in my class. However, when I turned sixteen last year, it was like a switch was flipped on. I became stronger, faster, and better in every way, so I destroyed the competition. It skyrocketed Coach’s career, as well.

Despite him getting offers from much-larger schools, even some colleges in every major city, Coach had his mind set on staying at the high school level and he knew we needed to stay in the area. However, there was nothing left for us to accomplish in Urbandale. 

I have three more years of high school left and intend to get three more state championships, even if it has to come here in Grinwell, or wherever Coach might end up for each year of my eligibility.

We visited Grinwell a couple of weeks ago, as Coach is convinced our family tree has branches in this area. While here, we met the old wrestling coach, Mr. Keith. Coach wanted to ask him about their wrestling team to see if anyone seemed to be a “natural,” and I tagged along, not having anything better to do.

Mr. Keith was a simple guy and a decent coach, but he didn’t believe in the same type of skill assessment techniques that Coach does. He also clearly had no ability to protect himself. He ended up getting torn apart, literally, by a bear or some other animal. Honestly, bears are quite rare in Iowa, but I guess we will never know. It happened early in the morning and oddly while we were still in our little motel on the edge of town. I was glad to be heading out that day, and not because of the bear; I couldn’t bear the boredom any longer.

Coach felt really bad for the school so, for reasons he never fully clarified, he decided to leave our other school in the hands of an assistant coach and to take over as head coach here.

The school was desperate to hire a replacement and get back to some level of normalcy, so here we are, and now Coach is the new wrestling task master at Grinwell High School, which means that I will be the wrestling star in yet another town.

In case you forgot, I was the state champion last year at Urbandale, which is fairly uncommon for a freshman, but not completely unheard of. I’m sure there won’t be much competition here, in my weight class at least, but maybe there will be another “special” wrestler here. Coach clearly thinks that’s the case.

Being the new kid isn’t exactly new to me. Like always, I’m sure everyone will stare when I get to school, and I’ll have to suffer through who knows how many introductions in every class? It’s so annoying and a gigantic waste of time, since I am quite sure everyone already knows who I am. I am the state champion. That’s something that spreads around a school quickly. And, of course, they will know I am the coach’s son.

I’m sure Coach will have a plan for me today. I’m also sure it will not be pleasant.

It is almost zero six hundred hours, so it should be any minute now ...

Coach calls up the stairs, “Let’s get a move on. We have a big day ahead of us.”

And ... here we go, off to see what concoction he has ready for me to choke down this morning for “breakfast.”
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Jon

AS MY SISTER AND I head down the stairs, the smell hits. Oh, what’s this? Mom has made her famous Belgian waffles? That’s completely unusual, even when someone has a birthday in the house. In fact, we really only have those on Christmas or New Year’s. Hmm ... And Mom is standing in the middle of the kitchen, wearing her work jeans and a flannel shirt. This day keeps getting more interesting, since she generally only wears clothes like that if we are doing a project around the house, like painting or organizing the garage. Her hair is pulled back into a ponytail, which is typical for the drive to school or a “work on the house” day, so that could mean anything.

Dad is still here and hasn’t left for work yet. He is also in jeans and a thermal shirt, which is not acceptable work attire for an IT director. 

Dad is pushing forty now, but he has managed to stay in pretty good shape, despite working a desk job all his life. He always wears his coke-bottle glasses, which constantly slide down his nose, probably from the weight of the lenses, and is decidedly who Jill and I inherited our noses from. Let’s hope we don’t also inherit his gray and receding hair. 

Whoa! He hasn’t even shaved today. Indeed, this is either the best birthday breakfast ever or they have something super serious to tell us.

As I ponder that, Dad clears his throat and, well, it looks like this mystery is about to be solved.

“So,” Dad starts, “Mom and I want to talk to you about Grandpa. Since Grandma passed away, his condition has gotten even worse. He can’t go back to living alone anymore—it’s not safe—so he is coming to stay with us.”

“We don’t have any extra rooms, Dad,” Jill argues.

“Yes, we are well aware of that, Jill,” Dad continues. “If you just let me finish, kiddo, I’ll get to that.” He pauses then looks at me a bit apologetically. “Grandpa will be staying in Jon’s room with him. You don’t mind, do you, Jon?”

I quietly weigh my options when, in reality, we all know that I don’t really have an option. If I say no, they are just going to make me do it, anyway. If I say yes, well, then that will make them happy and relieved to not have to force the issue. So, I say, “Not at all, Dad. We will make it work somehow.”

“Thank you, son! Oh, and happy birthday.”

Finally, somebody remembered. I was beginning to wonder.

Dad’s statement is followed by a not so rousing version of “Happy Birthday,” being sung by Mom and Dad, and mumbled by Jill.

Once the song ends, Mom says, “We also want you to be prepared for what has happened to Grandpa in the last few weeks. He has gotten much, much worse. Actually, he hasn’t improved at all since they found him sitting in his favorite chair ...” Mom is having a really tough time getting the words out. After losing Grandma so suddenly, I’m sure this is even harder for her to process. 

I should explain this is my mother’s parents, but both my parents’ families grew up here in Grinwell and have always known each other, so Dad is pretty close to them, as well, and for all practical purposes, they treat him almost the same as they do my mother. That said, Mom always plans all the family dinners and makes sure that Grandma and Grandpa have everything they need. She has always talked to them every day, at least for as long as I can remember. They are close. Well, they were close.

Grandma wasn’t sick or anything like that. A neighbor heard some noise and went to check on both of them. They found Grandma on the kitchen floor. The paramedics said she had a massive heart attack, and you could tell she was trying to work her way over to their phone but couldn’t make it. They also said she didn’t suffer for long. I suppose that’s the only thing we can take some comfort in knowing.

Grandpa, on the other hand, was in the living room, sitting in a chair with a pile of old photos in his lap, staring straight forward and mumbling the same thing over and over again. Clearly, seeing Grandma pass away before his eyes put him into this state somehow. It’s like he switched off and is completely closed off from the world. It’s so strange, too, because, a few months ago, we all got together for a great Fourth of July celebration. They both seemed strong, fully had their wits, and Grandpa was joking around like he always seemed to do. He liked to pull quarters out of his ears and give them to us grandkids. That trick never got old. He clearly loved doing it and, well, we all liked getting the quarters.

“We are going to have to take him to different doctors to see if anyone can figure out what is going on with him,” Mom continues. “It’s possible he has Alzheimer’s, though how it escalated so fast, no one knows, or some other degenerating disease. We just don’t know. For now, Grandpa isn’t really Grandpa. He isn’t all there.”

We are all somber for a minute, taking it all in and trying to be strong for Mom. We all know this is going to be hard on everyone, but especially Mom, who no doubt will bear the burden of most of the doctor visits, medication, and tending to everything else that Grandpa can no longer do for himself.

“I’m sure it will work out, Mom,” I tell her then add, “No matter what he can tell us, I’m sure Grandpa knows we love him and we’ll do everything we can to help.”

Mom breaks down, and Dad rushes to her side to comfort her. A Belgian waffle slides off his plate and hits the floor in his haste to get there. 

They are kind of over-the-top lovey-dovey sometimes, so I just look the other way and try to ignore it. However, Dad then makes Jill and me join in, and we stand there for a bit in a big group hug. 

“If we can’t find out what is wrong with Grandpa,” Dad says, “in a few months, we will have to put him in a nursing home or some place that can fully meet his needs.”

This causes Mom to start crying again, and we do everything we can to console her, as it seems like that is the most likely outcome of all this. Grandpa will probably never be the same. He will most likely end up needing constant care for the rest of his life, however long or short that may be.

I then realize that some of this responsibility is going to fall on me if he is staying in my room. “Is there some sort of training I am going to need? Will I know if he is in trouble?” I ask.

“When we pick him up from the hospital today, we will make sure we have all the instructions,” Dad answers. “If it seems like it’s going to be too much, we’ll figure out another solution, possibly a live-in caregiver.”

Okay, well, that’s a bit of a relief. I’m happy to do whatever I can, but I also don’t want to be the reason that Grandpa doesn’t make it, or the reason he suffers any more than he may already be suffering.

Having managed to regain her composure, Mom glances at the clock then exclaims, “Oh, we are way behind schedule this morning. We need to finish up breakfast and get the two of you to school. We will talk about this more later. Your dad and I are going to do some work to prepare everything as quickly as possible for Grandpa. And thank you both for being so understanding.”

“It’s okay, Mom,” I tell her. “We love you.”

Jill nods as she shovels a quarter of her waffle into her mouth.

“We know, son,” Dad says. “And we love both of you.”

That’s about as much of this as we can handle, so we throw our dishes in the dishwasher, grab our bags, our warmest winter coats, and then head to the car while sliding our leather gloves onto our about to be freezing hands. We will all have to figure out some way to concentrate on what we need to do. This will no doubt be a burden that we will carry for a while.

“Hurry up, or I won’t be able to stop to pick up Marc.” Mom says, cutting off my thoughts of Grandpa. 

It’s so cold outside that it’s a miracle our van starts up, but thanks to the thin frost, a couple swipes of the windshield wipers and we are good to go. And, with that, we are off to school.

That is how my sixteenth birthday began, in all its glory. What could possibly come next? 
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Dustin

I KNOW I DON’T HAVE much time to get to the kitchen, so I take a quick glance in the mirror. Everything seems to be well enough in order. 

I suspect I got my charmingly good looks from my mother, because Coach looks like a military drill sergeant. He is constantly on my case to cut my hair, which is the main reason why that’s not going to happen. I started growing out my pitch black hair last year. Now it’s about shoulder-length in the back but relatively short on top. Some would call it a mullet, but I dare them to do so to my face. 

I will slick back the top of my hair real quick, and ... that is about all the time I have before Coach gives me my final warning.

“Locke, get down here now!”

Even at home, he never calls me by my first name, or son, or any term of endearment. It is literally always my last name. I don’t really care, because that’s what everyone at school and in wrestling calls me. That’s just what I answer to now. I think I may actually try to go by Dustin at this school for something different, to see if it sticks.

With that, I kick it into high gear and make my way to the kitchen, which is so incredibly ugly I don’t even know where to begin.

So, this kitchen is like a blast from the past and a far cry from the sleek, modern, all-white and stainless steel kitchen we had at our last house. This one has oak everything. I mean, wow! Whoever built this house had a serious thing for that one type of wood. The cabinets are oak, the center island has an oak base, the baseboards and floor are oak, and of course the table and chairs are all oak. I could describe more, but if you can imagine it, it’s oak. It must hold in all the smells from the last thirty years, too, because this kitchen smells like I imagine a school cafeteria would smell like if they made every single meal and plopped it in the center of the room.

Coach has already created a shake of some sort that I am no doubt going to have to choke down. This one is so green you would think it was pure grass from the looks of it, and based upon past experience, this is not going to taste good at all. This usually means that he has taken every possible green vegetable from the grocery store and thrown it into the nutrient bullet, which is a form of a blender, and converted them into something that sort of resembles a shake. And it’s super thick, which makes it even worse, since I can’t down it. It’s going to have to go down one chunk at a time.

In addition to this veggie delight, he has the usual laundry list of supplements for me to take, including creatine, branched chain amino acids, fish oil, and every vitamin known to man. I actually have no idea what is in everything, or why I need to take it. I just know my life is going to get really bad in a hurry if I refuse anything that Coach gives me.

I grab some water and down all the supplements as quickly as I can. Gulp. Ugh, quite the breakfast of champions. Ha, I guess it is.

The last thing I know is coming is something that he simply doesn’t tell me anything at all about. He pours a tiny amount of a super blue drink. It kind of looks exactly like the bluest of blue water from deep within the ocean, but it tastes really good. After I drink this, I know I’m going to feel quite a jolt of energy. Whatever it is, it must be completely legal, because I have never been flagged for performance enhancing drugs (PEDs).

We only drink this once a week because, apparently, it is exceptionally rare and something that has been handed down for generations in our family. I snuck some to a friend of mine once, and Coach got crazy mad. It was a complete overreaction, as usual. In the end, my friend said I was full of crap and all he wanted to do after drinking it was throw up. I guess maybe it is an acquired taste. I’m not totally sure.

I see Coach has been going over the family tree again and has decided it would be a good idea to spread it out all over the table this morning. This can only mean that we are going to have yet another conversation about my great-great-great-grandpa or uncle or somebody that I seriously don’t care about ... at all.

Coach starts, “We are getting dangerously low on the blue essence drink that I know you love.”

“And what does that have to do with our family tree?”

“Shut up when I’m talking!” Coach yells. He bows up and makes yet another significant gesture to show that he is the boss.

“Sorry, sir.” I’m really not sorry. I don’t want to deal with it this morning on top of everything else.

Coach continues, “We are hoping to find some of our family to see if they have any more of it.”

I nod, figuring that makes sense. “So, are we looking for the recipe or some special ingredient that somehow only our family members have?”

“Yes, something like that.”

Perfect. I’ll take a side of double-talk with that heaping helping of getting yelled at to start the day, please.

“The easiest way for us to detect a relative is if they stand out in any of the following ways: They could be super strong, fast, smart, good-looking, or seem like nothing at all can really hurt them or faze them. We will start with the wrestling team and see if any of them can wrestle as well and as easily as you can.”

“I highly doubt we will find someone that good,” I immediately respond.

Coach growls, “Did I ask for your input?”

“Well, you asked me to look for someone with one of these skills, so yeah, you kind of asked for my input,” I remind him.

“Very funny, Locke. Straighten up or you’re gonna get a lot of extra work today in the gym.”

“What else is new?” I mumble. “Sounds like a garden variety day to me.”

With that, Coach collects all the documents strewn about the table and jams them back into his notebook, saying, “Just keep an eye out and let me know if you think any student in your class falls into one of these categories. I want you to start with this Bragg kid. Someone said he might have something special about him. Now, get your bag. I don’t want to be running late on the first day.”

I grab my bag and realize I probably should have just put gym clothes on, because there is no doubt in my mind that this day is going to start with me in the weight room ... yet again.

“You ready, Locke?” Coach bellows. “Let’s go!”

I salute and respond, “Sir, yes, sir.” I only do that because I know he hates it. And, well, at least I can make his life
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