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Part I: Toddlerhood

Chapter 1: The Wedding
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Morning sunlight spills across the blue carpet of the Biancatello living room, catching the edges of toy cars and wooden blocks. A pendulum clock ticks softly above the floral couch, and a rubber tree plant nods beside the window, where the spring air stirs the curtains.

Ray crouches beside his son, steadying the red bowtie beneath Milo’s round chin. The one-year-old has a full head of brownish-black hair that curls slightly at the edges, cheeks still baby-soft, eyes wide with curiosity. “There we go, champ,” Ray says with a grin. Milo claps, delighted by his reflection — yellow jacket, blue khakis, shoes polished to a wobbling shine.

“Big day, huh?” Ray teases. “Your Uncle Leo’s getting married.”

Milo babbles in reply, not understanding the words but sensing the excitement in his father’s tone.

Ray kisses the top of his head. “Be good for Mom. I’ll see you at church.”

When the door closes, Margaret steps from the hallway, finishing the curl in her shoulder-length dark-brown hair. Her soft features are bright with anticipation. She smooths the fabric of her pale pink dress and glances toward Milo, who rolls a toy truck across the carpet.

The house grows quiet after Ray leaves. Milo spends a while rolling his toy truck across the living room carpet while Margaret finishes getting ready upstairs.

A little later, Margaret steps into the hallway, putting the final curl into her shoulder-length dark-brown hair. Her soft features are bright with anticipation. She smooths the fabric of her pale pink dress and glances toward Milo.

"Grandma Pearl and Grandpa Paul will be here soon," she tells him. "Then we'll go see Daddy."

Milo looks up, eyes shining. "Where Dada?"

"He went to church early," she says gently. "He's sitting with your uncles."

Outside, the garage door rumbles open. A moment later, footsteps echo on the stairs leading up from the garage. The sweet scent of lilacs drifts through the open screen door as Pearl and Paul emerged onto the main floor.

“Hey, Mom. Paul—you both look wonderful,” said Margaret.

Pearl kisses her cheek. “And you, sweetheart, look radiant.” She bends to Milo. “Look at you! So handsome.”

Paul chuckles. “You ready for the big day, Buster?”

Milo laughs and hides behind his toy truck.

In the kitchen, Pearl spreads photographs across the counter — sunsets and canyons from Arizona. “Got these developed yesterday,” she says.

Margaret smiles at the glossy prints. “Did you talk to Bertha and Wayne?”

“Just did. Bertha wanted me to tell Leo and Jane congratulations.”

Margaret laughs. “Wayne’s probably still showing everyone that new Simpsons show.”

Pearl shakes her head. “He’s loved it since those old sketch days. Never understood it myself.”

Paul leans against the counter, smiling. “Hard to believe I walked you down the aisle, Margaret. Feels like it was only yesterday.”

“I wouldn’t have wanted anyone else,” she says softly.

Pearl’s smile falters. “It’s a shame Dad couldn’t be there.”

A moment of silence lingers — tender, bittersweet — before the gentle rush of preparation returns.

Outside, birds trill in the maple tree. Margaret buckles Milo into his car seat; his tiny hands reach toward the spinning charm above him. Pearl and Paul settle in the front, and the car glides down the driveway into a warm May morning, church bells echoing faintly over Ciderpond.
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St. Timothy’s rises above the quiet street like a stone ship, its bell tower shining in the late-morning sun. Stained-glass windows scatter colors across the sidewalk as the Biancatellos pull into the lot.

Inside, the air is rich with incense, lilies, and candle wax, mingled with the soft perfumes and colognes of arriving guests. Low chatter fills the vaulted space, echoing gently from wall to wall.

Margaret carries Milo through the aisle. He squints up at the colored light beaming from the windows, tiny hands reaching for it. “Look, sweetheart,” she whispers. “That’s the rainbow window.”

They settle halfway up, beside Pearl and Paul. The turquoise altar gleams beneath the stone arch, its two candles flickering beside the crucifix and bronze tabernacle. Altar servers in reddish-brown vestments light the last wicks. The organist—a black-haired man with glasses and a scarf—draws a soft, rippling prelude that floats through the nave.

Margaret waves as more relatives filter into the church. Familiar smiles appear one after another as aunts, uncles, and cousins greet one another before slipping into the pews. The quiet murmur of family voices mix with the organ prelude filling the sanctuary.

One of Milo's older cousins leaned over the pew with a grin.

"Hi, Aunt Margaret!"

"Hi, Corey," Margaret replies, smiling. 

His younger brother squeezed in beside him while the rest of the family continued finding seats. A few moments later, little Emma toddles down the aisle in a pale yellow dress, clutching her mother's hand.

"Hi, Emma," Margaret said warmly.

The little girl smiled shyly before disappearing into the next pew as the church gradually settled into silence.

The hum of conversation fades as the priest approaches the altar. Bells tinkle faintly. The organ swells into Trumpet Voluntary, filling the church.

Bridesmaids in orange dresses glide down the aisle, followed by the ring bearer and flower girl scattering petals. The doors open again, and the bride steps through—red hair glowing beneath her veil. Her father, gray-haired and dignified, walks beside her.

Milo’s dark eyes follow the movement and the flash of candles. Margaret keeps an arm around him as the priest begins to speak.

“In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit,” he says, voice echoing softly through the sanctuary. The prayers flow like music; the vows come with steady conviction.

When Leo and Jane join hands and say “I do,” Margaret’s heart lifts with the memory of her own wedding.

The priest smiles. “It is my honor to announce Leo and Jane Biancatello. You may now kiss the bride.”

Applause rises. The organ bursts into Handel’s Hornpipe, jubilant and bright. Milo claps along, laughing, as sunlight streams through the stained glass and scatters color across his bowtie.
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After Mass, Margaret, Milo, Pearl, and Paul drive to the St. James Cathedral parish banquet hall. The hall smells faintly of flowers and frosting, its brick walls glowing in the soft afternoon light. Blue-and-white cloths drape the tables like frosted cakes, and a raised platform at the front holds the wedding party’s table.

During the cocktail hour, Paul holds Milo while Margaret chats with Pearl and the aunts. The sound of laughter and ’80s pop floats through the air as servers refill punch bowls.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the announcer’s voice echoes through a speaker, “please take your seats. The wedding party will be arriving shortly.”

Everyone settles in. Margaret, Milo, Pearl, and Paul share a table with Aunt Judy, Aunt Jackie, and their children.

Applause bursts out as the announcer calls the pairs of attendants:

“Bridesmaid and sister of the groom, Michelle Filentino, with Groomsman Octavio Filentino!”

“Bridesmaid and sister of the groom, Marie O’Malley, with Groomsman Matthew O’Malley!”

“Bridesmaid and sister of the groom, Dianne Stonewall, with Groomsman Michael Biancatello!”

“Bridesmaid and friend of the bride, Janice Miffleton, with Groomsman Raymond Biancatello!”

When Ray appears arm in arm with a bridesmaid, Margaret smiles and points him out to Milo.

Finally, the announcer’s voice lifts with excitement:

“And now, for the moment you’ve all been waiting for—Mr. and Mrs. Leo Biancatello!”

The crowd cheers as Leo and Jane take the stage beneath the white lights.

Giorgio, the best man, takes the microphone for his toast. “I still remember when Leo was born,” he says with a laugh. “I was eleven, and Mom called to say we had another brother. Never thought I’d see him all grown up and married.” Applause ripples through the room as he raises his glass.

Dinner follows—a blur of clinking plates and warm chatter. The smell of roasted chicken, perfume, and cake mingles in the air. Milo sits between Margaret and Pearl, eating bits of bread while watching the waiters sweep by.

After dinner, Corey and Julian slip away toward the dance floor, joined soon by Rory and a few cousins. The DJ’s voice calls over the music, “May I have your attention for the couple’s first dance!”

Leo and Jane glide together under a soft spotlight, smiling like they’re the only two in the world. The bride’s father takes her next; then Rosa dances proudly with her son.

When the DJ calls, “Dance floor’s open!” the room bursts alive with movement and laughter.

Margaret sees Milo taken gently by Rory to the platform where the younger cousins are gathered. Michelle dances nearby with Salvatore; Marie twirls Alicia in a tiny dress. The Tarentella begins—fast, bright, full of clapping hands.

A brown haired woman in a coral bridesmaid dress steps off the floor, camera in hand. It’s Dianne, Ray’s oldest sister, her curls loosened from the evening’s excitement. She spots the kids and smiles.

“Hey, Mom!” Rory calls.

“You all look wonderful,” Dianne says, crouching. “Hold still—just one picture.”

The flash pops. Milo and Salvatore grin in their suits; Alicia’s red curls shine; Rory beams proudly behind them.

“Perfect,” Dianne says, rising. “That one’s going on Grandma’s fridge.”

Ray joins them, straightening his tie. “Hey, Rory. You’ve turned into quite the babysitter.” He lifts Milo into his arms. “Come on, little man—let’s say hi to Uncle Leo and Aunt Jane, Grandma and Grandpa.”

Salvatore whimpers when Milo is carried away. “He’ll be back,” Rory promises.

At the head table, sit the parents of the groom Rosa and Tony. Rosa kisses his forehead. “Can you believe it? Your Uncle Leo’s married.”

Tony chuckles. “Someday, you’ll be the big cousin helping with the next wedding.”

Michelle brings Salvatore over. “He was crying for Milo,” she says with a smile.

“Aww, he missed his cousin,” Rosa replies, handing Milo back. “Go play, sweetheart.”

Milo returns to the dance floor just as the DJ switches to a new tune. The scent of frosting and cologne fills the room; laughter rises as the night spins on.

Then the announcer’s voice booms again: “All Biancatellos, please gather by the back windows for a family picture!”

Chairs scrape, shoes click, and the family crowds together near the glowing glass. The photographer counts down—“Three, two, one!”—and the flash captures the whole clan in one brilliant, fleeting moment of joy.
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Chapter 2: The end of the terrible twos
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Eight months later.

The photograph from Leo and Jane’s wedding hangs on the wall of Rosa and Tony’s family room, just beside the doorway that leads to the garage. Everyone in the picture is smiling—the bride and groom radiant, the siblings in neat rows, the grandparents standing proudly behind them. Milo is in the front, grinning wide in his little yellow suit, but he has no memory of the day. He only knows it from this frozen moment, framed in gold.

Beside it hangs an older photograph: a black-and-white wedding portrait of a couple with solemn faces and old-fashioned clothes. Across the room, the walls are lined with pictures of all the grandchildren—Corey and Rob, Ben and Emma, Julian, Rory, Alicia, Salvatore, and Milo himself—each one a piece of family time captured mid-smile.

In the kitchen, a caricature drawing shows the entire clan gathered around a long table while a cheerful woman carries a tray of food. The sketch makes the house feel fuller, like the laughter from that day never stopped echoing.

It’s early January of 1991. Outside, the sky hangs pale and cold, but inside the house the air is warm and thick with the smell of Sunday sauce—tomatoes, garlic, and slow-cooked meat. From the corner of the living room, an old record player hums out Sinatra and Lou Monte tunes, the sound gently scratchy with age.

On the couch by the wall, a blanket is folded neatly beside the television. The wooden bench under the window holds a row of slippers waiting for family visits.

Milo toddles through the room, pointing at the pictures he recognizes. His grandparents’ laughter fills the air—soft, content, the kind that lingers like the aroma of cooking.

He doesn’t remember the wedding, or the faces in the gold frame, but the music and warmth of this house will become the first memories he keeps.

***
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One snowy Sunday afternoon in mid-January, the world outside the Biancatello home is hushed under a soft white blanket. Inside, the downstairs playroom glows with the light of a small lamp. Milo sits cross-legged on the rug, surrounded by his new Christmas toys—plastic blocks, a toy truck, and a stuffed bear with a bow that’s already coming loose.

Ray leans against the doorway, smiling. “Hey, Milo,” he says. “Want to take a ride to Aunt Michelle’s?”

Milo looks up eagerly. Aunt Michelle and Uncle Octavio are among the faces he’s known for as long as he can remember—and their son, Salvatore, is his favorite playmate.

A few minutes later, bundled in coats and boots, they step out into the cold. Snowflakes swirl through the air as Ray buckles Milo into his car seat. The heater hums, fogging the windows as they drive down the street to the Filentino’s house.

The Filentino home is a 1970s split-level with German-style timber framing across the front. Warm light glows through the windows, and a puff of chimney smoke drifts into the gray sky. When Ray rings the doorbell, the door opens to reveal Uncle Octavio—black hair, glasses, and a neatly trimmed mustache.

“Ray! Milo! Come on in,” he says, his voice full of warmth.

They step into a cozy living room where a TV flickers in the corner and a plush blue rocking chair sits angled near the window. Aunt Michelle, dark-haired with shoulder-length curls and glasses, looks up from the chair. She’s holding a tiny baby wrapped in a pale blanket.

“Hi, Ray. Hi, Milo,” she says softly. “Come here—someone wants to meet you.”

Ray kneels beside Milo. “Want to see the baby?”

Milo hesitates, then toddles forward. Michelle shifts the blanket slightly so he can see the baby’s round face and button nose.

“This is your new cousin Gianni,” she says with a smile.

Milo stares in silent awe. He doesn’t yet understand what a baby means or how it came to be, but the warmth of the room and the tiny movements of the newborn fill him with quiet fascination.

From upstairs, a voice calls, “Sal! Come down here!”

Footsteps thunder on the stairs. Salvatore appears—dark-haired like his parents, a smudge of chocolate on his cheek.

Uncle Octavio laughs. “Sal, what did you get into this time? Let’s get you cleaned up before you hug your cousin.”

Salvatore giggles as his father leads him back upstairs, his small hand leaving a faint chocolate mark on the railing.

The house is still again except for the soft creak of the rocking chair and the faint gurgle of baby Gianni. The air smells of baby formula and faint vanilla from the cookies cooling in the kitchen. Outside, the snow continues to fall, whispering against the windows.

Milo leans closer to the baby, curious. Gianni’s tiny fingers curl around one of his, warm and impossibly small.

Ray smiles at the sight. “That’s your new cousin,” he says quietly. “Be gentle.”

Milo nods, his eyes wide with wonder as the baby’s hand tightens on his finger—a new life added to the family on a cold, calm afternoon.
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A few months later, Courtney races through the living room with her backpack bouncing against her shoulders.

"Hurry up!" Marilyn calls from the kitchen.

The smell of warm chocolate chip cookies drifts through the house as Milo toddles in behind Ray. From the garage comes the low rumble of Ralph's car backing out for work.

"Morning," Marilyn says with a smile as she straightens Courtney's jacket. "Come on in."

Ray kneels beside Milo. "Have fun today, champ."

After giving his father a quick hug, Milo watches him disappear through the front door before turning back toward the sweet smell coming from the kitchen.

“Ready, Courtney?” Marilyn calls.

“Almost!” answers Courtney, a ten-year-old with a high ponytail of blond hair.

Marilyn gets milo buckled in his carseat, and drive through the streets. The sidewalks are damp from last night’s rain. The school building looms ahead—orange brick, with a covered platform at the entrance and two sets of double doors. Buses idle nearby, engines growling softly.

After dropping Courtney off, Marilyn smiles down at Milo. “How about when we get back, I’ll let you watch a new movie?”

Milo’s eyes light up.

Back home, toys scatter across the gray carpet of the living room—a pink chair near the wall, a long plaid blue couch facing the television. Marilyn takes a VHS from a black plastic case and slides it into the VCR.

“Here you go,” she says. “It’s called The Little Mermaid.”

As the movie begins, the sound of waves fills the room. Bright colors flicker across Milo’s face as he sits cross-legged on the carpet, clutching his stuffed Flounder doll. He already knows a little about the story from his picture book—Ariel is the princess, Eric the prince—but seeing them move and sing feels like magic.

When the “Under the Sea” number begins, Milo bounces in place, laughing at the rhythm of the music. He thinks he sees Scuttle the seagull singing, not realizing it’s Sebastian.

At some point, the bright ocean scenes blur with a memory of a dream he once had—of a winged fairy, glowing like Tinker Bell, showing him a tiny baby wrapped in light. The image lingers in his mind, mingling with the colors on the screen.

When the movie ends and Ariel becomes human, Milo’s imagination keeps going. He thinks of a pool filled with slides and of meeting Uncle Giorgio, Aunt Judy, and his cousins Corey and Rob at a big playground that might exist somewhere beyond the movie’s world.

By the time Ray picks him up after work, Milo is humming bits of the music, half-remembered and out of tune.

For the next several weeks, The Little Mermaid becomes part of his mornings. Each viewing feels a little different—sometimes about the songs, sometimes about the magic—but always with the same excitement that makes the whole world seem wide and full of color.
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Two months later, in mid-May of 1991, warm air has finally returned to Ciderpond. Downstairs, the Biancatellos’ family room glows with the soft light of the television. The plaid red couch faces the screen, and the unused fireplace behind it still smells faintly of ash from winter.

Ray and Margaret sit together watching Who’s the Boss? Milo curls on the rug with a small blanket, his toys spread around him. The theme song plays, cheerful and familiar.

On screen, the character Sam appears. Milo points and murmurs, “Lecia... Lecia...”

Margaret glances down at him. “Who’s Lecia?”

Milo just repeats, “Lecia on TV,” swaying a little with the music.

Ray chuckles. “He’s got his own fan club,” he says.

The phone rings upstairs, its chime echoing faintly down the stairwell. Ray climbs up to answer. Margaret lowers the volume and straightens the cushions. From above, she hears his muffled voice.

A few minutes later, Ray returns, smiling. “That was Marie,” he says. “They’re coming in on Sunday to meet the new baby. Herman and Gretchen are hosting the get-together.”

Milo looks up from his blanket. “Lecia on TV... like picture at Gwamma and Grawmpa’s.”

Ray laughs. “That’s not Alicia, buddy. That’s Samantha.”

Margaret smiles. “You’ll get to see our Alicia this weekend, remember? When we go to her Grandma and Grandpa’s.”

Satisfied, Milo turns back toward the flickering screen.

The house feels comfortably still—the soft hum of the heater, the muffled TV dialogue, the faint buzz of a spring night through the window well.

Margaret leans back. “You know,” she says, “we really need to think about an addition. Milo’s growing fast, and this place is starting to feel small.”

Ray nods, stretching his arm along the couch. “I’ve already started sketching some ideas. I’ll ask my dad for advice on Sunday.”

They sit together, quiet for a while, the glow from the television reflecting in the glass over the fireplace. On screen, laughter erupts; Milo giggles along though he doesn’t know why.

Outside, the night air is mild at last. Inside, everything feels settled—warm, familiar, and full of small, easy plans.
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Sunday morning sunlight filters through the stained-glass windows of St. Timothy’s as the Biancatellos attend Mass. When the service ends, they drive across town to Herman and Gretchen’s—a two-story 1950s house with white siding and red brick trim. The smell of grilled hamburgers drifts through the air.

In the backyard, picnic tables line the grass beneath a maple tree. Relatives from both the Biancatello and O’Malley sides mingle, balancing paper plates piled with salad and cupcakes. Laughter mixes with the sound of children running barefoot across the yard.

Milo squints against the bright light, holding his father’s hand until he spots Alicia and Salvatore near the sandbox. He starts toward them, but halfway there a teenage girl with long, curly brown hair kneels to his level.

“Hello,” she says kindly. “What’s your name?”

“Mywo,” he says shyly.

“I’m Julia,” she replies with a smile. “Are you Alicia’s cousin?”

Milo nods, and Julia takes his hand. “Come on. I’ll take you to her.”

She leads him across the grass to the picnic tables, where Alicia’s shoulder-length brown hair shines in the sun. Salvatore waves with his free hand—his other clutches a half-eaten cupcake.

Milo joins them in a fit of giggles, the three of them playing with toy cars in the shade.

A few minutes later, Ray approaches. “Hey, buddy,” he says, crouching down. “Want to say hi to Aunt Marie?”

Milo looks up and nods. Ray leads him inside the house, where the cool air smells faintly of baby formula and clean laundry. In the family room, Aunt Marie—a woman with long curly hair and a soft, tired smile—rocks gently in a wooden chair, holding a newborn wrapped in a blue blanket.

“Hey, Milo,” she says, her voice warm but hushed. “Come meet your new cousin.”

Milo tiptoes closer.

“This is baby Matt,” says Marie, shifting the blanket so Milo can see the tiny face peeking out.

Milo blinks in wonder. “Baby,” he says quietly.

From the hallway, a man’s voice calls out. “Hey, Ray!”

Ray turns to see Randy, a brown-haired man with a short beard and a friendly grin.

“Randy, how’s work going?” Ray asks.

“Not bad. Lots of drafting projects lately,” says Randy. He looks down at Milo. “Is this your little guy?”

“Yep,” Ray says proudly. “Milo, this is Uncle Matt’s brother Randy. Mom and I work with him at Milton and Samson.”

Randy nods. “I saw you at the Easter Egg Hunt, remember?”

Milo stares for a moment, then nods slightly, unsure.

Outside, the afternoon grows louder as more guests arrive. The smell of hot dogs and grilled onions fills the air. Ray takes Milo back outside, where they sit with Grandma Rosa and Grandpa Tony at one of the picnic tables.

“Did you see your new cousin?” Rosa asks, brushing a crumb from her blouse. Her short curly blonde hair gleams in the sunlight.

“Yep,” Milo says proudly.

“Matt and Gianni will be looking up to you, you know,” Tony says, smiling. His mustache twitches as he leans forward, the sunlight catching the gray in his hair.

Ray takes a folded sheet of paper from his pocket—a floor plan sketched in pencil. “Dad, we’re thinking about putting on an addition,” he says. “A family room, upstairs laundry, a bathroom off our bedroom. Can you take a look?”

Tony adjusts his glasses and studies the drawing. “You’ll save a lot on plumbing if you keep the laundry close to the master bath,” he says. “Other than that, looks solid. You’ll need a contractor who can handle excavation and wiring.”

Rosa turns to Margaret. “How’s your mom doing?”

“She’s good,” Margaret says. “Bertha and Wayne are staying with her for a while before they move to Alaska.”

Rosa raises her eyebrows. “Wayne found a job there?”

“He’s in the service,” Margaret explains. “They left for Arizona right after the wedding, and now he’s transferring north.”

Rosa smiles softly. “Quite the adventure.”

The conversation drifts as the afternoon warms. Children shriek with laughter over by the swings; adults linger around the grill. Plates clatter, someone opens a new pack of buns, and the easy rhythm of family carries through the day.

At one point, Milo looks toward the house, where the baby’s cry briefly rises above the chatter before fading again. He smiles to himself, not quite sure why, and goes back to pushing a toy truck through the grass beside Alicia and Salvatore—three cousins under a wide, warm sky.
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A few afternoons later, the May sun spills through the living room window at Marilyn’s house. The air is warm and still, filled with the faint smell of plastic toys and cookies cooling somewhere in the kitchen.

On the television, the final notes of The Little Mermaid play. Ariel and Eric sail off across the screen while Milo sits cross-legged on the carpet, his eyes wide, mouth slightly open in wonder.

As the credits roll, he tugs at Marilyn’s sleeve. “It’s over. I wanna watch again.”

Marilyn smiles, patient as ever. “All right, Milo.” She presses the button on the VCR. The tape begins its soft, mechanical whir as it rewinds, the screen filling with streaks of color.

From the couch, Courtney looks up from her homework. “How many times is he gonna watch that movie?” she asks, half amused, half exasperated.

“It’s only a little longer,” says Marilyn, setting a hand on her daughter’s shoulder. “Soon the pool will be open, and we’ll be outside every day.”

Milo bounces slightly on the gray carpet, waiting for the whir to stop. The tape clicks, and the familiar castle logo glows on the screen again.

He points eagerly. “Scuttle sings! Not Sebastian.”

Courtney giggles. “No, Milo. That’s the crab.”

Milo shakes his head with conviction. “Scuttle sings!”

Marilyn and Courtney exchange smiles as the ocean scene floods the room once more. Outside, a lawnmower hums in the distance, and sunlight glints through the window blinds—another easy afternoon in early summer, marked by rewound tape, bright colors, and the happy persistence of a little boy who never tires of magic.
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In the late afternoon, sunlight filters through the living room curtains as Ray pulls into the driveway with Milo in the back seat. The air is soft and warm, touched by the scent of lilacs.

“Your cousins will be over today,” Ray says as he unbuckles Milo’s car seat.

Milo’s eyes brighten.

Not long after they get home, the doorbell rings. Grandma Pearl steps inside, followed by familiar faces from old family videos—Aunt Bertha, Uncle Wayne, and their sons Kevin and Kyle.

“Do you remember Aunt Bertha, Uncle Wayne, and your cousins Kevin and Kyle?” Pearl asks gently.

Milo tilts his head, shy at first, then smiles.

Wayne, tall with glasses and wavy light-brown hair, grins. “It’s been a while. You’ve gotten big!”

“Hey Wayne,” says Ray, shaking his hand. “When did you get in?”

“Last night,” Wayne replies. “Took us three days driving up from Arizona.”

Bertha, a warm brown-haired woman with a cheerful face, glances around the room. “Where’s Margaret?”

“She should be home from work soon,” says Ray.

Across the room, Kyle nudges his younger brother. “Kevin, did you give Uncle Ray and Milo a hug?”

Kevin runs over, wrapping his small arms around Ray’s leg before hiding behind Kyle, his helmet-cut blond hair bouncing as he laughs.

Moments later, the front door opens. Margaret steps in, brushing the chill from her jacket.

“Hi, everyone,” she says, smiling.

“Margaret!” Bertha exclaims, hugging her. “It’s so nice to see you again.”

“You too, Bertha,” Margaret says. “Welcome back.”

Wayne grins. “We’d like to treat everyone to dinner if you don’t already have plans. Any good spots around here?”

Ray thinks for a moment. “Ciderpond just got a Po’Folks. Remember when we went to one years ago on vacation?”

Wayne laughs. “Perfect. I doubt there’s a Po’Folks in Alaska.”

That evening, the Biancatellos and the Rumcorns meet Pearl at the restaurant. The front of Po’Folks glows with warm light, the windows fogged slightly from the fryers inside. The waiting area smells of fried chicken and cornbread, and a candy counter near the register gleams under the hanging lamps.

A host greets them from behind a small wooden podium. “How many?”

“Nine,” says Wayne. “Name’s Rumcorn.”

“About twelve minutes,” the host replies. “We’ll call you soon.”

They settle onto the couch in the waiting area, chatting above the clatter of plates and the soft twang of country music.

When their name is called, they follow the host to a rustic wooden table beneath a wagon-wheel chandelier. The seats are polished smooth from years of use, and the smell of frying batter and baked apples fills the air.

As they look over the menus, the room hums with the sound of waiters carrying trays and families laughing at nearby tables.

Milo presses his palms to the cool tabletop, eyes wide at the plates passing by—fried fish, hush puppies, pork chops, okra, and steaming bowls of macaroni salad.

“So,” Bertha says, unfolding her napkin, “Milo can come over tomorrow if he wants.”

Margaret smiles. “He’d love that. I think his sitter could use a break.”

Wayne chuckles. “We’ll make sure he’s spoiled rotten.”

As dinner arrives, the conversation flows easily—stories of long drives, new jobs, and family plans. Milo tastes his first biscuit dripping with honey and grins, crumbs at the corner of his mouth.

Outside, the evening cools, but inside the restaurant, everything glows warm and golden—laughter, comfort food, and the easy joy of being surrounded by family.

***
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Bertha’s Journal Entry-May 20th 1991

Milo is at Moms today with the boys. Kevin and Kyle get into many of moms possessions, such as a set of brass cups and some miniature glass cups. Kyle accidentally breaks one of Grandma Pearl’s Christmas tree bulbs kept in a storage area. Today we picked up Kentucky Fried Chicken and brought lunch over to Grandma Gladys. She is getting old. She is bound to a wheelchair and doesn’t get out much. After our visit, Mom and I took the boys to get their pictures taken. 

May 21st, 1991

Today we went to SeaWorld. Wayne had been looking forward to going since the closest one to Arizona is all the way in San Diego. There’s no way we are driving that far. When we got to Ray and Margarets, Kevin jumped right up to his uncle Ray. At SeaWorld, we visited exhibits such as the Shamu show, the Shark tank walkthrough and a birds show. Milo, Kevin and Kyle played at a play maze with a ball pit and playground like slides and ladders. Ray and Margaret buy Milo two plastic toy sharks and a killer whale. The boys wanted to buy one. But that is too much money on cheap trinkets. 

***
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It’s early June, school’s out for the summer, and the morning hums with sunlight. At Marilyn’s house, the garage door is open, and the warm air smells faintly of grass and sunscreen. Marilyn and her daughter Courtney pack towels and sunscreen into the van while Milo bounces near the steps, dressed in a swimsuit and t-shirt, ready to attend Courtney’s school picnic at a local Amusement Park known as Seewoulden.

A girl from next door appears—dark-skinned, with shining black hair pulled into a ponytail.

“Hi, Milo,” she says, smiling.

“Who you?” he asks curiously.

Courtney laughs. “You remember Lina, from next door?”

“It’s been a while,” says Lina warmly. “You’ve gotten so big!”

Marilyn buckles Milo into his car seat, then climbs into the front. Courtney and Lina pile into the back, chattering about the water park.

As the van pulls out, the sun gleams on the windshield. “Are you excited about seeing your cousins?” Courtney asks.

“Cousin?” Milo echoes, puzzled.

Marilyn smiles in the rearview mirror. “Aunt Dianne and Rory will be meeting us at Seewoulden around lunchtime. But first, we’re going to Soak Town to swim.”

Fifteen minutes later, they pull into a parking lot filled with vans and school buses. A bright sign by the entrance reads:

Welcome to Seewoulden & Soak Town!

The air smells of sunscreen, asphalt, and fried dough. They pass picnic shelters on one side and a small log flume on the other, its single drop splashing white spray into the sunlight.

At the ticket booth, a teenage boy leans forward. “How many?”

“Four,” says Marilyn. “Hazelnut Forest School picnic.”

They get their wristbands and hand stamps, then head inside. Music drifts through the air from a carousel; somewhere nearby, a ride buzzer buzzes, followed by children’s laughter.

They walk past a wooden roller coaster and a spinning Paratrooper ride before arriving at the gate to the water park. A teenage girl checks their wristbands and waves them through a revolving gate into a world of blue and sunlight.

Across from the changing rooms, the lazy river glitters under the sun. Marilyn turns to Courtney and Lina. “You two go enjoy the slides. I’ll take Milo to the kiddie pool.”

They pass a tall white body slide that ends in a deep splash pool. The air smells sharply of chlorine and sunscreen.

At the kiddie area, water gushes from every corner. Two shallow pools are connected by a wide red-and-blue slide. A giant red mushroom fountain drips water like rain, and an elephant statue sprays mist from its trunk beside a bright sponge turtle and smiling whale.

Milo’s eyes go wide. The whole place reminds him of the ending of The Little Mermaid, when the ship sails into sunlight. He sits in the shallow pool, laughing as the elephant sprays him in the face.

Marilyn relaxes on a lounge chair nearby, sunglasses on, keeping one eye on him.

Meanwhile, Courtney and Lina race down the big slides, their shrieks echoing across the water park. When they return, hair dripping and faces flushed, Courtney waves.

“Come on, Milo—want to see Rory and Aunt Dianne?”

Milo nods eagerly.

They dry off and leave Soak Town, walking through the amusement park toward the picnic area. The scent of funnel cakes and hot dogs fills the air as they pass colorful game booths and whirring rides.

The picnic pavilion sits beneath a high, dome-like roof with open sides. Aunt Dianne and Rory are already at one of the long tables, waving as they approach.

“Hey, lil’ cuz,” says Rory with a grin.

“Did you have fun at the water park?” asks Dianne.

“Yup! Rob was here,” Milo says proudly.

Marilyn glances over. “You saw your cousin Rob?”

Dianne smiles faintly. “I think Ray and Margaret went to the company picnic with Giorgio and Judy last summer—before Giorgio got laid off.”

“I heard about that,” says Marilyn softly. “Sorry to hear it.”

Dianne sighs. “That Declan Newson was a real jerk. He only let Giorgio go because he wouldn’t go drinking with him.”

Marilyn shakes her head. “Nice.”

“Darcy Hennessy told me Declan used to tap his cigarette ashes near the volunteer sweepers,” Dianne adds. “Didn’t even care if the ash fell on them.”

Marilyn laughs wryly. “Ralph’s had bosses like that, too. Some people think managing a company means owning the world.”

The conversation fades into the general hum of the park. After lunch—hot dogs, chips, and paper cups of ice cream—the group wanders back into Seewoulden.

Rory, Courtney, and Lina dash off toward the thrill rides, leaving the adults with Milo.

Dianne and Marilyn take him to the kiddie rides: first the horse-and-buggy carousel, which spins gently to tinny organ music; then the spaceship ride, glowing with bright bulbs; and finally the mini boats, bobbing in a shallow pool where sunlight glitters on the ripples.

Milo laughs through every turn, hands clutching the metal bar in front of him. He finishes with the kiddie cars under a rainbow-striped umbrella, waving each time he circles past.

By late afternoon, the air smells of popcorn and sun-warmed pavement. The day hums with carousel music, laughter, and the clatter of rides.

When they finally leave, the sun is still high and golden, and Milo drifts off in the car seat before they’re even out of the parking lot—his hair still damp, his dreams full of water, color, and motion.
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One bright afternoon in midsummer, the air hums with cicadas and the smell of fresh-cut grass drifts through the neighborhood. Milo is outside near the cul-de-sac, playing with Courtney and Lina.

“Courtney, check this out!” calls Lina from the ground beneath a maple tree.

“What is it?” Courtney asks, walking over with Milo trailing behind her.

“Wanna see?” Courtney says, glancing down at him. She takes his hand and leads him toward the tree.

Lina crouches low, holding something in her palm. “Look—it’s a caterpillar.” The tiny creature inches across her fingers, fuzzy and green.

“I’ll get a cup,” says Courtney.

She runs off toward the garage and comes back a minute later holding a Styrofoam cup. Lina carefully lowers the caterpillar inside.

From across the connected cul-de-sacs, Rory appears, cutting through the trees from the next street. He waves. “Hey, Lina! Hey, Courtney!”

Then he spots Milo. “Milo! I didn’t see you there.”

Milo grins. “We have a cat!”

“You got a cat?” asks Rory, eyebrows raised.

Lina laughs. “No—he means the caterpillar. I think it, um... pooped.”

“In a toilet?” Milo asks, wide-eyed.

“Eh, not quite,” says Lina, giggling.

“He’s probably hungry,” says Courtney, peering into the cup.

“I’ll get him some cookies,” says Rory.

He disappears into the trees. Milo watches him go, convinced Rory is finding cookies in the woods.

A few minutes later, Rory reemerges—out of breath and triumphant—holding a package of Chips Ahoy.

“Found some!” he says.

He opens the bag and offers it around. “Hey, Milo, want a cookie?”

“Okay,” says Milo, taking one with both hands.

They sit together in the grass near the curb, passing the bag around. The caterpillar crawls along the rim of the cup while the kids laugh and nibble cookies, their voices blending with the summer hum of sprinklers and far-off lawnmowers.

For a few perfect minutes, the world is simple: cookies, sunlight, and a caterpillar named “Cat.”
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The Mid-August heat of summer hums outside Marilyn’s house. The fan turns lazily in the kitchen, rattling against the ceiling.

Marilyn kneels beside Milo, smiling. “Guess what? Since Sunday’s your birthday, Courtney and I are taking you to McDonald’s for lunch.”

Milo’s face lights up. “McDonald’s?”

“That’s right,” she says. “A special trip just for you.”

Later that afternoon, Marilyn, Courtney, and Milo climb into the van and drive to the Ciderpond Mall. The air outside shimmers with heat, and the parking lot smells faintly of asphalt and popcorn from the nearby movie theater.

They walk through the mall’s front entrance, passing a row of glass doors that open into a corridor lined with shops. The cool air smells like perfume, pretzels, and new carpet. On one side, the marquee for the movie theater flashes bright letters; farther down, they pass a pet store where puppies yip behind the glass.

Finally they reach the McDonald’s tucked near the food court—a bright corner filled with laughter and the metallic clatter of trays. The air smells of french fries, hamburgers, and warm rubber from the indoor playground.

“Here we are,” says Marilyn. “Birthday lunch!”

Milo presses his hands to the counter as Marilyn orders a Chicken McNugget Happy Meal. The paper box arrives decorated with cartoon fries and the golden arches. Inside waits a tiny plastic Pongo from One Hundred and One Dalmatians—one of the new Happy Meal toys that month.

He grins, holding it up. “Doggie!”

Courtney laughs. “That’s Pongo.”

After they eat, Milo races toward the metal PlayPlace, his sneakers squeaking against the tile. The structure gleams silver and red: the black-and-white spiral slide twists like an ice-cream cone, the Hamburglar Jail sits beside a bright yellow chute, and two metal rocking rides clank rhythmically as kids climb on.

Milo scrambles up the ladder, crawls through the tunnel, and slides down, laughing all the way. The room echoes with squeals, footsteps, and the clanging of metal slides.

Marilyn and Courtney sit nearby at a rubber-topped table, sipping sodas and watching him play. The smell of fries lingers in the air, mingled with the faint hum of mall music drifting from the hall.

For Milo, time blurs into movement and sound—slides, laughter, and the happy weight of the Pongo toy in his pocket. It feels, to him, like the whole mall is celebrating his birthday early.

***
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Later that afternoon, Margaret pulls into the driveway after picking Milo up from Marilyn’s. The house is warm with late-summer light, the air humming faintly with cicadas.

She sorts through the day’s mail at the kitchen counter—bills, catalogs, and one small envelope addressed in looping handwriting.

“Look at this,” she says, smiling. “You got a birthday card from Aunt Mary and Uncle John.”

She opens it carefully. The card is decorated with a watercolor mouse holding balloons, the paper smooth and faintly glossy. She reads aloud, her voice gentle and rhythmic:

Dear Milo,

Happy third birthday. We cannot believe that you are three years old! It seems like just yesterday when Grandma Pearl called to tell us the news. We still remember celebrating your first birthday along with your Grandma’s.

We wish you only good luck this next year. We can’t wait to see you.

Love,

Aunt Mary and Uncle John.

Milo listens, swaying gently, not grasping every word but sensing the love in his mother’s tone.

Margaret smiles. “Want to see a movie from your first birthday?”

Milo nods, eyes wide.

They settle into the family room, nearly finished now—the new carpet soft underfoot, the faint scent of fresh paint still lingering. Margaret sets a VHS tape into the player, and the screen flickers to life with the grainy color of old camcorder footage.

There’s the backyard from two summers ago—balloons tied to the fence, folding tables covered with paper plates. Grandma Rosa, Grandpa Tony, and Grandma Pearl laugh around the picnic table while Milo, a chubby one-year-old, smashes frosting onto his tray.

Two women appear on-screen, sitting at a table under the maple tree. “That’s Aunt Mary,” Margaret says, pointing, “and Grandma’s cousin Elaine.”

The camera pans to another corner where Grandpa Tony talks with a man standing behind an older woman in a wheelchair. “That’s Grandma Gladys,” Margaret explains softly. “She is Grandma Pearl’s grandmother. And that’s Elaine’s husband, Russ.”

On-screen, the scene shifts to Milo’s presents. A toddler version of him babbles happily as he tears at wrapping paper.

“‘Toys!’” says the Milo of the present, echoing the baby on-screen.

Margaret laughs. “Yes, toys. You got so many that day.”

The video shows bright pieces scattered across the picnic table—a plastic Donald Duck 3-D puzzle, a Mickey Mouse Golden Shape Book, and a Little Tikes xylophone piano shining in the sun.

The sound of laughter and party chatter fills the room, soft and distant through the old recording. Margaret watches for a moment, her expression tender, then glances at Milo curled beside her on the couch.

He leans against her arm, eyes half-closed, lulled by the familiar voices and warm flicker of the TV.

Outside, the cicadas drone on, and the family room feels suspended between past and present—one small boy watching his younger self surrounded by the same love that still fills the house.
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Chapter 3: New Transitions
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When fall begins, the air turns cool and the trees around Ciderpond fade from green to gold. At Marilyn’s house, the afternoons grow quieter now that school has started again. The toys scattered across the gray carpet feel a little less new, the hum of the television filling the space where summer used to be.

On PBS, a new show premieres — Where in the World Is Carmen Sandiego? Marilyn keeps the channel tuned there during the day, the same station Milo watches for Sesame Street.

The opening theme blares cheerfully from the TV — drums, voices, and clapping. Milo sits cross-legged on the couch, watching the flashing map and spinning globe, his eyes wide. He doesn’t understand that it’s a game show. The questions and answers go over his head, but he likes the rhythm, the colors, and the sound of the crowd cheering.

Marilyn folds laundry nearby, smiling at the sight of him mouthing along with the song. “Well, you’ve got a new favorite,” she says softly.

For Milo, the show feels less like a contest and more like a dream of places far away. The bright set reminds him of the staff house and the gift shop between Seewoulden and Soak Town — all those colors, lights, and maps that looked like treasure.

Outside, leaves scrape along the sidewalk. Inside, the TV glows against the soft light of an early fall afternoon, wrapping the room in gentle warmth and the feeling that something new — even if he can’t quite name it — is beginning.
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By the middle of fall, the Biancatellos’ house feels different—bigger, newer, and full of possibilities. The addition is finally finished. Behind the kitchen, the new family room glows with late-afternoon light streaming through its wide windows.

The room smells faintly of sawdust and fresh carpet fibers, the air still holding the cool edge of October. A red plaid couch sits against the far wall, a rocking chair in the corner beside the television. The floor is covered in thick shag carpet that’s soft and warm beneath bare feet.

From downstairs, the muffled buzz of power tools echoes through the walls as Ray puts finishing touches on the unfinished basement, while Margaret stands at the top of the stairs, surveying the work.

She places a hand on her stomach, smiling faintly. At two months pregnant, she feels both excitement and awe at how quickly life seems to be changing—the house expanding, Milo growing, another little one on the way.

Upstairs, she starts clearing out the small storage room next to Milo’s bedroom, folding away boxes of baby clothes and toys, setting aside space for what will soon become the nursery.

From the family room below, Milo’s laughter mixes with the drone of tools and the faint wind against the windows. The house smells of new wood and coffee brewing in the kitchen—a home still settling into itself, full of warmth and the quiet wonder of what’s coming next.

***
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By early October, the air outside has turned chilly and bright, the trees along the street shedding their first red and gold leaves. At Marilyn’s house, the television hums in the background—today it’s Where in the World Is Carmen Sandiego, Milo’s latest favorite. He still doesn’t understand that it’s a game show; he just likes the singing, the clapping, and the bright maps that remind him of places he’s seen on the screen.

Lately, Marilyn has gotten access to the Disney Channel, and Milo has discovered a whole new world there—TaleSpin, Darkwing Duck, and The Mickey Mouse Club. The colors and songs fill his mornings while Marilyn folds laundry or chats on the phone.

This afternoon, the doorbell rings. The TV volume dips as Marilyn wipes her hands on a dish towel and goes to answer it. Standing on the porch is a dark-haired woman holding a bundled baby.

“Hi, Denise,” Marilyn says with a warm smile. “Great to meet you—and this must be Shamus.”

Denise smiles back. “Yes, great to meet you too. I really appreciate you taking the time to meet with us. I heard about you through Dave and Violet.”

“Oh, Dave and Ralph go way back,” Marilyn replies. “They’re on the same golf team.”

She opens the door wider. “Come on in. It’s warmer inside.”

The house smells faintly of baby formula and chocolate chip cookies. Milo looks up from the carpet where he’s been lining up toy cars, his eyes drifting toward the new visitors.

“This is Milo,” says Marilyn. “He lives just down the street. Do you know the Biancatellos?”

Denise nods. “I’ve met them a couple of times. I think I’ve seen Milo at the park with his mom and dad.”

Marilyn smiles. “Then that’s perfect. He’ll love having a new little friend to play with.”

Denise sets the baby carrier gently on the floor. Shamus babbles softly, his hands waving at the ceiling light. Milo scoots a little closer, curious.

The two women continue talking—about schedules, naps, and feedings—while the theme music from Carmen Sandiego filters through the room, its rhythm bright and quick against the cozy quiet of a cool autumn afternoon.
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On one of Margaret’s days off in mid-October, a cool breeze sweeps through the Ciderpond Mall parking lot as she buckles Milo into the car seat. Inside the mall, the air smells faintly of cleaning supplies, candy from the sweet shop, and cigarette smoke drifting from the entrance.

They walk past glass storefronts and the low chatter of shoppers until they reach the McDonald’s near the food court—the one with the metal PlayPlace that clangs whenever children climb its ladders.

“Lunch first,” Margaret says, smiling.

Milo sits at a rubber-topped table, swinging his legs while Margaret unwraps his Happy Meal—a hamburger, fries, and a small milk carton. From the red-and-yellow box, he pulls out a new toy: a sparkling train from Back to the Future, driven by the dog Einstein. The silver paint glints under the mall lights.

“Train!” he says, turning it over in his hands.

After lunch, he races toward the playground. The room echoes with laughter and the clanking metal of slides and tunnels. He climbs up to the Hamburglar Jail, its round black bars cool under his fingers. When he reaches the top, he freezes—staring down the narrow ladder that suddenly looks much taller than before.

“Mommy!” he calls.

Margaret looks up from the table and hurries over. She laughs softly, slipping off her shoes to climb in after him. “It’s okay, sweetheart,” she says, coaxing him down. Milo clings to her until his feet touch the ground.

Later, as they walk through the mall, he holds the sparkling train tight in his fist, wondering what might be inside it—maybe a real tiny dog like Einstein, or maybe just the hum of whatever makes trains go.

They stop next at the Disney Store, where the floor glows with light and the air smells of new fabric and sugar from the candy stand outside. Plush toys and movie posters fill every corner.

“You can pick out a decoration for your new bedroom,” says Margaret.

Milo studies the shelves carefully before pointing to a box on display—a One Hundred and One Dalmatians jigsaw puzzle that looks just like a movie poster. Pongo and Perdita stand proud against a white background, while Cruella De Vil poses in a striking blue coat.

“Good choice,” Margaret says, adding it to their basket. She also picks up a Mickey Mouse bedspread covered in small squares featuring Mickey, Donald, Minnie, Goofy, and Pluto, framed in black lines like a cartoon quilt.

Over the next few weeks, as October deepens, Margaret and Milo work on the puzzle together at the kitchen table. The pieces click softly as they form Cruella’s blue coat and red gloves.

Meanwhile, Ray spends his evenings upstairs finishing Milo’s new bedroom—assembling the bed, painting the walls, and moving toys from the old room into the new one. The scent of sawdust and fresh paint lingers in the air.

By the week of Halloween, the room is nearly ready. Sunlight falls through the new curtains onto the Mickey bedspread, the puzzle framed on the dresser nearby.

For Milo, it feels like something big is about to begin—a new room, a new bed, a train that might still hold magic inside.

***
[image: ]


Halloween arrives with a chill in the air and the smell of fallen leaves drifting through the neighborhood. Streetlights glow on wet pavement, and every porch flickers with carved pumpkins and candles.

Milo is dressed as a little devil—a soft red outfit with pointed ears, a tail, and a plastic pitchfork that he keeps poking into the air. He doesn’t fully understand what trick-or-treating means; to him, it’s just a long walk where people keep handing him candy.

Ray pulls him along in a red wagon, the wheels crunching over the leaves as they stop at each house. Porch lights blink on, doors open, and bowls of candy appear. Milo’s small voice chirps, “Trick or treat!” each time, though it comes out more like “Twick or tweat.”

By the time they make their way back home, Milo’s pumpkin bucket is half full and his eyelids droop.

Margaret meets them at the door, smiling. “Want to go for a ride?”

“No,” Milo mumbles, clutching his candy bucket.

“You’ll get to see your cousins at Grandma and Grandpa’s,” she says gently.

Ray carries the bucket while Margaret buckles Milo into the backseat. The air outside is sharp and cool, the smell of wood smoke and donuts wafting faintly through the open car window.

At Rosa and Tony’s house, the front porch glows with orange lights. Inside, laughter spills from the kitchen, and the table is already full of treats—a box of fresh donuts, cups of cider, and bright paper bags waiting for the kids.

Milo’s cousins Ben and Rob are already there, still in their costumes.

“Cool costume,” says Ben, grinning. “It’s scary!”

Milo gives a shy smile, tugging at his red tail.

Tony enters the room carrying a tray of donuts. “Hey, Milo,” he says. “I heard your new bedroom’s almost ready.”

“Yeah,” Milo answers softly.

Tony winks. “And pretty soon, you’ll have a new little brother or sister to share it with.”

More relatives arrive as the night goes on—Mike and Jackie with little Emma, then Dianne and Rory, and finally Michelle and Salvatore, their arms full of treat bags and costumes slightly rumpled from the evening.

Rosa begins handing out Halloween bags to each of the kids. Inside are chocolate bars, Skittles, and a can of 7-Up wrapped in tissue paper. The room smells of sugar and warm donuts, laughter echoing off the walls.

Ben and Rob wave to Michelle. “Hi, Aunt Michelle! Where’s Gianni?” asks Rob.

“He’s home with Uncle Otto,” Michelle says. “Someone had to give him a break.”

Rob grins. “Did your mom take you trick-or-treating?” he asks Salvatore.

Michelle laughs. “Actually, Uncle Otto did. That’s why I brought Sal here—to give him a rest after all the walking.”

The grown-ups chat while the cousins trade candies and sip cider. Milo sits beside Salvatore on the floor, their legs tucked under the coffee table as they compare chocolate bars. His costume feels warm and soft, his fingers sticky from sugar.

Outside, the wind rustles the trees. Inside, the house glows with light and laughter, the sound of cousins and candy wrappers and family filling every corner.

For Milo, Halloween is still something half-understood—a mix of darkness and sparkle, of being carried from one place to another—but what he knows for sure is that the night smells sweet, the donuts are warm, and he never wants the party to end.
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Later that night, the house is still faintly scented with sugar and cold autumn air. Upstairs, the glow of Milo’s night-light spills softly across the floor of his new bedroom.

The room feels different from the one he remembers — bigger, quieter, full of new smells: fresh wood and the faint trace of sawdust. The brown-stained dresser gleams beneath the lamplight, a Little Tikes workbench sits neatly by the window, and above the Mickey Mouse bedspread hangs the framed One Hundred and One Dalmatians puzzle they finished together — white dogs, blue coat, red gloves.

Milo sits on the edge of the bed, still clutching the cold can of 7-Up from Grandma Rosa’s party. The metal is smooth and wet against his fingers.

Ray leans in the doorway, smiling. “Are you ready to try out your new bed?”

Milo looks around the room, then down at the sheets covered in Mickey and Goofy. “I miss the crib,” he says softly.

Ray nods, stepping closer. “I know it’s not your crib, buddy,” he says. “But you’re getting to be a big boy now. And big boys sleep in big-boy beds, right?”

Milo hesitates, then nods. “Yeah.”

Ray ruffles his hair. “That’s my guy.”

He helps Milo settle under the blanket. The bed creaks a little as Milo lies back, eyes wide, staring at the puzzle on the wall. From downstairs, Margaret’s voice drifts faintly through the house, and somewhere outside a few late trick-or-treaters laugh in the dark.

Ray switches off the lamp. The nightlight glows against the dresser, and Milo can see the curve of the Mickey pattern at his feet. He takes one last sip from the can, sets it on the nightstand, and curls beneath the covers.

The new bed feels strange but soft. The room feels too big, but safe.

And as the house settles into quiet, Milo drifts toward sleep, the taste of 7-Up still bright on his tongue and the promise of tomorrow resting warm around him.
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On the first of November, the air has turned crisp and gray, the trees along Ciderpond stripped nearly bare. Early in the morning, Ray drops Milo off at Grandma Rosa and Grandpa Tony’s house.

Rosa greets them at the door, the smell of coffee and wood polish filling the kitchen.

“How did Milo do with his new bed?” she asks.

“He did good,” says Ray. “We’ve got a bed rail on so he doesn’t roll off.”

Tony folds his newspaper and looks up. “We’ll be going to the Jamullson College Chapel for Mass today. Is it okay if we take him?”

“That’s fine with me,” says Ray. “He’ll probably like seeing a new church.”

By early afternoon, Milo naps on the couch under a soft throw blanket. Rosa gently wakes him, brushing his hair from his forehead. “Time to get ready for church, sweetheart.”

“Yup,” he says, still sleepy.

A few minutes later, he’s buckled into the back seat, his coat zipped up to his chin. Tony starts the car, the heater clicking on with a low hum.

“Are you excited to see a different church?” Tony asks.

Milo tilts his head. “Different church?”

Rosa smiles from the passenger seat. “We’re going to a shorter Mass today, so we don’t have to go out late. You’ll like this one.”

Milo doesn’t have much of a concept of church yet. To him, church means loud music, a man in a robe talking at the front, and people shaking hands before adults line up to get what he still calls a “snack.”

They drive through the gates of Whelon University, passing buildings of orange-brown brick and low stone walls. After a few turns, Tony gets lost. Near a walkway a dark skinned woman in a long coat waves to them.

"I'll see if that Middle Eastern lady who looks like Marie can help", says Tony.

Tony rolls down his car window

“Are you looking for a particular building?” she asks through the open window.

“We’re headed to chapel parking,” says Tony.

“You can use the administration lot—it’s free during Mass,” she says.

“Thank you kindly,” Tony replies.

They park near the main building—a gothic-style hall with tall windows and a spire that gleams faintly in the pale light. Between the lot and the entrance is a small garden with a path and a stone fountain where Mary holds the infant Jesus in her arms.

Inside, the vestibule smells of votive candles and incense, the light glowing softly against blue walls and polished brown wood. A bronze bust on a pedestal watches over the room, surrounded by antique furniture and portraits.

Tony gestures toward a wooden box beside the door. “See that, Milo? That’s where people put money in before Mass.”

Milo nods solemnly, taking it all in.

They step into the chapel itself, and Milo’s eyes widen. The church looks nothing like St. Timothy’s—the ceiling rises high in dark-stained millwork, and the walls shimmer with gothic arches and colored glass. Light spills across the pews through the stained glass windows, pooling like jewels on the floor. Painted Stations of the Cross line the side aisles, and the altar glows beneath a mural of Christ the King, flanked by wooden statues.

Tony and Rosa slide into a brown pew, with Milo between them. The polished wood feels cool beneath his hands.

Tony leans over and whispers, “How do you like going to a different church?”

Milo looks up at the vaulted ceiling. “Big,” he whispers back.

The organ begins to play, and voices rise for the opening hymn—“For All the Saints.” The sound fills the entire chapel, echoing softly through the beams.

Milo swings his legs and watches the priest process from the side door, his robe trailing behind him.

When Mass ends, they walk back through the quiet vestibule, the smell
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