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    Dedication
For all the crazy ones out there. Life is short. So when you find someone whose crazy matches your crazy, you got to stick together

      

    


Author’s Note

Down Root was originally supposed to be a serial (not cereal, a difference in spelling and definition that greatly confused me as a kid whenever they talked about serial killers). I imagined Down Root kind of like a tv show, where each volume was a season. So I apologize if the translation from that into a novella format feels a little disjointed. 

This was also just a side project, something I was doing more for the fun. I fell in love with the characters and followed them “down the roots” so to speak, and the story really took on a life of its own. So here it is now, still something I intend to do more for the fun and enjoyment of it without taking too seriously.

So please enjoy, and don’t take it too seriously yourself!
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1.  A Rough Start
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BY THE ANGLE OF SUNLIGHT filtering through the window, Ned immediately knew he had slept in, and he jerked his head up from the desk, papers and sketches and drawings he had been working on the night before scattering in all directions. Could he still make it? Challenge accepted. He practically dove into his jeans and pulled on his sweatshirt as he raced down the hallway, all while balancing a banana, a coffee mug, and his backpack. 

He was fairly impressed with himself as he slid into his seat just as the professor began his lecture. Not that his speed helped him understand anything the professor talked about. If it had been any other subject, he would have been fine. Give him a pile of rocks to analyze in geology lab or even something painful to read like The Great Gatsby, and he would plough right through. But business calculus at 9 am was pushing it. Derivatives and second derivatives were completely lost to him. He relaxed slightly as the class neared its end. 

But too soon, for it was then that his worst fear came true.

“Mr. Parker,” Professor Gates barked in his dry, nasally tone. 

“Yes, sir?” Ned winced. 

“What method should be used to find the second derivative of this equation?”

“Second what?”

“Mr. Mendoza, would you care to help Mr. Parker out here?”

Ned cringed in his seat as Spencer Mendoza smugly stood up and gave a detailed explanation of second derivatives and how to find them. Ned’s girlfriend Mac rolled her eyes and sneaked an amused smile at him from across the room. For the rest of the class, Ned tried to hide behind his notebook, sinking lower and lower into his seat as he proceeded to become more and more confused about derivatives of any nature. When class finally ended, he breathed a long sigh.

“Do you feel how warm it is in here?” Mac spoke from behind him.  “You must be feeling pretty burned.”

“I believe ‘roasted’ would be the correct term.” Chris Harper joined them. 

“But then again, he did manage to show up on time today.”

“That is an improvement. We are so proud of you, Ned.”

“And you owe me ten bucks, Chris.” Mac snapped her fingers and held out her palm.  

“I think I should get some of that ten bucks. After all, you won the bet, but I did the legwork,” Ned clicked his tongue, also holding out his hand. But behind them, he caught sight of Spencer leaving the classroom and his smile faded. Show off. 

Mac followed his gaze. “How about I treat you to a slushie instead?” she said. 

Awww, yis. Ned felt his mouth turn up at the corners again. “Ooo. Grape for me,” he said, standing and shoving his notebook into his backpack. 

“Dr. Pepper for me,” Chris said. “Best food creation ever.” 

“And we will explain derivatives to you while we’re there,” Mac promised. 

Two hours and four slushies of sugary goodness later, Ned was finally able to grasp how to solve the problems.  “Where would I be without y’all?” 

“Completely lost,” Mac said, and Ned was drowning once again. Only this time, in the eyes that he could never resist looking into. 

She may have been petite, but Mackenzie’s personality more than made up for her size. Dark hair, brown eyes, a round face, and a little turned up nose. Her eyes had a sparkle of mischief in them. She could be cool and collected one minute and dancing down the aisle the next. She could out-argue just about anyone their age, and she did it with a sharp tongue too. If anyone did try to get in a fight with her, they discovered it was like getting attacked by a deranged Pekingese. But around her friends, she was sweet, sassy, and a bit crazy. “Well, if you showed up to class once in a millennium, maybe you would understand things better.” 

“Touché,” Ned sighed. “But if Rizzo’s would stop offering dollar pizza after midnight, that would stop happening.”

“Burned out on ramen noodles again, eh?”

“Life of a starving college student,” Ned said. “Trying to save up money for a truck so that I can actually haul my own equipment when I go to a job. That, and my mind was going crazy with landscape designs last night. Had to get them down while I could. I’m hoping that I can convince a client in West U to go for one of them.” 

“Say, bro, you think you could use an extra hand with that this summer?” Chris asked. “Lookin’ for some extra cash, and I am not going back to work for Waffle House.”

“Sure! I’ll hit you up when I get back from break. I’ll be looking at getting customers’ spring flowerbeds done, and then there will be a lot of projects heading into summer. Could definitely use some help.” Ned scraped his chair back and planted a kiss on the top of Mac’s head. “Thanks for the tutoring session and the slushies, but I’ve got to bail. I have Spanish, and then spring break can officially commence!”

“Did you call Nana yet?” Mac asked. 

“Ooo, are y’all going to Nana’s?” Chris’s face brightened. “Bring me back some cookies will you?”

“Will do,” Ned laughed. 
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It was a universally acknowledged truth that Nana White made the best cookies on the planet. Nana had been Ned’s foster mother all throughout his teenage years until he moved away to go to college. But he came back to visit every chance he got. Nana and her granddaughter Robin were the closest thing to family that he had.

Robin and Ned had grown up as foster brother and sister. There were only two years between them, but Robin had always been shy and timid, so Ned tried to look out for her and protect her. Which had become harder to do after he left for college, and he worried about her constantly. He was relieved now that she was finally at the University of Houston as well. It was still hard to see her on a day-to-day basis because their schedules were completely opposite, but at least he was close by if she needed anything. 

After Spanish class got out, he and Mac jumped on his motorcycle and headed north to Conroe. The live oaks and crepe myrtles of Houston gave way to the tall, stately pine trees of the Sam Houston National Forest. Nana lived on the outskirts of town in an old house with a sizeable yard that backed up to the national forest. 

Nana herself was one of those amazing old ladies that end up scaring you because they’re so awesome. She was ancient looking, white-haired, and bespectacled, and always smelled like cinnamon. But don’t ever let the old lady routine fool you. She also kept a shotgun under her bed and had been known to shoot skeet in her backyard. In other words, she was one of those comforting and fiercely protective Southern grandmas, who always seemed to know what to do and was always there for you.

She came out to meet them as they pulled into the gravel driveway. “Welcome home, Ned! Glad to see you brought Mackenzie with you. Although, you’re doing her a disservice by letting her ride that motorcycle.”

Ned winced as he drew back from giving her a kiss on the cheek. 

“Ouch. You are just getting burned by everyone today,” Mac laughed. “Hi, Nana.” 

“Good afternoon, dear. Now, I know you two just got here and are probably wanting to come inside, but I was wondering if Ned could come out back for a minute. Something’s wrong with my geraniums, and I need you to take a look at them.”

“Sure,” Ned said. “I was going to try to get those tomato plants in today.”

“Hey, Robin,” Mac called.

Robin was walking towards them, wrapped in her red University of Houston hoodie, the wind blowing long dark strands of hair across her face. Usually when she spoke, her voice and eyes betrayed her timid nature, especially around people that she didn’t know well. Around Mac and Ned though, she was at ease. “Hey, I heard the motorcycle and figured it was y’all.”

“Robin, dear, would you show Ned the geraniums?” Nana asked. “I’m going to go get them something to drink. Sweet tea alright with everybody?”

“Yes, ma’am!” the three of them chorused together.

Nana chuckled and headed back up the driveway. “Alright, then. I guess it’s unanimous.”

The three college students headed round the house towards the back yard. 

“So, how you doing, Robin?” Ned asked, putting an arm around her shoulders. “How are classes?”

“Oh, they’re okay. My biology professor gave us an extra credit opportunity, so I may need you to help me with that.”

“That I can do,” Ned nodded. “Just don’t ask about derivatives.”

Robin smiled. “Rough day in class today, huh?” 

“He got roasted,” Mac volunteered. 

“Well, he has all of spring break to cool down – ”

“Oooo, that’s not good,” Ned bent over the geraniums planted along the gardening shed and pulled at a few leaves.

Robin hugged her arms to herself. “Yeah, Grandma noticed it just this morning when checking on the garden.”

“It’s some kind of rot.” Ned dusted off his hands. “I’ve got some spray that might help take care of it. But if it dudn’t work, I’ll have to pull them all.”

“Aww, not Nana’s geraniums!” Mac made a sad face.

“Honestly,” Ned said, “would you really be sad to see the scrawny pathetic things go? I mean, they’re pretty hideous.”

“Hey! You may not like geraniums, but they’re Nana’s! She adores them!”

“Yes, and I can’t for the life of me understand why. Don’t tell her I said that.” 

The three of them spent the next hour planting tomato plants under Ned’s directions. Nana kept them well supplied with sweet tea, and as they finished up, she brought them a plate of her legendary cookies. They sat on the back patio and stared out at the meandering flowerbeds and trees that stretched across the lengthy backyard while the national forest loomed in the background.  

“It looks lovely, Ned,” Nana said. “Did you find out what’s wrong with my geraniums?”

“Yeah, it’s some kind of rot. I’ll work on it.”

“I know you will,” Nana smiled at him. “I’m sorry to take up your spring break with chores, but I’m getting old, and my body doesn’t work as well as it used to. Well, has everyone had enough? I’ve got a dishwasher to run, and there’s just room for these dishes.”

“Here, let me help you,” Mac offered. She and Nana collected the dishes and carried them inside. 

“The garden really does look nice, Ned,” Robin said. “You’re the reason she always wins the Annual Garden Society Award, you know. How’s the gardening business going, by the way?”

“Pretty well, actually! Most of the jobs are out in West University, so pretty expensive houses with beautiful yards. My mind keeps coming up with all these garden designs whenever I ride through there.” Ned pulled a folder out of his backpack and showed her the drawings he had been working on the night before. “This is the one I’m wanting to try this summer in Nana’s garden. But first, I’m going to need to replace the back fence.” Ned held the paper up and tried to picture the sketched designs along the back fence in the distance. 

“Morning glories and grapevines,” Robin nodded approvingly. “It will look great over by the vitex.”

“I also want to create a coastal prairie bed.” Ned traced his finger on the paper. 

“Pretty soon, you won’t have any more lawn to mow.”

“Just a lot of weeding.”  

“Hey, Ned!” Mac called from the back door. “Wanna run to the store? Nana wants some fresh bread for dinner tonight.”

“Can do!” Ned called. “Let me wash up first.”
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“Can you guys get some popcorn too?” Robin asked as Ned and Mac prepared to leave. “Oh, and Nutella.” 

“Sure thing,” Ned said as he pulled his gloves on.  

“Wow, Robin, you should really find some new friends to hang out with.”

Ned sighed and turned to face the gate. Fergus Kennedy was walking up the driveway. As usual, his two younger brothers flanked him on either side. Today, he had a new face with him. 

“Oh, boy,” Ned muttered under his breath. “Here we go again.”

“I mean really,” Fergus said. “Still hanging out with these welfare cases? You could really do better than that.”

The back of Ned’s neck bristled in irritation. Fergus could call him names all he wanted – he’d been doing that since middle school anyways. But no one got to talk about Mac like that. “Hello, Fergus. Run out of neighborhood cats to terrorize?”

“No, actually, second derivatives.” 

Just how had Fergus heard about that? “Mmm, who’s the new bodyguard?”

“Robin, I’d like you to meet my cousin, Roddy Kennedy.” 

Roddy stared at them from brooding brown eyes. Altogether, he was the spitting image of just another Kennedy. Tall, silky
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