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      This book is dedicated to all of my fellow loving parents of children with special needs and to the bright lights these children bring to our lives, enriching us beyond belief.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Wherever you go, go with all your heart.
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      “And I just throw it?” I eyed the heavy ball in my hand.

      Carl winced. “Yes, but before you try anything, please let me demonstrate.” He picked up the ball he’d brought, stood behind the marked line at the beginning of the lane, looked at the things he’d called pins from over the top of his ball, then lowered his arm and let go of the ball as his arm swung forward. It wasn’t so much a throw as a guided toss, I realized, as the heavy resin ball rolled down the middle of the polished wood lane and hit the pins, knocking all but two down.

      “See? Like that. No hurling it like Jilnar did last week. We don’t want to go smashing the wall above the pins or leave a dent in the lane floor, or anything like that. We simply want to try to get it to roll down to the pins and knock down as many as we can during our turn, preferably with one throw.”

      “I see. And how many throws do you get?”

      “During our turn, two, unless you knock them all down the first time. That’s called a strike and since you knocked them all over, your turn is done.”

      It sounded ridiculously easy.

      “Ready to try it yourself?” Carl asked me with a smile.

      “You need to try to knock down your other two pins,” I reminded him.

      “Yep, let me do that now.” He went again, hitting one of the pins. The second one teetered, but remained upright.

      “Okay, your turn now,” he said, as the apparatus reset the pins. He stepped aside, and I moved to take his place. I tried my best to mimic his stance and movements, and when I was certain I had it, I swung my arm back, then forward, and released the ball. It hit the lane with a thunk, rolled forward, and then veered off into the channel on the left hand side, missing the pins completely. I stared at it, pursing my lips.

      “That happens a lot at first,” Carl said, clapping his hand on my shoulder. “Tell you what, wait here a moment, and I’ll go borrow some bumpers. We can use them until you perfect your aim.”

      He didn’t wait for an answer, turning to go get the bumpers. I was not waiting. This was a challenge that as a warrior, I was going to face head on. I went to the ball dispenser and picked up my returned ball. I tried again, and this time, the ball skidded halfway down the lane before ending up in the right hand channel.

      I tried onc

      e more, realizing that perhaps I was putting too much force into my swing. Perhaps it required a more tender touch. The ball slowly rolled on a drunken path, but did not go into the gutters. It did, however, stop just as it reached one of the outermost side pins, tapping it as it came to a halt. The pin fell, taking three more with it.

      “Ohhh, much better!” Carl praised me as two bowling alley employees began placing large foam cushions in the gutters. “Thanks, guys!” he said as they finished. They gave him a nod, staring at me curiously as they left.

      “Do you feel those are truly necessary?” I asked, indicating the bright green bumpers.

      “Only until you get a feel for the ball and improve your aim,” he replied cheerily.

      I grunted, knowing he would roll his eyes at me if I insisted we remove them. It was better to simply let my friend get his way for now. I had no doubt in my mind that within the hour, they would be completely superfluous.

      “Professor Jeffries?” a young male gasped, approaching.

      Carl turned to face the student.

      “Yes?”

      “Um, I’m sorry to bother you, but I was pretty sure that was your car out there. The, um, yellow Mini.”

      “Okay, and?” he replied much more patiently than I would have.

      “Someone’s just smashed the window in it. I think they’ve stolen your radio.”

      Carl swore. “Hey, Kit, you okay to practice a bit while I go see what the hell is going on? I’ll need to call the police and my insurance. Goddamit!”

      “Go,” I told him. “I’ll be here if you need me.”

      “I won’t. You practice your aim! I want to see you ready to play a game with me next Friday against James and Laurence. Those two assholes think they’re something else, but I know we’ll be able to beat them and then it will be them paying for the pizza and beer!”

      I shook my head at him, wondering if perhaps I should put the ball down and go outside with him in a show of solidarity. But, he’d told me to stay and practice, and his heart was set on us playing and winning a match next week against the two math professors. I decided to take him at his word and turned my attention back to my practice. I was going to conquer this lane, and those pins? They were all headed for a fall.
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      I rubbed my eyes, still tired from the late night shift I’d worked the night before. Going in at eleven and getting off at eight the next morning was hard, especially since I was also DoorDash-ing groceries between shifts. I had outstanding personal loans to pay, though, and a mountain of debt thanks to Rory running up bills before hightailing it back to Ireland.

      “I can stay with my mum,” he’d said, “and the student loan people can’t garnish my wages or anything there. And the debt collectors will have to fuck themselves, too.”

      “So you’re going to walk away from the credit card we took out to build our credit that you decided to use to splurge on new video games and Funko Pops and sneakers, not to mention the car both our names are on, and leave me hanging?”

      “I’m only taking three of my fave pairs of sneakers and leaving everything else. Mum booked me the economy extra light, so I only get a carry on, and it’s got to be tiny and fit under the seat.” He grinned at me, with that same charming grin he’d given me while we were in college together, and which he’d disarmed me with. “You can sell the rest and pay it all off. They’re all collectible, yeah? You can even sell the PlayStation. My brother’s got one, so except for the few games I posted yesterday to myself there, you can add the games and make it a bundle. Just pay the card arrears, we’re only behind two minimum payments, and make up the missing car payment, and then you can see about trading in the car for something cheaper. Or, let them take it back. You can ride the night bus to the library and walk the rest of the way to work from there. It’s what, eight blocks? Nine?”

      I’d quit arguing with him, knowing it was futile. I’d learned a harsh lesson. Unless the ring was on my finger, don’t tie yourself financially to anyone, and even then, make sure you have a fucking safety cushion. Also, pick more responsible men.

      The knocking on the door grew louder.

      “I’m coming, I’m coming!” I called out. It was probably someone here to repo the car. His collection hadn’t brought in much at all so far, the selling of them going rather slowly, and their value nowhere near what Rory’s enthusiasm had indicated. Which, to be fair, I’d known it wouldn’t be, or he’d have sold them all himself to fix his credit and not gone running home to live on the family farm. I had made enough to send off that missed car payment, though, the day before the deadline, and the next one wasn’t due until next week. That didn’t mean it had been credited in time, though, or that wires hadn’t gotten crossed.

      I opened the door, not bothering to check who it was first. I froze.

      “Kelly? Wow! Um, come on in! I thought you were someone else. Let me just go get some pants on.”

      My cousin laughed at me. “You thought I was your Grindr hook up, or what?”

      I winced. “No. I left that behind after a guy robbed one of my friends. I’m playing it safe now, getting to know people and all that first.”

      I disappeared into the bathroom after grabbing a pair of sweats and a t-shirt.

      “So, what brings you here?” I asked her through the door. “Not that you’re not welcome. It’s just we haven’t seen each other in what, two years?”

      “Oh, you know, I had got to thinking how important family is and all that, and I remembered how you’d probably graduated by now and thought we could catch up. Your dad gave me your address.”

      I came out, running a hand through my hair.

      “Yeah, I graduated last year. Broke up with my boyfriend right after, but we stayed friends and roommates until he went back to Ireland two weeks ago.”

      “Ouch. Your dad didn’t say anything about that.”

      “Yeah, well, Dad never approved of Rory. He was a nice guy, but what I thought was just being cheerful and fun turned out to be much more irresponsible. Once we moved out of the dorms, it became very evident.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” She glanced around. “So it’s just you here?”

      “It is,” I confirmed.

      She eyed the futon sofa. “And it’s a studio.”

      “Yeah. Why? You looking for a roommate situation?”

      If she was, I was open to the idea, as long as she was working or found a job before the two week visiting rule ended, and I had to add her to the lease or cut her loose.

      “Something like that,” she replied, looking away.

      “Where are you living now?”

      “In my car.”

      “Shit! Um, yeah. There’s just the one futon as Rory and I were still sharing, but um, you’re welcome to stay a couple of nights. I’ve got work tonight at eleven, and I won’t be back until after eight, so you can have the whole bed to yourself then.”

      She smiled. “That would be awesome, thanks. I’ll get out of your hair after I pick up some DoorDash gigs so I can pay for somewhere else.”

      “Oh, there’s plenty of that to go round around here. I do that in between shifts on my day off myself. There’s an over 55’s complex not far from here, and they love to get food and groceries delivered via the app. Most of them tip okay, too.”

      “Cool. Um, did I wake you up?”

      “Kinda. I was about to get up and have something to eat anyway. You hungry?”

      “No, I’m good. I stopped and had a burger on my way here. Is there a place I can do some laundry?”

      “There’s a laundromat six blocks from here.” I picked up my phone and showed it to her on Google Maps. “It’s one of the good ones. The dryers are expensive, but I have a heated clothes rail you can borrow. Just set it up on the balcony. There’s a free handwashing sink area too, so you can save money by handwashing some stuff and only paying for the fifteen minute spin cycle to get most of the water out.”

      I felt really bad, but I had a cupboard of nothing but the cheapest of the cheap ramen, so I was in no position to give her a few bucks to wash her clothes. As it was, two days before, I’d washed the bare minimum I needed in the bathtub and wrung it out by hand the best I could and hung it out to dry.

      “Awesome,” she beamed up at me. She pointed awkwardly at the door. “I’ll just go do that then.”

      “Right. Um, hang on. In case you’re not back before I leave for work, ‘cuz that’s just in a couple hours, let me give you Rory’s old key.” I went and fished it out of the drawer in the kitchen and gave it to her. She accepted it with a faint smile and waggled her fingers good-bye at me before turning to leave.

      I went back into the kitchen.

      “Imagine that, Kelly showing up here like that, out of the blue.” I put on a pan of water to boil to cook my noodles. I smiled to myself, remembering my older cousin and how she used to make time for us littler kids. She was good people, and offering what little I could was the right thing to do, I was sure of it. Heck, maybe she’d like it here and take up DoorDash-ing full time or I could see if I could get her a job stocking at the store right alongside me. We could buy one of those flip chairs that turned into a single mattress and share this apartment. With two people working and actually paying the bills, I’d have some breathing room, even with the student loans. I hummed to myself happily, already imagining it.
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      Carl hurried over to me, looking eager to share some bit of news. From his excitement, I figured it either had something to do with Friday’s upcoming game or he had news about his car.

      “Kit! You’ll never believe it!”

      I raised an eyebrow at my friend. “Are you sure?”

      He laughed. “Yeah, okay, you probably would. So, anyway, the bowling alley had some footage showing the smash and grab. It was kind of grainy, but it was clear enough to see the face of the guy who smashed my car up. Not only that, but when the officer saw it, he knew immediately who it was.”

      “Let me guess, it’s a habitual offender who has done this very thing in the past,” I replied dryly.

      “Yep! Only before, he was a juvenile but he’s eighteen now so he’s going to be charged as an adult. And get this - the kid’s dad is the assistant football coach at McAlister High. He’s been blowing up my phone half of this morning trying to get me to have the cops drop the charges if he buys me a fancier radio and pays for my car window.”

      “And are you?”

      “Nah. With his rap sheet and only getting community service, it’s clear this kid needs a major wake up call. Besides, like I told his dad, they’ll be buying me a new radio and window anyway, and I don’t want some fancy set up. I want an original radio, which given it’s a vintage Mini, is already not going to be super cheap, especially after they pay the import tariffs.”

      I laughed. “Sounds about right.”

      His expression sobered. “I did tell the police that I want him to face some jail time, but that I also really want him to go into some kind of mandatory therapy. The kid’s been doing this sort of thing since he was eleven or twelve, so there’s gotta be a reason. He obviously is acting out and he needs to discover the root cause of it and come to terms with it.”

      “Spoken like a true psychology professor,” I told him.

      “Well,” he shrugged, “I mean, you’re not wrong. Anyway, I just thought I’d catch up with you on that before teaching my afternoon class. See you tonight at the alley. You have more practicing to do.”

      I shook my head at my friend’s antics. He could have told me this over the tacos we’d eat tonight at the alley, seeing as it was a Tuesday which for some reason meant tacos. Even the cafeteria was serving them today.

      My kunnasrskyn chirped, and I moved to a quieter spot to answer it.

      “Kittinir,” I responded.

      “Have I caught you at a bad time?” Xeranos asked.

      “Not at all. I was on my way to the library to see if the reference books I’d requested had arrived and been catalogued and placed on the shelves.”

      “I see. Well, as soon as you have a chance, you need to report to the nearest Scholarship office. I’m afraid we need you to give an updated profile, including a fresh DNA sample.”

      “An updated profile and a fresh DNA sample?” I repeated, puzzled.

      “Yes. Your profile was completed before we added the latest biometrics to the psychological part and your DNA sample shows some irregularities that I need to rule out as being caused by contamination during the collection process.”

      I sighed. “Very well. How late is the center open?”

      “They can wait for you until eight this evening.”

      “I can be there by five.” I’d just have to let Carl know I’d have to miss tonight’s practice. I decided it would be best to text him after his class was over, when I’d already be on my way to the center.

      “Excellent!” Xero said. “I will inform the Scholarship officer.”

      As predicted, Carl was most unhappy.

      “You did finally manage to get the speed right and stay in the lane, now you have to master the amount of spin to give the ball and improve your aim so you hit dead center,” he protested.

      “I’m off tomorrow. I’ll go practice when the alley opens at twelve,” I promised him.

      “Fine. But it’s Taco Tuesday, and now who will I go have tacos with? And isn’t the nearest center in Ogden?”

      “It is,” I acknowledged.

      “Can’t you just have them send a shuttle to pick you up and bring you back?”

      I sighed. “I could, but for such a small errand, I wouldn’t feel right doing so. Xeranos didn’t offer me one either.” I didn’t add that the reason Xeranos probably didn’t was that I hated flying in shuttles. I didn’t mind being aboard one of our larger cruisers, but anything shuttle sized or smaller made me uneasy. I wasn’t a particularly huge fan of the human road vehicles either, but at least those weren’t hurtling through the atmosphere at rates that would disintegrate me if anything went wrong.

      “Fine.” I could hear my friend pout.

      “How about this,” I suggested, “I will complete my errand and pick up some tacos, take them back to my motel room, and we can Facetime while we eat.”

      “Hell yeah! Ohh, I know, we can watch a movie while we eat.”

      “What movie?” I asked warily, as Carl’s choices had been questionable in the past.

      “The Brady Bunch Movie,” he answered. “You can’t get anymore American pop culture than the Bradys, man.”

      “This is not one of your B movies?” I asked, just to make sure. “There are no killer tomatoes and the Bradys are not a murderous walking bunch of grapes or anything like that?”

      He laughed heartily at that. “Oh, God, no. Wholesome family entertainment. We’ll watch the movie and then maybe I can get you to binge the series with me. My mom and I used to watch the reruns all the time. It was her favorite TV show ever, and I’m feeling kinda nostalgic. It was her birthday last week, you know.”

      I hadn’t, but I did know that she’d died a few months ago, so this was as much about him missing his mother as it was some TV show.

      “Then we should also have some cake.”

      “Little Debbie Birthday Cake snack cakes,” he said. “You can pick them up at just about any grocery store. Since it was just the two of us, that’s what she always bought to serve on her birthday, along with some frozen mint chocolate chip ice cream cones.”

      “So, tacos, the birthday snack cakes, and mint chocolate chip ice cream cones, and the Brady Bunch movie,” I said as I turned my car’s blinker on to take the off ramp.

      “Yep!” he replied cheerily. “Call me when you’re settled and ready to start. Later, dude!” He disconnected the call.
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      The job fair counselor smiled at me. “Says here you were in the Army,” he said, tapping on the paper I’d handed him.

      I grimaced. “Yeah, but only for six weeks. I didn’t even get to finish Basic.” I hated this part. Everyone always glommed onto that part, as if I had actually gone through training and served. I hadn’t. Three weeks before graduation, I woke up with a killer headache. I’d tried to power through it, only for my DI to stop PT to ask me if I was alright as my nose had started bleeding. I tried to tell him I was fine, but then my arm started tingling and one side of my face went cold.

      Ischemic attack, the docs said before, also diagnosing me with high blood pressure. I spent a few days in the hospital and then was told thanks but no thanks by Uncle Sam. Undiagnosed pre-existing condition, they said, so not service connected. It felt like a kick in the teeth. I thought everyone’s heart pounded really fast if they got angry or exercised more than they were used to. Turned out, not like that they didn’t.

      So, there I was, eighteen and a washout who only checked the box marked yes on forms asking if I’d ever been in the military because I had been, and to deny it would have been a lie. But no way was I going to try to score brownie
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