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Part One. Dreams in the Desert
Dreams in the Desert
1
To me the bars on our house's windows were creepy. Way too creepy. Someone had tried to make them look decorative by painting them tan to match our mud-colored ranch house.
"Well, isn't this nice," Mom said.
I looked up and down the street. This suburb of Albuquerque looked quiet, and only about one out of three houses had bars, but still. Bars. Over every window of this house we were moving into tomorrow, plus a barred gate over the front door to do a jail warden proud.
I stood with Mom and Dad on the hot driveway staring at the house—my entire family except for Henry.
My brother was in the car, curled up tight in his seat, engrossed in a Scooby-Doo episode.
The long drive cross-country from Alexandria had taken its toll on him (and me), but being stuck in an airport and airplane would have been so much worse for Henry. His Asperger's made packed crowds a torment for him.
But if I had to listen to him bellow out "Jinkies!" one more time, I'd claw my own ears out.
Dad said, "I'll get everything unlocked. The garage controllers should be in the kitchen." He strode up the sidewalk to the barred front door with a jangling of keys.
The June sunlight felt alive here, as if it pressed invisible hands on my neck and shoulders and head. My lips were cracking from the dryness of the air.
Dad dropped the keys as he fumbled with the lock for the bars. Mom hurried over to help him.
Every way I looked there was brown, brown, brown. Trees dotted the yards of several neighbors, but only the edges and tops of the nearby mountains looked green.
Mom called back to me, "Marian, can you get Henry?"
Henry had alternated between watching Scooby-Doo episodes or rocking back and forth in his seat while watching the countryside go from green and rolling, to green and flat, to brown and flat, and finally to brown and mountainous.
I'd spent my time arguing with Mom or Dad about letting me drive—
"I have a license. And it's flat out here. Please."
"No. You're not insured."
"I could get a job and help pay. What is the cost of—"
Dad twitched the steering wheel. "NO. It's too expensive, and we need you to help watch Henry."
I spared a quick glare at Henry, but really Dad was to blame. He didn't want me driving his precious BMW.
I stared at the interwoven dead grass, weeds, and stream stones of our front lawn. It was clear to me that the hot sunlight had killed the grass.
Then I saw a flicker of a striped gray tail.
It was a lizard; its sides curved in and out as it breathed, and it lay under a tall weed. I squatted down and said, "Hey there."
It flicked its tail and skittered across the dead grass to a flat red rock, climbing onto it.
A car door opened, and I heard the scuff of sneakers on pavement as Henry walked over.
Without shutting his car door. Typical.
He came and stood next to me, smelling that stress-smell he'd had since we started packing up the house to move—a mixture of rusted metal and stinky socks.
"Lizard," Henry whispered. He squatted down next to me, and pointed. "Gray. Brown and orange stripes on its body." He pulled out his notepad from his back pocket, and drew a sketch. As he wrote notes, he took a sniff of the air. "Smells like hot concrete."
I thought it was an amazing gift Henry had—he couldn't do small talk, couldn't stop his body from twitching and stumbling—but he could watch for hours the ants, crickets, spiders, birds, squirrels, and whatever other living things were in our neighborhood.
Mom called out, "Come here, and see your new home."
The two of us stayed still. The lizard's sides rippled in and out like a flag, and Henry seemed to breathe in unison with it.
I threw my voice as best I could so the lizard wouldn't run off. "Can we wait? Henry's found a lizard."
A tap of heels on pavement. Crud, Mom is going to fetch us, I thought. I wished we could just sit there in the sun a bit longer, and soak up the sunlight like the lizard.
The lizard, alarmed, scurried away into the neighbor's evergreen bushes. Henry thumped his notepad against the dirt. "Jinkies, it's gone."
Mom said in a low voice, "Okay you two, I know it's been a long trip, and you're tired, but we'd really like you to come in and see the house we've worked so hard to find. Gena and Pastor Andervender are going to be here soon."
Mom's voice wobbled at the word Gena, and I wanted to groan in complaint. Gena was to blame for the move out to Albuquerque as far as I was concerned; it'd been yak yak yak between Mom and her best friend from high school ever since Gena tracked Mom down last year.
And then all those endless emails and phone calls from Gena and her husband, Pastor Andervender, about how great Albuquerque was, how less expensive than Alexandria, and how Pastor Andervender had doubled his congregation at the church he'd independently created six years ago, called "First Beginnings of the Godly Christian Church."
I thought this was an awful name for a church, especially since using both First and Beginnings was redundant.
Mom herded us up the sidewalk, ignoring Henry's mutters about the lizard. She said, "Pastor Andervender called. They'll be here soon. Barbara is watching Luke and Mark for them, so you'll only meet Matthew and John today."
Meeting the two oldest Andervender sons (always spoken of as teenage paragons of Christianity) made me want to gag. It didn't help that Mom had dropped hints to me about Matthew not having a girlfriend.
The propped-open front door exhaled a stale damp breath in my face.
Henry pinched his nose. "Phew, smells like a puddle."
"Yeah," I said. I let Henry go first. I didn't like how the doorway swallowed me into a narrow dark hall.
Mom sighed and shut the door, locking it behind us. "The swamp coolers seem to be a bit off due to disuse. We're going to ask Pastor Andervender what we should do."
My eyes adjusted to the dimness. Carpet, walls, even the ceiling—all painted shades of brown. "What's with all the brown?"
"The people who built the house loved brown," Mom said. "We'll fix it up."
We passed an archway on the left that led to the living room. Brown fake-wood paneling covered the lower half of the living room walls, and brown curtains covered the huge window. All the wall and ceiling lights had smoky brown covers.
After passing a closed door on the right—"home office," Mom commented—we came to a T-shaped intersection of halls, and in front of us was the archway to the kitchen.
The left hall led to the dining room and garage entrance, and the right to the bedrooms.
I entered the kitchen and gaped at the puke-green walls.
Mom cleared her throat. "This used to be a popular color."
The vinyl flooring (which had a twisted vine pattern) was peeling off the cement next to the double sink. The cabinets underneath the sink had dark water stains.
"The cabinets are the color of poop," Henry said.
I faked a cough to keep from laughing. "Shh."
"They are," Henry added.
The kitchen had a half-glass back door and a barred security door.
Henry and I glanced through the door glass into the backyard, and saw pounded dirt surrounded by cement block walls.
Henry said, "There's no grass."
Mom looked over our shoulders into the yard. "The previous owner let the grass die. There is an irrigation system—once it's fixed, we'll put some new grass in." Mom's voice rose at the end, as if to say, Don't complain about this place, be glad we have a roof over our heads.
Mom sure was twitchy about our reaction to the house.
Henry just stared. I knew he was disappointed; few creatures could survive in that backyard dust bowl.
Then he said, "Can we get a dog?"
"No!" Mom said. "Let's go see your rooms." She tugged at Henry's sleeve so that he left the door, and I followed.
Dad's nervous whistling echoed from down the hall that led to the bedrooms.
As we walked down the hall, I saw that there were two doors on the right—the first was another entrance to the home office, the second led to the main bedroom (Dad was in there, pulling open the windows). On the left side of the hall's end was another hall, shorter, that had three closed doors—one on each side, and one at the end.
Mom pointed at each door in turn. "The door at the end of this hall is your bathroom. Marian, your room is on the left, Henry's on the right. I'm going to get the car into the garage."
I went into my bedroom, which had one window. Barred. How I hated the sight of the bars. A crust of gray crud covered the window's aluminum frame. It was a struggle to yank the window open, and once open, it let in a mixture of car fumes and dust. The winds were blowing from the direction of the mountains, which the backyard faced.
I studied the bars. They were too close to the window for me to consider trying to wriggle down the inside to get outside.
The bedroom walls were painted a faded yellow. But at least the closet was large and had sliding doors … painted mustard. I thought, Ugh, what's with the ugly colors?
My bedroom smelled like swamp and cleaner chemicals. Trying to get the carpet clean must have been a lost cause—it looked to be as old as the house.
A thud startled me, and I ran over to Henry's bedroom.
My brother kicked his closet door again.
"No pounding!" Dad yelled from down the hall.
"Can't get it open!" Henry yelled back.
His closet was different; it had a cheap wooden door, warped in its frame.
Henry said to me, "Door won't open."
"Yeah," I said. "I'm going to grab hold of the bottom edge and lift to line it up, and you yank it open when I say 'Go.'" I grabbed hold of the smooth wood, and lifted. "Okay, go!"
The door stuck to the frame, but we kept pulling and the stickiness gave out.
Henry sniffed. "Roses."
The interior smelled like rose sachets. There were lots and lots of clothing shelves built into a wall. It must have been a girl's room before. So why didn't I get this room?
Henry had two barred windows, but both had a close-up view of the cement wall. The right window also looked onto a large square thing that had to be the swamp cooler. His room was a bit larger than mine, but painted in the same faded yellow.
I wandered back into the hall. Henry trailed after me.
The stupid stained carpeting was everywhere. With dread I pushed open our bathroom door.
Yup. Carpet.
Henry held his nose. "Why does it smell so much like pee in here?"
I eyed the carpeting, which led right up to and around the toilet. "That's because the carpets in this house have been soaking up gunk for over thirty years."
"Older than you."
"Right. I'm going to ask Mom if we can get the bathroom tiled." My toes curled at the thought of having to step out of the shower into that germ-pool. Well, we'd get cheap bathroom rugs and soak the carpet underneath in disinfectant.
Henry said, "Rather have my old room. Could watch the squirrels in the oak trees because it was on the second floor."
I kept myself from snapping at him, Yes, I know it was on the second floor. I lived there too. At times I got tired of him telling me things he'd told me so many times before, and had to remind myself that at least he was trying to make conversation.
Dad came out of the main bedroom and headed toward us. He paused to peek into Henry's bedroom, shook his head as if to clear it, and joined us. He said, "Bathroom tile is first on the home improvement to-do list. There's carpeting in the main bathroom, too."
Henry said to Dad, "Miss my old room. Could watch the squirrels in the oak trees from my second floor bedroom. They would crack open and eat the nuts like this." He made the motions a squirrel would use; my brother had become that squirrel in his mimicry.
Dad looked at the carpet. "Uh, yes, that's right, son. But you'll be able to see the doves that like to sit on the top of the yard walls."
Henry perked up a little. "Doves?"
The muffled noise of a telephone made us all pause.
Dad looked around. "That's funny, we don't have a phone. Is your cell phone—"
"It's the front doorbell. They're here!" Mom called out from down the hall.
Oh no, it's the Andervenders.
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Don't worry if you look grungy and smell like a motel room, I told myself. That way you'll be unappealing to the oh-so-great Matthew.
I saw Dad rub at his bald spot as he approached the front door—Dad was nervous.
Mom whispered to me and Henry, "I can't wait for you all to meet Gena's husband. Pastor Andervender's such a spiritual man … he'll help us make a new beginning out here." She smoothed Henry's hair with her fingers, and he flapped his hands at her to make her stop. She winked at me. "Gena says he has the gift of healing."
I tensed at those last words. Please God, no, not another cure attempt. Don't tell me we moved all this way for that.
Mom watched me closely.
It was no coincidence Mom had chosen this moment to tell me. She knew I wouldn't cause a scene in front of strangers.
And Dad had gone along with this surprise.
"Just give me a second," Dad called out to whoever was waiting. His key kept jamming in the double-cylinder deadbolt. Mom walked down the hall to hover next to the door.
I breathed deep to keep from hyperventilating.
If I'd known … if I'd just known, I could have—
What? Stopped them from selling a house you didn't own? Stopped them from hauling Henry anywhere they wanted to? Riiiight.
Henry's fingers flicked at his legs. Stress sign. It would have been better to have him only deal with a new house today.
How I wished Grannie were alive—Grannie'd known how to talk sense into Dad, and could coax Mom around despite her complaints about Grannie being a nosy mother-in-law. Tears formed in my eyes. I was scared. The last cure attempt had been so horrible. I tried to ignore the joyful cries outside of Gena! Kelly!
"So glad you all made it here safe and sound by God's will," said a deep male voice that raised my hackles. Pastor Andervender stepped through the doorway, blocking the light, as Dad held the door open. I couldn't make out the pastor's features. He shook Dad's hand and said, "So glad to finally meet you, Mr. Hawthorn."
"Call me Victor," Dad said.
Andervender's laugh boomed down the hall. "Call me Pastor Andervender."
Dad called out, "Marian, Henry, come and meet the pastor of our church."
I pasted on a smile and came forward, Henry behind me. The hall breeze carried a scent of aftershave and lilac perfume—Henry covered his mouth to keep from blurting that out. He'd finally learned not to comment on people's scents.
Andervender took another step in, and my skin prickled. The man was a bulky blend of fat and muscle in a suit.
"So," Andervender said, "this is Marian and Henry." I didn't like how he looked around the place, as if he were the one who had built this house and then given it to us.
I held out my left hand, so he had to switch his hands. His palm was dry and gripped too tightly. He said, "I look forward to seeing you at the Youth Group meetings. Your parents have told me all about you—how you have been such a great help with Henry's affliction."
Youth group? Henry's "affliction?" I raised my eyebrows at Dad to try to get him to correct Andervender, but Dad ignored me.
Andervender held out his hand to Henry, but Henry just stared at it.
Dad ahemed.
Andervender lowered his hand. "It's a pity when spirits damage a child."
Dad squirmed slightly, but said nothing about these weird words by Andervender. Before I could think of a polite way to correct the pastor, Mom and Gena came in.
"So, you must be Marian," Gena said, and kissed me on the cheek. Her lips left a sticky spot. Gena not only smelled of lilacs, but was decked out in a lilac-patterned dress.
Watching Gena try to kiss Henry on the cheek was like watching a robin pecking at a worm. Every time Gena got close, Henry leaned away before her lips could touch him. Finally she gave up.
I hated the looks passing between the four adults over Henry's avoidance of being touched.
Mom gave a nervous laugh. "I'd invite you to sit down," she said as she gestured at the living room, "but as you can see, we don't have any furniture."
"Don't worry about it," Andervender said. "And I can guarantee there'll be a large turnout of men tomorrow to get the moving vans unloaded since it'll be Saturday. I told them to start arriving at nine, and we'll come with the boys around eight."
"Oh," Gena said, "so silly of me, I forgot. I've brought a few frozen meals for your freezer, Kelly. The last thing you need to be worrying about right now is cooking."
Andervender said, "I'll get them, dear."
As Andervender went outside, my parents and Gena talked about the drive cross-country. I watched Henry sneak over to the living room window and shove back the curtains—a trio of doves were on the dead lawn, scratching at the dirt.
Andervender huffed back inside with a large cooler.
"Oh, no, really," Mom said, "you didn't have to—"
"But I wanted to," Gena said. "I love to cook."
"Gena's roast beef is excellent," Andervender said.
We followed Andervender into the kitchen—he knew exactly where to go, and insisted on lugging the cooler without help. After he lowered it next to the refrigerator, he stepped back.
Mom lifted the lid, and gaped down at the frozen packages. "This is, is, wonderful," she said. Mom sounded to me like she was going to cry. I felt like saying, Well, he wants you in this church of his, so they're going to talk us up sweet.
Dad also looked blown away by the thought of someone cooking up food for us.
Andervender said, "I believe in taking care of my flock."
When Grannie had found out Henry and I were unchurched (though baptized as babies), she'd hauled us off to Patience United Methodist Church whenever we stayed with her in Raleigh. I had helped Grannie cook meals and take them to sick parishioners. I did not like the way Gena and her husband were watching Mom and Dad.
Mom said, "We're so grateful for the help in finding this place. It's going to be just right."
The Andervenders set us up with this house. I had the sinking sensation that the Andervenders would be meddling in our lives a lot.
I helped Mom load up the freezer, and wondered when the other shoe would drop. "Nothin' is free," as Grannie would have said. Grannie and Mom had not gotten along at all. Grannie liked to smoke, and would do so, no matter how many pamphlets Mom left behind at the nursing home about the hazards of smoking.
The aluminum foil of a package stuck to my skin, tugging at my fingers as I put it into the freezer.
"Clouds," Henry said. He poked at the wisps of cold moisture the freezer spilled out.
The doorbell rang. I noticed that neither Gena nor Andervender looked around for a phone.
Andervender said, "That must be Matthew and John."
Mom and I finished up with the freezer as Dad went to answer the door.
Andervender wandered over to the double sink and fiddled with the faucets, turning them on and off.
Dad came back in, followed by a hulking teen in khakis and a shirt and tie, who froze in the archway and nervously licked his lips. Then he began to back out.
"Come in, Matthew," Andervender said, "and meet the Hawthorns." He moved away from the sink. "This is Mrs. Hawthorn."
Matthew came forward to shake Mom's hand, and that allowed in another teen, this one wearing gold-rimmed glasses. Must be John.
John stared at his sneakers. He had his dad's blond hair, but he wore a T-shirt and jeans smeared with pine sap. Henry will be thrilled. His baseball cap was in danger of falling out of his jeans pocket.
He looks like "geek meets gardener." Nicole will think that's funny. But something is putting him in a funk.
Andervender was saying, hand on Matthew's shoulder, "—then Matthew'll be going to Ft. Worth Bible College in August to major in business. Gena's brother Fritz has offered to house him his freshman year s—"
"Hey!" Henry pointed at John and ignored the frantic gestures of Mom to shut up. "You've got pine sap on you. Get that when I climb trees to observe."
"John! Just look at you," Gena said.
I watched John shift uncomfortably when he realized everyone was staring at him. He said, "Dad said there's swamp coolers that need fixing."
Now it was Gena's turn to look confused. "Oh, I didn't know that. So that's why..." Gena brightened up, and said to Mom, "John'll be able to take care of your swamp cooler troubles."
Andervender beamed as he looked at each of his sons, and reached out his free hand to John.
John hesitated for an instant, then went over. Andervender placed his hand on John's shoulder. "Here is our second-oldest son, John. He'll be going to Ft. Worth Bible College next year to study theology, just like I did at his age."
Then Gena and Andervender proceeded to take turns boasting about John's future plans to be an assistant pastor at First Beginnings, his good works amongst the congregation, his extensive knowledge of Scripture—while John winced at the recitation. I felt a twinge of sympathy.
Then the introductions resumed. All too soon I had to shake Matthew's hand while the grown-ups watched expectantly. Matthew shook my hand too fast.
Ugh, Gena's been talking about me to Matthew. Well, they'd all have to get used to disappointment, because every time I looked at Matthew, all I could think was, No way.
I shook John's hand next; to no surprise, his was sticky with pine sap. I noticed both Matthew and John wore a plain silver ring.
Then I wandered away to pretend to look out the kitchen window.
Henry took advantage of the silence to run up to John. "My sister says I have a super nose." Henry tapped his nose.
Dad softly cleared his throat. A hint to Henry to desist.
John said, "Really?"
"Yup," Henry said. "Can smell things that other people can't." Mom moved up behind Henry, and placed a warning hand on his shoulder, but he continued. "Like once I helped the school janitor figure out where the d—"
Mom covered his mouth with her palm, and gave an embarrassed laugh. "That's enough. They don't want to hear that disgusting story." She uncovered his mouth.
Henry said to John, "Can you fix the swamp stink? My nose—"
"Go explore the cabinets," Mom told Henry. She shooed him off.
Henry began to open and close each cabinet in the kitchen.
Mom said to Gena, "Henry is going to be a handful in your class, but I think Marian can help us keep him focused."
What! "I'm confused," I said. "What class are you talking about?"
Gena blinked at me as if she were surprised I didn't know. "I teach the middle school students at First Beginnings. Your mother has volunteered to be an aide in the preschool, and since you'll be in the high school group, between the three of us I think we can help Henry over the rough spots."
My brother stuck in a classroom with her? And what's this about me being in their high school group?
"I'm going to the public high school for my senior year, right?" I asked. I tried to ignore the sweat gathering on my palms as I watched Mom and Dad exchange guilty looks. "There's track, and I need to take physics and trig to get into a good OT program."
"OT?" Gena said.
"Occupational therapy," Mom said. "Marian wants to be an occupational therapist."
I'd wanted to be an OT ever since I'd met Mrs. Brent, who had helped Henry after his Asperger's diagnosis two years ago. How could they do this to me?
"Interesting." Gena gave me an encouraging smile. "But you'll be able to apply to college from our school."
I gritted my teeth. If I started arguing with Gena, I'd never hear the end of it from Mom and Dad. But questions needed to be asked to find out if First Beginnings could handle Henry's needs. I said, "What about Henry's therapies and social skills class? Does First Beginnings do that kind of stuff?"
Clearly Gena and Andervender had no clue what I was getting at, for they didn't say anything, instead looking to my parents for guidance.
Dad fiddled with his cell phone clip, and Mom gnawed at her lip. Henry continued opening and slamming cabinets in the kitchen; totally oblivious to the conversation going on—I almost envied him that.
Then Dad said, "The public schools out here aren't safe."
Mom nodded, as if he'd said something brilliant. "Yes, you'll both be so much safer with me and the other mothers. They've got a whole curriculum—"
"If it's not safe, why did we move here?" My voice rose. "I saw all the barred windows in this neighborhood."
"Oh that." Gena began to titter. "That's just a cultural thing out here. Decorative iron has a long tradition."
"No, no, no, it's not like that at all," Mom said.
Dad put a hand on my shoulder and gave it a tiny shake. "This neighborhood is safe. People just like to use bars and security doors a lot."
"Then the high school should be okay," I said. I refuse to be shut up in a tiny school run by some parents. And I want to run track this year, I know I can make the team.
Dad's fingers tightened on my shoulder, then let go.
Andervender said, "That's different. There are gangs, and the schools are so large and impersonal, completely Godless, the teachers are only there to make a buck." He nodded at Matthew.
Matthew said, "You wouldn't believe how nasty they are at the public schools."
Andervender gave John a tiny nod.
John shrugged, not even bothering to take his hands out of his pockets.
Andervender's eyes narrowed at John. His mouth opened—
"Giant dead cockroach!" Henry said as he pulled at my sleeve.
Mom shuddered. "Ick. Henry, they don't need to know about this."
John said to Henry, "You'll see lots of giant cockroaches in Albuquerque. They live in the sewers that connect the city together, and crawl out during the summer nights." John made his fingers act like a roach scurrying around.
I watched Henry's eyes widen in excitement.
"John, please," Gena said.
Oh, yuck, Henry will be searching for these roaches.
Henry tugged at me to come and look. He said, "I'm going to add it to my collection." Henry had a shoebox in which he kept dead insects and spiders.
"No," Dad said. "Roaches have too many germs."
Henry sulked.
"Okay, show me this roach," I said.
The four grown-ups and Matthew began to retreat from the kitchen as Henry led me to the opened bottom cabinet near the stove.
Henry said to John, "Come see it."
But Dad leaned over from the dining room—the kitchen had a large serving window that linked it with the dining area—and said to John, "If you'll get your toolbox, I'll show you the two swamp coolers."
So John left, and Henry and I had the kitchen to ourselves.
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Henry pointed out the roach, which lay on its back in the deepest recess of the cabinet. It was as long as my thumb; no wonder Henry wanted it.
I said, "Did you touch it?"
"No."
"Don't. Just leave it there." There was no garbage can yet, and no paper towels I could clean it up with.
The rattle of tools could be heard from down the hall. Dad rushed into the kitchen and struggled to unlock the back door's double-cylinder deadbolt, then the barred door, and held each open so John could lug his toolbox through.
Henry followed after John and Dad.
I took the opportunity to pull out a tissue, wrap it around the roach, and carry it outside to shake the roach onto a patch of scraggly grass next to the concrete wall.
Dad went back into the house.
There was no back porch, just a cracked rectangular slab surrounded by dirt.
The house had a swamp cooler in each side yard. I was able to figure out which one John had started with, even though both coolers were out of sight, because I could hear Henry bellowing questions about tools. I hurried around to the side of the house where Henry's windows were.
The swamp cooler rumbled and gurgled. When he caught sight of me, John called out, "Can you do me a favor and turn both coolers off?"
I ran back inside and searched around in the halls, until I'd flipped off of both sets of switches.
"Thanks," John said when I made it back. Henry stood next to him, watching him poke at fibers through the side slits of the cooler. "These are too old," John said, "see how brittle the filter fibers are? Someone needs to drive over to a hardware store and get new filters."
He grabbed hold of a cooler side cover and yanked upward and out, taking it off, then doing the same to the other three sides.
The reek made Henry back up, holding his nose—the swamp cooler stank. Henry pointed in fascination at the gunk on the filter fibers and the bottom interior of the cooler.
John said, "Let me get the hose and bucket from the truck. I'll let your parents know about the filters." He disappeared back into the house.
We spent the time looking for spider webs in the cracks of the walls.
Then John returned, hose slung over his shoulder, with Dad carrying a bucket filled with gloves and scrubbers. He and Dad were in the middle of a conversation about the size and type of filters to get. John showed Dad the gunky swamp cooler parts, and then Dad left for the hardware store.
As John drained the stagnant water from the swamp cooler, he said to Henry, "So, what was it you helped the school janitor to find?"
I checked to make sure he wasn't mocking Henry, but he seemed genuinely curious.
Henry puffed out his chest a bit. "A dead mouse was hidden underneath a bookshelf in the library. Helped him find out where." He tapped his nose. "I can smell things that others can't."
"Huh." John's mouth twitched.
We watched John hook up the hose to the outside wall faucet near the cooler, fill up a bucket, and proceed to wash out and scrub down the swamp cooler interior.
I said, "How about I do that?" but he waved me back while saying "I'm already dirty from cutting up a dead pine this morning."
I wanted to argue. I didn't mind dirt, but he seemed determined to do the entire job. A helping-the-neighbor-as-a-welcome kind of thing.
Henry said, "Won't be staying here tonight, but tomorrow I will search for the roaches."
John leaned out of the swamp cooler interior. He raised his eyebrows at me while he said, "I'm sure your sister will enjoy that."
"I'll catch a few for you as a thank you," I snapped back, and then wanted to bite my tongue, for Henry hummed in excitement and John began to smile. "Er, Henry, I was joking. We're not actually going to catch roaches."
"Jinkies!" Henry said, and stomped off.
John's smile threw into sharp contrast just how melancholy he'd been when he entered the kitchen.
My brother was soon distracted from his disappointment by the anthills scattered all over. I watched as he squatted down, scuffing up a puff of dust, and pulled out his notepad; he'd be making a map of all the anthill locations.
John said to me while he scrubbed, "Used to do work for Habitat for Humanity. Miss it. I help some of our parishioners with their yard work a couple times a week." He reached out a gloved hand. "Can you hand me the hose?"
I did so. "What happened with Habitat?"
"Stand back." He frowned as he hosed down the interior of the swamp cooler. "A year back, Dad came to believe Habitat was too focused on material things, and not enough on saving souls."
"And what you do think?"
John tensed, wary. He said in a neutral tone, "I support my Dad."
"Of course."
Pastor Andervender struck me as the kind of man who would be hostile to differences in belief by his family. Or by his flock. I'm NOT going to like it there. I've got to convince Mom and Dad to let me go elsewhere by finding a church like Grannie's.
John finished up with the swamp cooler. I helped him haul the stuff around to the other side yard. His wariness made me feel awkward, so I kept my mouth shut.
I got two of the swamp cooler sides off before he could stop me. It was easy, once you knew how to do it. Then I wandered off to look at the apple tree in this side yard; the tree was wedged between the yard walls (front and side) and the garage wall. A long thin drainage tube ran from the swamp cooler to the roots of the tree.
The apples growing were small and green, but the tree was twice my height. The cool shade of the leaves felt wonderful.
In the shade and quiet I longed to call Nicole and find out how her mom was dealing with that morning's chemo, but chemo days were "don't call me" days for Nicole.
And Dad had sworn if another texting charge showed up on our bill, he'd cancel my phone outright. Hmm, but pictures aren't forbidden—yet. I could take a few pictures with my phone and send them to Nicole. Faster in describing this house than text anyway.
Instead of reaching for my cell phone, I fingered the tree bark. How I wished this move were just a bad dream, and that I'd wake up back in Alexandria any moment now.
I moved around the trunk and found a small carving underneath a low branch. I traced the letters with my fingers:
Sydney + Donovan
I called over to John, "Did somebody named Sydney or Donovan live here?"
John spun around from the swamp cooler. "How did..." He flung down the scrubber and ran over, dripping suds from his gloves.
He squeezed around the other side of the tree. When he saw the carving, I thought he'd be sick. He leaned against the tree for support. "I wish I'd been here, I might have been ab—" and clammed up.
"What happened?" I whispered. I glanced around and listened. Henry was mapping anthills too far away to hear if we spoke low. There was no sound of the car coming back—we were right next to the garage, so I'd know when Dad arrived back with the filters. "Tell me what's wrong."
"We're not supposed to talk about it."
"Why keep a secret from my parents?"
"Your parents." John grimaced. "They already know the full story. They and my folks decided it was too 'morbid' for you and Henry to know about."
A red haze settled over my mind. "Do they think I'm stupid or clueless or something? No wonder Mom and Dad were so jittery this morning. And I could tell from the moment Matthew and you walked in that something was seriously wrong." I looked him straight in the eyes (blue behind the glasses). "Will you tell me the truth, or do I go up and down this street pounding on neighbors' doors until I find out what's going on?"
He bowed his head in contemplation. Then checked to make sure Henry was out of earshot. "Better you hear the story from me."
I nodded.
John tapped a gloved finger on first Sydney's name, then Donovan's. "Sydney and her dad started going to First Beginnings when she was in 7th grade. Your parents bought the house from her dad, Mr. Bauer—he's living in Utah now."
He scowled to himself as he stripped his gloves off and flung them to the ground. "Sydney would have been a junior this fall."
I swallowed. Would have.
He ran a finger along the carving. "She must have carved this last fall. She started dating Donovan in October … he was a Unitarian who went to Juan Tabo High School. Our church, and Sydney's dad, didn't approve."
Anguished, he added, "She said I was someone she could talk to. Perhaps if I'd been here, she wouldn't have..." He drew a deep breath and looked down at the ground. "In December Sydney's dad cracked down on her to get her to break up with Donovan. While I was in Texas at Uncle Fritz's, I'm told she ran away from home for a couple of hours, then came back on her own.
"Mr. Bauer said—and Donovan confirmed it when the police talked to him—that she called Donovan before New Year's to break up with him."
Both of us jumped at the sound of a car pulling into the driveway. Dad was back.
John yanked his gloves on and went back to the swamp cooler.
"Wait," I said, "is Sydney all right?"
John paused in messing with the bucket. "No." He stared down, unseeing. "On January 4th she killed herself. Her dad found her body in her closet. Suffocated."
I reached out to touch his arm, but he flinched away. He wants to be alone, you idiot. Give him some privacy to pull himself together. So I went to stand near Henry.
The memory of Henry's rose-scented closet made my skin crawl. I struggled to compose myself. I don't want John to get in trouble for telling me the truth.
The back door squeaked open, and Dad and Matthew appeared, carrying filters.
John must have gotten his feelings under control, for neither Dad nor Matthew seemed to realize anything was wrong.
While the last of the swamp cooler work was done (Matthew and Dad helping John as best they could), I wandered around the backyard searching for more marks made by Sydney.
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Henry and I lingered outside long after everyone else went in. I'd had no luck finding any other Sydney carvings. I took pictures with my cell phone of the house and sent them to Nicole.
Mom came outside to get us. "Rather rude to stay out here, Marian; you know Henry copies you."
But I could tell Mom's heart wasn't in it. Mom'd been able to have a long talk with Gena and Andervender without Henry interrupting every five minutes.
Inside, the Andervenders stood in the front hall. Waiting to say good-bye. Thank God.
I covertly studied John. Whatever he felt at being in Sydney's house had been shut down tight.
After the good-byes were finished, we had to gather in a prayer circle and hold hands (except for Henry, who couldn't be coaxed into doing it) while Pastor Andervender said a quick prayer.
Matthew cleared his throat after the prayer was finished.
Now what?
"The Youth Group meeting is Sunday at five," Matthew said to me. "We order pizza, so you don't have to worry about dinner. I'll give you a ride since you can't drive."
My temper flared at the words can't drive. "I have my license, I just need insurance."
My parents shifted in discomfort, but nodded at Matthew.
Matthew said, "I'll pick you up at four-thirty."
How dare he just assume I'll go.
I watched John try to subtly step on Matthew's toes to let him know he'd screwed up—and then stop in mid-squeeze as he realized I'd caught him doing it.
As I opened my mouth to say No, Mom interjected with "That should be fine. I'm sure she'll have a great time."
No, no, no.
But if I go a few times, and then quit, Mom and Dad can't accuse me of not giving Youth Group a fair shot.
Andervender filled the silence by saying, "The Youth Group is for ages thirteen and up. That is why your brother cannot go."
If I refuse outright, I'll never hear the end of it.
I said, "I'll be ready." My stomach sank as Matthew smirked at his brother.
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I peered behind the living room curtains, and watched all the Andervenders, except John, climb into a SUV. John got into a battered blue truck.
Dad noticed me staring at the truck. "I don't want to hear anything about insurance. It costs too much to insure you right now. John needs a truck to help his dad with the congregation."
Mom gave Henry his backpack. She said to him, "Why don't you watch a Scooby-Doo episode? We're going to talk to Marian."
My parents motioned for me to go toward the home office. I dragged my feet, trying to postpone the inevitable talk. The home office had two barred windows. There was no place to sit, so I leaned my back against a wall.
Mom and Dad waited for the other to start.
Finally Mom said to Dad, "Gena's my friend, so I'll explain the healings." She said to me, "Things are going to be different out here. A fresh start, for all of us."
Dad looked at Mom, who nodded encouragement. "Mom won't be looking for a job."
My mouth dropped open. "But Mom loves selling furniture. She's great at it." My mind raced for a good argument to change her mind. "And she's always loved the Santa Fe style. Here she could travel all over New Mexico to find pieces to sell."
I watched in shock as Mom clasped her hands together and bowed her head forward, in what looked to be contrition. Mom said, "Gena has shown me how critical it is for a mother to be with her children, to protect them and show them the right path, to teach them about God."
Dad wrapped an arm around Mom. "That's why we're not going to be able to afford to put you on the insurance for the car." He cleared his throat. "I was unable to get an increase in salary to join Nusystech, but we wanted to move now, not later, so I took the job anyway. I've sold my sports car. Money is going to be very tight for awhile."
"Without access to a car," I said, "it'll be harder for me to find a job to save up tuition."
Dad said, "We were thinking you could … postpone looking for part-time work, to help Mom out until Henry is older."
No, I can't be hearing this.
Mom said, "God willing, Henry will be cured, but he'll still need guidance and supervision until he catches up with his peers. And you've always said working with Henry was good training for being an OT."
My parents hadn't dared to say it—yet—but they wanted me postpone college to take care of Henry. NO. "How am I supposed to pay for college if I don't work?"
"Henry needs you," Mom said. "You're his sister."
I felt guilt twist inside.
"Let me tell you the rest of it," Mom said. She picked up my left hand and patted it. "I have to tell you a story. I didn't tell you before, because I knew you'd think that Gena and Pastor Andervender were mistaken. But they aren't."
You held off because you both knew I'd ask Aunt Letty for advice. Now the move is a done deal, and Letty's overseas teaching for summer break.
I tried to wriggle my hand out of Mom's, but Mom held on tight. I couldn't get my hand free without a scene. Mom kept patting it like I was an upset child.
Mom said, "About a year-and-a-half ago, Gena's youngest son Luke got pneumonia and had to be hospitalized. No matter what the doctors tried, Luke kept getting sicker and sicker."
I stepped sideways to try to get away from the patting hand. No such luck. Both Mom and Dad had a look of hope that made me cringe inside. What would they do if disappointed (again) in curing Henry? The last failure had been awful.
"Anyways," Mom said, "Luke slipped into unconsciousness. So Pastor Andervender decided to do one last laying on of hands for healing. He gathered up the family at Luke's bedside—himself, Gena, Matthew, and John. Mark was too young, so he was with Barbara. Pastor Andervender laid his hands on Luke that evening, and prayed. Luke was healed by morning!"
Mom waited for me to exclaim in amazement. When I didn't, she frowned. Mom said, "It was Gena's turn to stay overnight with Luke—John stayed with her to help—and around five a.m., while Gena was sleeping, Luke became conscious and asked for water. A miracle healing."
I was less than impressed.
Mom dropped my hand. "Since then," Mom added, "there have been two other unexplainable healings at First Beginnings. A remarkable recovery from a stroke by Mrs. Girady, and Mr. Rickmand's lung cancer went into remission. Pastor Andervender has the spiritual gift of healing. We've asked him to heal Henry of his Asperger's."
I thought of how Henry loathed to be touched, even by those he was closest to. And Andervender had shown no patience with my brother's quirks. If I argue, they'll dig their heels in and do this for sure. Crap.
Dad said, "This is our chance to give Henry a normal life."
Henry opened the office door to the front hall. "Want to go to the hotel to swim."
Dad blinked. "You want to go already?"
"The air stinks." Henry waved a hand before his nose.
The vent air did smell of soapy swamp.
"All right," Mom said. She closed the office windows with a squeal of metal on metal. "We ought to rest anyways, tomorrow is going to be a very big day with all the movers and people from First Beginnings." She nudged me in the ribs with her elbow. "Matthew is kinda cute."
Blech. I said, "I don't think we're right for each other."
"Don't be so negative," Mom said as we left the office and began to go through the house closing windows. "Once you two get to know each other better, you'll be able to relax and be yourselves."
6
I dreamed of the cluster of oaks next to the assisted living apartments where Grannie lived. The thick moisture of a summer dusk hung under the trees, teetering on the brink of becoming mist. I walked down the cracked stone path that led to the benches under the oak trees, following the scent of clove cigarettes to where Grannie sat.
It was not quite dark enough for the lightning bugs to come out.
"Come here, Marian," Grannie's voice called out to me, and I sat on the splintery wooden bench with Grannie—the plaque I knew by memory saying, "Given in Loving Memory of Sammy Washington." I'd traced out the letters with my finger during long chats with Grannie while Henry tried to climb the trees.
Grannie's sharp voice came to me; the shadows made it so I couldn't quite make out her features. "Letty is thousands of miles away in Germany until August, and far away are your friends, and Henry's teachers, therapists, and doctors. You're on your own, honey, God help you."
"I know."
The wind began to blow, smelling of rainwater from the sea, and the leaves rustled overhead. My hair began to get in my eyes.
"The storm is coming," she said. "You need what the Spirit can give you."
The winds were blowing, leaves tumbling up and around me.
I awoke to the sound of the hotel elevator, and lay there for a moment, disoriented, wondering how I'd been blown from Raleigh to here, until I realized, Wait, I'm in Albuquerque, in a hotel. I could hear Henry doing wheeze-mumbles in his sleep in the other bed.
The clock read 3:07. Go back to sleep, I told myself. You just miss Grannie, so of course now you're dreaming about her. Wish fulfillment.
But Grannie's voice replayed itself in my mind, saying, The storm is coming. And I listened to Henry's breathing, and found myself murmuring, "Please God, let it be all right. Please."
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When my family drove up to our house Saturday morning, the Andervenders stood lined up on the sidewalk waiting. They reminded me of people out of a 1950s TV show—Pastor Andervender in a gray business suit, Gena in an orchid-print dress, and all four sons dressed up in oxford shirts, ties, and khakis.
My family was dressed for dealing with boxes out of moving vans—jeans, T-shirts, and sneakers. Even Mom.
Dad parked our car on the street so that the driveway would be clear for the moving vans.
Mark and Luke, the youngest Andervender sons, turned out to be seven and five respectively, and on their best manners. But they wriggled while standing in place.
Mom looked at Gena's dress, then down at her own jeans. "I didn't realize—"
"No, no," Gena interrupted. "We always dress up on a special occasion like this. I've packed other clothes for them to switch into after the healing prayers, if it's okay with you."
"Certainly," Mom said.
Gena lifted up a picnic basket that was at her feet, and handed it to Mom. "From our home to yours. May we break bread together in the name of Christ."
"Amen," all the boys and Andervender said.
Mom lifted the basket lid, to expose a loaf of brown bread and eight blueberry muffins. "Oh, Gena, this smells wonderful."
"I love the smell of baking bread," Gena said. "If you put a slice in the microwave for ten seconds, it'll make your kitchen smell nice and homey."
Mom put her hand into the basket and smiled at Dad. "The bread is still warm."
Henry ignored the bread smell to gaze at the backyard walls. I could tell he wanted this all to end so he could get away from the strangers and go hide in the backyard.
But Pastor Andervender launched into prayers that seemed to go on and on and on. I got bored and began watching everyone while my head stayed tilted down. The Andervenders posed in solemn prayer with bowed heads and folded hands; they obviously had to do this a lot.
Dad and Mom had their eyes screwed shut like they were afraid they'd be busted for peeking. And Henry stood there, head unbowed, shifting from foot to foot. Dad had a tight grip on Henry's T-shirt, which explained why my brother hadn't snuck off.
At last there was a chorus of Amens, and both Henry and I made for the barred front door.
"Ahem," Pastor Andervender said. "Henry, Marian, please come back. We're not quite done."
Henry scraped his sneakers in long drags as he came back with me.
Andervender said, "Stand before me, children."
All the boys and Gena looked blasé. This must be something Andervender always did.
Andervender raised his hands over my head and Henry's. I made myself stay put as he lay a sweaty palm on my head. His thumb dug deep into my scalp.
Henry ducked Andervender's other hand.
I would have laughed except for the look in Andervender's eyes.
Andervender scowled. "Son, hold still."
"Son?" Henry asked. He pointed at Dad. "He's my Dad, not you."
Dad said to Henry, "Pastor Andervender calls all the boys in his church 'son.' It's a special word for pastors to use."
"Oh," Henry said. To Andervender: "Don't touch me."
"Henry," Mom said. "Let the Pastor bless you. Just like what he's doing with Marian. Hold still."
"No!" Henry ran for the door and rattled the bars.
Mom said, "It's hard for him to let others touch him." Dad went after Henry, while Mark and Luke gawked at the unexpected change in routine.
Andervender's hand on my scalp was getting on my nerves.
More loud No's from Henry as he yanked on the bars while Dad whispered in his ear. I winced inside. My brother was being pushed to his limits, and any moment now he was going snap.
"Matthew," Andervender said, "please help the Hawthorns get their son back."
John put a hand on Matthew's arm, but Matthew shrugged it off and strode up toward Henry.
My mouth went dry. I couldn't get any words out. Come back, Henry. They don't understand.
When Matthew had almost reached him, Henry made a run for it. My brother was such a clumsy runner, with his flailing arms, that Matthew caught him easily. Matthew wrapped his arms around Henry from behind and lifted him like he was a huge box, hauling him back to Andervender.
Only Andervender's hand on my head inhibited me from going after Matthew when Henry started bellowing.
Dad walked next to Henry, saying over and over, "Stop it, Henry, stop yelling." Mom wrung her hands and went to stand next to Gena.
Henry wriggled as hard as he could. Matthew's hands, linked together, turned pink with the effort to hold Henry in place.
Andervender let go of me to use both hands to hold Henry's head between his thick fingers. "In the name of Christ Almighty," Andervender said, "I command the affliction of Asperger's to be lifted out of this child. Let your light shine in this world, O Lord."
While Andervender continued to pray, Henry yelled. His feet dangled and kicked out helplessly.
Mom and Dad watched, gripping onto each other's hands.
Henry tried to whip his head back to escape Andervender's grip. Matthew's arms tightened, the sinews showing, and my brother gave a hoarse moan.
The cry welled out of me. "Stop! You're freaking him out!"
Andervender kept praying, focused on Henry.
"Stop!" I twisted Andervender's nearest pinky out at a sharp angle. Andervender yelped at the pain, and had to remove that hand from Henry's head to get his pinky away from me.
John ran up. "Matt, put him down."
Matthew let go, and Henry fell in a heap.
I squatted at Henry's side as he rolled onto to his stomach to pummel the concrete with hands and feet.
Andervender watched Henry fall apart. He calmly told me, "You ruined this. I could feel the spirits leaving the boy."
My voice shook. "Stay away from my brother."
"That's for your parents to decide." Andervender looked at my parents, and I followed his gaze.
They wouldn't look at Henry or me. The younger Andervenders were hiding behind Gena—who wagged a finger at me.
Dad said, still not looking at me, "I'm surprised we didn't bother the neighbors with all this fuss." He sighed, and walked over. "Marian, Henry is having a tantrum, and he'll keep it up if you pay attention. You know better than to do that." He clasped my wrists and tried to pull me up. "Come away. He'll stop once he doesn't have an audience."
I sat down on the concrete, close enough that Henry could sense I was there, but far enough that I wouldn't get hit by his fists or feet.
"Get up," Dad said. "Let Henry be by himself for a bit."
"No," I said.
Andervender sucked in his breath in disapproval. I was sorely tempted to give him the finger.
Matthew offered his hand to me to help me up. Jerk. Go away. I wrapped my arms around my legs and shook my head.
He took a step back, hesitated, and then followed Gena and Mom as they disappeared through the front door with Mark and Luke.
"Go on in," I said to Dad.
"Very well," Dad said. "But lock up the car after you get the backpacks out."
Dad and Andervender went into the house, but John stayed. He said, "What can I do?" as he watched Henry thrash around.
"Not much." I leaned over to say in Henry's ear, "They're gone." But my brother was lost in overstimulation. I worried he'd start banging his forehead against the concrete.
So I walked to the car on shaky legs and rummaged through Henry's backpack until I found his spinning light toy. Then I dug through mine for Henry's surprise gift—a field guide for New Mexico.
When I returned with toy and field guide, John had moved so that he was between Henry and the street; Henry would be unable to accidentally roll into it.
I stood next to Henry and pretended to study the light toy up close. "Gee, this is fascinating." I pushed the toy button halfway in, then all the way, then halfway again. "I can control the spin of the lights by how far I push the button in, and the spin speed changes the light patterns."
Henry stopped pounding the concrete, raised his head, and held out a scuffed palm.
I handed the toy over. Henry lay on his stomach with his nose up against its plastic shell, studying how the light patterns changed. His arms had faint pink marks where Matthew had held him.
How I hated Matthew and Andervender for this.
John said, "I've never seen Dad get carried away like that. Matt tends to act first, think later."
"Some healing."
"Dad is certain he can cure Henry—he said he had a vision about it." John kicked a stone away while mumbling, "I don't think..."
His voice was so soft I moved closer to try to hear him. "Think what?"
As he rubbed a hand against his forehead, a rough wooden cross hidden by his tie came into view. He said, "You didn't tell your parents about knowing about Sydney."
"Would you have gotten in trouble if I had?"
"Yes."
"You confided in me," I said. "Breaking that would be a betrayal of trust."
John's shoulders relaxed. He took off his glasses to polish them with his tie. "Dad went about this prayer session the wrong way." He put his glasses back on. "He was too fast and too harsh … he's used to parishioners being eager for the laying on of hands, not running away."
"He knows nothing about Asperger's, nothing about how they experience the world."
"Would you teach me? Then I'll know how to explain it to him."
I thought about it. So far John's interest in Henry had been genuine. "Yes."
"People from church will be arriving soon. Should we take him for a walk to Piñon Park?"
Henry lifted his head at the word "park" and looked around. That's when he caught sight of the field guide under my arm.
"He'd like that. Here," I said, giving the field guide to Henry as he stood up. "You can take it with you to look up any plants or animals we see."
Henry flipped it open to a picture of ravens.
Now was not the time to remind Henry he was supposed to say "Thank you."
Henry kept his nose in his book as he said, "Let's go."
John tugged at his tie. "I need to change. I'm not dressed for a hike." He paused, staring at the living room windows. "Then again, maybe we should just grab supplies and go."
Mom and Gena were looking out, heads tilted toward each other, mouths moving, watching us. I made a weak smile and waved. John waved as well.
I turned my face away from the window. "In the car there's sunscreen, and a small cooler with water bottles."
Henry ran for the car. He grabbed his backpack—shaking DVDs out of it onto the seat—to shove in his field guide and light toy.
"Henry, do me a favor and get my backpack for me." I popped the trunk to pull out four water bottles. John took my backpack from Henry and put the bottles in for me while I dug around for sunscreen.
After I locked up the car, John led the way to the house. Mom and Gena were gone from the window. John said, "Let me persuade them."
My brother's pace slowed. I doubted Henry wanted go inside while Matthew and Andervender were there. "Henry, why don't you sit out here? We'll come get you."
Henry flopped down and rocked his upper body back and forth while looking through his field guide. We left the backpacks near him.
John and I entered the dank hall to find Luke and Mark playing hide-and-seek in the living room. Female voices could be heard from the kitchen, muffled male ones from behind the home office door.
John made an exasperated noise. "Still stinks in here."
No wonder people call them "swamp" coolers. I pointed at the brown carpet. "Maybe the carpeting soaked up the puddle smell."
"Could be. Mr. Bauer should have cleaned the swamp coolers more often."
John reached the kitchen archway and stood there, while I lurked in the hall to listen.
Gena said, "Oh, there you are. Laura's parents called. They'll be here in fifteen minutes with folding tables for the food and drinks."
"Fine." John sounded hostile about Laura. "I heard people with Asperger's don't deal well with crowds. I'm taking Henry and Marian for a walk to Piñon Park so he can relax."
Mom said, "That's … very nice of you."
"We need a better understanding of Asperger's if Dad is going to help Henry," John added.
Gena said, "Let's not go into that now. Tonight will be soon enough."
So, there would be a discussion at the Andervender household about the botched prayer.
John studied his watch. "We'll be back before noon."
"Oh, all right." Gena sighed. "How about Matthew goes with you?"
"After what happened?" John said. "No way." He backed out of the archway into the hall.
I overheard Gena say, "He's so irritable whenever I mention Laura. I don't know what to do at times. He refuses to go out with her anymore, but she's perfect for him."
I couldn't be sure due to the hall's dimness, but I thought John blushed.
Mom said, "I know exactly what you mean. Marian and Trent started out so well, and then she fought with him nonstop. Since Henry's diagnosis she's become so argumentative and pushy. She needs someone she can't bully, like Matthew."
It was my turn to blush.
By silent mutual consent, John and I rushed for the door, gathered up Henry, and went down the street in an almost-run.
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On the bike trail, Henry stopped to study a cactus that reminded me of Ping-Pong paddles stuck together. He was more out of breath than usual on an uphill walk, and I had to admit I was too.
John said, "I forgot you two aren't used to this altitude. Tell me if you feel dizzy. We'll rest and drink some water—we're halfway to the park."
Henry pointed at the cactus.
"That's a prickly pear cactus," John said. "During the summer it will bloom, then produce purplish fruits. You can pick the fruit to make jelly."
So far John seemed to enjoy sharing his extensive knowledge of the outdoors with Henry. He'd put up with a barrage of questions about pigeons, doves, turtles, frogs, and coyotes that would have driven my parents and Trent crazy.
A memory of Trent completely losing it rose in my mind, his voice ringing in my ears as he yelled at Henry, "Shut up! Just shut up!"
I should have dumped him right then and there.
I handed water bottles from my backpack to Henry and John and got one out for myself. The water was warm, but I drank large swallows as I realized how thirsty I was.
Henry gulped down his water, then stuck the half-empty bottle in his backpack. He pulled out his field guide, happily humming to himself, to flip through the pages.
"Do you need a break from carrying that backpack?" John asked as he handed back his water bottle.
"No," I said. "It's light." I felt as if a tightness was loosening in my chest. John could be a friend.
John called Henry over. We climbed onward—with Henry slightly ahead as he zigzagged on the trail to hunt for lizards.
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I reached the top of the bike trail's latest incline and stopped to catch my breath. When I looked back, I discovered I had an unimpeded view across Albuquerque to the Rio Grande. Beyond the huddled trees next to the river was a western mesa covered with wart-like bumps.
"Are those volcanoes?" I asked.
"Volcanoes!" Henry echoed.
"Yes," John said. Unlike us, he wasn't out of breath. "They're extinct. When it cools down in the fall, Henry might enjoy a hike on the trails there." He pointed in the opposite direction of the volcanoes. "We've reached Piñon Park."
Our trail crossed a small street, and on the other side was the park. The greenness of the grass looked surreal to me after so much concrete and desert.
Henry opened his mouth.
"Irrigation makes it possible to grow the grass," John said.
He must have guessed right, for Henry closed his mouth again.
There were various pine trees, oaks, and a couple of odd trees with broad leaves, mottled bark, and golf ball-like seeds. Henry looked up the latter tree in his field guide, and told me it was an Arizona sycamore.
As we got close to the grassy field the air became noticeably cooler and moister. I held up a palm toward the field, and said to Henry, "Can you feel the difference?"
Henry copied my gesture. "Feels like swamp coolers."
We left the trail to wander across the grass. The homesickness for Alexandria hit me like a mental slap. Think of running in the desert, I told myself. Or hiking in the Sandia Mountains.
Henry led us toward the swings on the far edge of the field. The swing sets were empty except for a lone girl and a teenager who pushed her.
As we got closer, I realized the girl (probably nine) had Down's Syndrome. The teenager, a guy, was wearing a Jewish skullcap. Nearby, a dog tied to an oak tree ran back and forth as the girl's swing moved.
Henry stared at the dog. I could understand his fascination, for the dog was a weird mixture of a beagle's body with a bulldog's head.
The dog stuck out his tongue in a panting smile.
The teen caught sight of us, and said to the girl, "Soon we need to go."
"Bennn," the girl said in complaint.
Henry ran to an open swing—close to the girl, but not too close—calling to me, "Push me."
John said, "I'll wait under those oak trees." His animated expression was gone; numb was now the word to describe him.
I wanted to find out why, but Henry shouted for me. I watched John wander over to an oak tree near the dog—who went to the end of his leash to sniff at him. John held his hand out for the dog to inspect.
I gave Henry a strong push that made him whoop in joy. Ben's white skullcap had a pattern of blue woven lines around the rim. He wore a T-shirt that had E=mc2 and a sketch of Einstein on the front. Why did people feel the need to put that equation on their stuff?
Henry said to the girl, "Swinging higher than you."
The girl pumped her legs. She reminded me of a buttercup with her yellow shirt and shorts.
Henry said, "Higher!"
I gave another timed shove, and Henry flew up.
"Whoop," Henry said. "Higher than you."
"Ben," the girl cried out, "higher!"
Ben took a deep breath. He shoved her high enough to send her into shrieks of laughter.
Henry called out to John, "Push me!"
I watched John struggle with whatever held him back. Then he shrugged, as if to say Enough, I give in, and came over.
I stepped away from Henry, and John took over with no break in the rhythm. He gave Henry a hard push that had my brother whooping in excitement.
Ben gave John a cautious look.
I said to Ben, "Hi, I'm Marian. This is my brother Henry, and our friend John. My brother and I just moved to Albuquerque." I wasn't sure, but I thought John got a hint of a smile when I said friend.
"Hi, hi, hi," the girl called out. "Sarah." Sarah tilted her legs up so that she could lean backward in the swing. Ben stepped back (since it was difficult to push someone by their head).
Henry copied Sarah's leaning backward, and John was able to step back as well.
"I'm Ben," he said to us, and shook my hand, then John's. Ben said to me, "So, how do you like Albuquerque?"
"I don't know," I said. "We just got here yesterday." The homesickness gnawed at me. What I wanted to say was, It's too dry and there are few trees. And I don't like Gena and her husband and their church.
My tone must have given my homesickness away, for both Ben and John did the "I'm feeling uncomfortable" guy-thing of sticking their hands in their pockets and looking at the ground.
Ben said, "What school are you going to?"
"I want to go the public high school," I said, "but I don't know which one it is. My parents insist I go to the church school at First Beginnings."
Perturbed, Ben studied John and me. Whatever he saw seemed to reassure him. He pulled out his cell phone. "I can look up which public school it is."
While we were busy, John wandered off to sit down and scratch the dog's ears. It took a bit of searching, but we finally figured it out.
"Juan Tabo High School," Ben read off. "It's a good place. I just graduated from there."
"Congratulations," I said. I was surprised, for Ben looked to be only sixteen or so.
Giggles from the swings made me look up from Ben's phone. Sarah and Henry were twisting their swings up tight, so that they could lay on their stomachs on the seats and spin.
I grinned as Henry spun like a top. "He's feeling better."
"Has he been unwell?" Ben asked.
I winced at the recollection of Pastor Andervender's fingers gripping Henry's head. "My brother has Asperger's. Some days are … hard for him." Some DAYS? How about THIS day? What an understatement.
"Really?" Ben studied Henry. "I've never met anyone with Asperger's. As you can tell, my sister has Down's Syndrome." I felt a sense of kinship with Ben—he knew what it was like to have a sibling with a disability.
The sun was hot on my back. I headed toward the shade of the two oak trees where John and the dog sat. The dog jumped up and wagged his tail at me.
"That's Fermat," Ben said. "He's a Beabull." Fermat ran over and put his paws on my sneakers. The dog looked up at me expectantly.
I scratched Fermat's head, which made him lean against my legs with a deep sigh.
"Be careful," Ben said, "or he'll tip you over and use you as a pillow."
Henry and Sarah came over to pet the dog. Ben gave Henry a dog biscuit, saying, "You can give this to him."
Fermat sat up. Henry dropped the biscuit to the ground and the dog lunged for it. We watched Fermat gobble the biscuit down.
After Sarah had a turn giving Fermat a biscuit, Henry went back to the swings. Sarah followed.
Fermat waddled over to John, flopped down, and rolled onto his back, demanding that his belly be scratched. John complied.
I said to Ben, "Will you be going to college?"
Ben fingered the equation on his T-shirt. "Stanford. I'm probably going to major in mathematics. Seniors?"
"Yes."
"What do you want to do after you graduate?"
"Study occupational therapy. I've learned a lot about it from those who've helped my brother." I felt self-conscious. My grades were mostly Bs and Cs, and OT didn't have the prestige being pre-med did. Some people, after finding out I wanted to do OT, tried to talk me into doing medical school for the money.
"I've watched OTs work with my sister. They really seem to love their work." Ben turned to John. "And what will you do?"
"Study theology." John didn't look at Ben, instead watched Fermat as he scratched the dog's tummy.
I couldn't figure out why John was being so curt. We'd all gone silent for too long. I floundered for something to say. "So, what does E=mc2 stand for anyway?"
Ben laughed. "They ought to provide an explanation on the back of the shirts." He pointed a finger at each letter as he explained, "The equation has to do with energy (that's E) being equal to mass (that's m) and the speed of light squared (that's c squared)." His enthusiasm drew both John and me in as he pointed at the sun. "Think about it—the energy from our sun and the stars—all related to this equation." Then Ben's cell phone beeped.
Ben flipped it open, read what was there, and called out to Sarah, "We've got to go. Mom's waiting." He said, "Sorry to rush off. If you want, you could give me a call. I can tell you about Juan Tabo—like which teachers to avoid."
"I'd really appreciate that," I said. "I have to take physics this year, and I need to get a good grade."
Ben paused in thought. "I didn't like the physics textbook we had to use. I can think of two books you might want to look at that do a better job of explaining stuff."
We swapped phone numbers.
Then Ben untied Fermat's leash while John stopped scratching Fermat's tummy. The dog whined at John. "Fermat'd make you scratch him all day if he could," Ben said to John.
John and I made our farewells to Ben, Sarah, and Fermat while Henry stayed on his swing. After Ben had driven off in a white compact car, John said to me, "I need to talk to you for a moment." Agitated, he led me back to the two oaks and checked to make sure Henry was too far away to hear. "No one in First Beginnings can know Ben and Sarah are Jews."
Surely I misheard him. My hands went up in a gesture of denial. This can't be right.
John's mouth flattened. "Dad demands we immediately testify for Christ to any Jew we meet. I didn't feel like ruining Henry's swing with a fight. Uninvited testifying gets tense … and ugly."
"Why harass strangers?"
"Dad believes Jews are damned. As far as he's concerned, the ends justify the means."
I felt as if I'd been flipped upside-down. What sort of awful group are Mom and Dad dragging us into? I swallowed several times. "I won't let anyone know. It's unlikely Henry will say anything—all he'll want to talk about are the swings and Fermat."
"Good," John said. He sat under the nearest oak and leaned back against it. I wondered if he'd get bark stains on his white shirt, and if Gena would have a fit about it.
I sat cross-legged on the grass under the oak's shade. John peppered me with questions about Asperger's as we tossed tiny pieces of bark at the sidewalk.
Henry swung as if he'd never stop.
Somehow we got to talking about my involvement in track. To my surprise I found myself chatting about Coach Lucas, and how he insisted I practice the discus throw and shot put, even though I didn't want to compete in those events.
Then John blurted out, "Mom has been talking about you a lot to Matt."
Ick. I didn't think John was going to plug his brother as a possible date, but I braced myself just the same. Keep your mouth shut, and see what comes out.
John had turned a bit red, and his words were a little stumbled. "Dad thinks it would be good for Matt to have a girlfriend."
"I doubt I'm Matt's type. He's not mine."
John glanced at me, and then stared at the grass. "Huh."
Henry got hot and joined us under the tree, lying on his belly to watch the ants and other insects, calling out their names.
After a while, John reluctantly lifted his arm to look at his watch. "It's time to go."
Henry moaned.
John said, "They're expecting us back."
"Don't want to go." Henry flopped over onto his back with his legs and arms sprawled out.
I suspected Henry wanted to avoid all the strangers at the house. "We'll grab lunch plates and hide in the backyard under the apple tree." I stood up.
Henry grumbled, but he got up instead of having a tantrum.
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The closer I got to the house, the slower my feet moved. Both Henry and John slowed as well. Guest vehicles were parked up and down our street. In the distance two moving vans could be seen in the driveway.
Henry twitched at the distant squalls of a baby. God, no, not crying babies. He hates that noise so much. There were also the excited shouts of kids.
Between the mixed reek of perfume, hairspray, and aftershave, and the children screaming, Henry would be miserable. I was not looking forward to this, not at all.
John slipped forward, so that he led the way as we reached the clusters of people in our front yard.
The moving van engines were off. Some people were standing around eating, others calling at the kids to stop running. The children chased each other over the lawn, kicking up clouds of dust, shrieking as they ducked and weaved in a game of tag amongst the grown-ups.
Men unloaded boxes and furniture, and carried them through the open garage door or propped-open front door.
A guy with the longest sideburns I'd ever seen hailed John.
John waved, but instead of introducing Henry and me, called out, "They need water and rest." As he maneuvered us quickly through the crowd, he said in an undertone to me, "That was Glenn. Laura's dad."
He's shielding us. I felt uncomfortable from all the curious stares. None of the teenagers I could see carried cell phones or other electronic devices. But they all had a plain silver ring like the ones Matthew and John wore. Oh, no. Everyone's wearing purity rings. How long before I get hassled to put one on? There was no way I was confessing to Pastor Andervender anything about my messed-up relationship with Trent.
Our house was rather empty of people despite the heat (though crammed with boxes). Henry made gagging noises due to the stink of perfumes mixed with swamp. Echoes of grunts and bangs and thuds could be heard from all over the house. The swamp coolers were on full blast, but the air was warm and sticky.
I peered down the hall to the bedrooms when we reached the kitchen archway. The lack of windows and skylights made all the halls dim even on the brightest day. Likely Sydney had found it even darker in the winter.
The kitchen smelled of boiled corn and fried chicken. We went in to a chorus of greetings from the women gathered there. I noticed Gena stood at the group's center. Everyone wore dresses styled like Gena's, except for Mom.
"Hello, kids," Gena said. "How was the walk?"
"Longer than expected," John said. Then he tensed as he caught sight of someone.
I followed his gaze to a lone teenage girl. Considering how hostile John looks, it must be Laura. Laura had glossy blond hair and pale skin, and a sweet expression that reminded me of a doll.
Mom said, "Get yourselves some lunch. There's still lots."
Henry grabbed a paper plate. The counters and tables were covered with food—macaroni salad, three bean salad, chili, platters of chicken and corn, a quivering green fruit gelatin, five kinds of potato salad, and other good things.
John and I lingered under the kitchen archway. I'd temporarily lost my appetite, all too aware of being sweaty and dusty.
Henry finished filling his plate. John had to pass by Laura to open the back door for Henry, and ignored her.
How did someone so passive manage to get John so pissed?
Laura poked nervously at the salad on her plate. She glanced over at Gena—while a thin woman standing next to Laura (her mother?) gave her a hug of reassurance—then back down.
"John," Gena said. "Could you please double-check that the movers had a chance to eat. I wouldn't want anyone to miss out."
"Sure," John said. He said to me, "Thanks for explaining Asperger's to me," and grabbed a dinner roll before leaving.
Mom fidgeted. Gena gave Mom a pat of encouragement on her arm, which made my stomach sink. Here it comes, whatever it is. Mom said, "The teachers of the church school are here. It's a very good program, better than the public high schools."
I thought about Ben's phone number programmed into my cell phone. With his guidance I'd be able to navigate Juan Tabo. "Sorry, but I'm going to Juan Tabo High School for my senior year."
The women stirred. They must have expected me to take the bait to argue about the quality of their school.
I watched Mom give Gena a panicked look, and try again. "The First Beginnings school is excellent. You'll be going there in the fall."
You shouldn't have done that, Mom, I'm not going to pretend to agree so you don't lose face. I said as gently as I could, "I'm going to Juan Tabo."
Gena stepped in with a smile showing too much teeth. "We'll talk about your going to the church school later, and—"
"The church school isn't a good fit for everyone," John said from the archway. Gena motioned for him to shut up, but he went on. "Sydney was miserable there."
"John!" Gena said.
He'd given me an opportunity to get things out into the open. I said to Gena, "Who's Sydney?"
Laura dropped her fork onto her plate and covered her mouth. Everyone else stopped eating as well.
Finally, Gena managed, "She was a girl at our church who is gone."
John stormed off.
I tried to act clueless. "Henry and I noticed his bedroom closet smells of rose perfume." This made all but Mom and Gena quietly put their plates in the garbage, and leave the kitchen with excuses about needing to help with the kids.
Once we were alone, just the three of us, I said, "Did Sydney live here? Why does everyone look so upset?"
Mom said, "Sydney did live here, but she had a terrible accident in January and died. Everyone is still very upset about it."
I bet that's what they all call it now—"the accident."
Mom added, "And you must not tell what you know to Henry. I don't want him asking continual questions of everyone. You know how he gets—he'll just keep asking and asking."
I decided I'd push one step further. "What kind of accident? Is the house safe?"
Mom made a face, and I knew she wanted to yell in frustration. But instead Mom got out, "Don't be morbid, Marian. Believe me, the house is safe."
The kitchen felt too small. All I could think about was Sydney, so full of despair that she killed herself, and Mom and Gena calling it an "accident." I said, "I think I'll go out back to rest. The heat took away my appetite."
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I found the backyard strangely empty. Perhaps everyone had been told to stay out of it, or else few people wanted to go through the house of a dead girl to get to it.
I was almost across the cracked patio, when Mom followed me out.
Mom called out, "Come back here. We're not done talking."
I pointed at Henry, who sat under the shade of the house with his notepad, counting birds.
Mom shook her head, the I-don't-care-if-he-hears shake.
I waited for Mom to start the fight.
"You're going to the church school," Mom said. "That's final."
"How about if we talk about this later?"
"There's nothing to talk about. You're going to the same school Henry is." Mom folded her arms. "If you make things difficult, we'll ground you until you see reason." Mom's eyes flicked toward the cell phone on my belt.
So, they've started thinking about taking away my phone. I resisted the urge to protectively cover it with my hand.
Mom continued. "I don't want to hear any more talk about Juan Tabo. It's rude, like their school isn't good enough for you. You'll do fine getting into college."
My throat constricted. "You're the one who said I'd be going to that stupid church school, not me." I walked away toward the apple tree.
Henry had his hands over his ears.
I jumped when Mom's hand grabbed my shoulder, and spun me around.
There were tears on Mom's lashes. "Why can't you get along? Why do you always have to make things difficult? This is important to me, and to your dad. We're trying to help Henry."
I thought of Andervender's seizure of Henry while Mom and Dad watched. Rage welled inside me.
"Well?" Mom cried out. "Why are you looking at me like that?"
I turned away.
Mom said, "You didn't even give them a chance to show you the school. Gena said you're acting spoiled and unfair."
I whirled around. "Screw fair! You let those creeps touch Henry!" My whole body shook so badly I couldn't walk.
Mom fled back into the house.
I saw Henry sitting with his fingers stuck in his ears, eyes down, rocking. Once my shakes slowed, I went over to him and gently tugged his fingers out of his ears. I said, "Let's go count the birds in the apple tree."
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/49725 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!