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    As seventeen-year-old Riley MacPherson rushes to the side of her brother who has been gravely injured in Iraq, she recalls their growing up years when he was her protector and best friend. Why did that relationship fall apart? She longs for a second chance to connect with her brother, not realizing that family secrets may prevent them from ever having that closeness again.
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  “What happens if lightning hits the plane?” The little girl turned from the window to look at her brother, who sat between us. I recognized the expression in her worried brown eyes. She thought her big brother, who was at most nine or ten, had all the answers. The two of them reminded me of Danny and myself when we were kids, although they looked nothing at all like we did. They were both redheads, while Danny had been—and still was—blue-eyed and flaxen-haired, and I was a brown-eyed brunette. Still, the way the girl turned to her brother, the way she looked up at him as though he was the smartest boy in the world … that had been me and Danny.


  The truth was, right now nearly everything I saw or heard or felt reminded me of my brother.


  “It’s not going to hit the plane,” the boy said. “At least it better not.” He turned to look at me as though I might know the answer, but I’d been wondering the same thing. Here we were, suspended thirty-five thousand feet above the Atlantic on a pitch-black night, while lightning pierced the sky like knife blades outside our small window.


  “I’m not sure what happens,” I said. I was only seventeen. This was my first flight ever and I’d had no time to prepare myself for the experience, nor did I really care. The flight wasn’t important. It was getting to the hospital in Germany that mattered. “But the one thing I do know,” I said to the children, “is that the pilot’s had lots of training and has probably flown through hundreds of storms. He’ll know what he’s doing.”


  “Right.” The boy looked at his sister with a grown-up sort of confidence that touched me, because surely he was afraid, too. Their mother was in front of us with two younger children, one of whom had not stopped crying since we took off a little more than an hour ago. “The pilot’s had tons of training for storms and stuff,” the boy said to the wide-eyed little girl. “He’s probably been through lots worse than this.”


  The plane suddenly dipped like a roller coaster and the little girl let out a cry. Her brother took her hand. I wished I had someone to hold mine. While I considered myself an adult in all other matters, tonight I felt like a child.


  I shut my eyes and rested my head against the back of the seat. It was going to be a very long night.


  “Excuse me, miss?”


  I opened my eyes to see one of the flight attendants standing next to my seat. The pin on her collar said JULIANNE, but she looked too old for the name. Her chin-length brown hair was dusted with wisps of white. “Yes?” I said.


  The plane gave a toss to the left and Julianne held onto the back of the seat in front of me to stay upright. “Is your name Riley MacPherson?” she asked.


  Oh, God. I wanted to tell her “no” to stop whatever words she was about to say next. Her smile was warm, though. She wouldn’t be smiling if she had terrible news. Besides, how could she possibly know anything?


  “Yes.” I spoke so quietly I was sure she couldn’t hear me over the sound of the engine and the wailing toddler in the seat in front of me.


  “Please get your carry-on and come with me,” she said. “We’re moving you.” Her smile was wide now, but my heart nearly stopped beating. Why would they move me? Could they have gotten word in the cockpit that Danny had died and they wanted to tell me in private?


  The plane took a nauseating tumble as I got to my feet, and Julianne had to help me pull my small, hastily packed suitcase out of the overhead bin. I waved good-bye to the little girl and her brother. I tried to smile at them, but I knew by the flat expressions they gave me in return that I had failed. I followed Julianne up the long aisle of the plane, my eyes already filling with tears.


  We reached the curtain that separated the economy cabin from first class, and she pulled it aside. I followed her into the dim and far quieter atmosphere of first class.


  Julianne suddenly stopped walking. “This is your new seat,” she said, pointing to two roomy, leather, first-class seats, both of them empty. She took my suitcase from my hand and lifted it easily into the overhead bin. “Go ahead,” she said. “Sit down and buckle up.”


  “I don’t understand,” I said, lowering myself into the aisle seat. “I didn’t pay for—”


  “Move over and I’ll explain.” She motioned toward the window seat and I slid into it. As she sat down next to me, the light above our seats illuminated her gray eyes and the freckles on the bridge of her nose. “Buckle your seat belt,” she reminded me.


  I did as she asked, my gaze never leaving her face as I tried to read her expression.


  “So, you spoke with one of the other flight attendants when you boarded,” she said, once I was safely buckled in. “Robert?”


  “I don’t know his name,” I said.


  “Well, he told me where you’re going and why.” She smoothed a strand of her hair behind her ear. “I have a nephew in Afghanistan,” she said. “I’m really close to him—it’s like he’s my own son—and I can picture myself in your place all too easily.”


  “Oh,” I said, relieved. She didn’t know anything about Danny’s condition. I would be able to live in welcome ignorance for another six hours or so.


  “I’m so glad we had empty seats up here in first class,” Julianne said. “That doesn’t happen very often, and we want you to be comfortable on this flight.”


  “That’s so nice of you,” I said.


  She started to stand up, then stopped herself. “Why are you alone, though?” she asked, her forehead lined with worry. “You’re only … how old are you?”


  “Seventeen.”


  “And you look even younger than that. Are your parents … is your family already over there?”


  I shook my head. “They couldn’t come,” I said, “so I told them I would go, but I’m afraid by the time I get there …”


  “Shh.” She squeezed my hand where it rested on my thigh. “Only positive thoughts, okay?” she said. “Can I announce it? We can get this whole plane full of people praying for your brother. What’s his name? Or is that too private?”


  “Danny,” I said, overwhelmed by the thought of a planeful of prayers. They couldn’t hurt. “Daniel MacPherson.”


  “Were you close?”


  I winced at her use of the past tense. Once again, I wondered if she knew something I didn’t.


  “Yes, we’re close,” I said, although it wasn’t the truth. Somehow my brother and I had lost our closeness. I felt as though I didn’t know him any longer.


  “I hope he’ll come through this okay.” Julianne got to her feet. “What can I get you to drink?” she asked. “And here.” She took a pillow from another empty seat and dropped it next to me. “Here’s an extra pillow for you.”


  I tucked the pillow between my shoulder and the window. “Nothing to drink right now, thank you,” I said.


  “You need anything at all, you just call for me, all right?” Another spear of lightning cut across the sky outside the window, illuminating her face.


  “I do have a question maybe you could answer,” I said.


  She raised her eyebrows, waiting.


  “Can lightning strike the plane?” I asked.


  She laughed as she sat down again. “Lightning hits planes all the time,” she said. “It just bounces off, so nothing to worry about. And anyway, most of that lightning is far, far away from us. The pilot’s doing all she can to avoid the storms.”


  “She?” I asked, surprised.


  “Captain Hobert. She’s been flying forever.” She smiled as she got to her feet. “She’s even older than me, so you know she’s seen her share of storms.”


  Once Julianne left, I got up and walked back to the economy section of the plane. The aisle seemed even longer to me now as I made my way to my old seat. I sat down next to the boy.


  “Where did you go?” the little girl asked. Either she or her brother had pulled the shade on the window, and I guessed they didn’t want to watch the light show any longer.


  “I’m sitting up there now.” I pointed toward the front of the plane. “But I wanted to let you know that I found out that lightning strikes planes all the time and nothing bad ever happens. It just bounces right off.”


  The boy smiled. “Cool.” He turned to his sister. “I told you it was nothing to worry about.”


  “And our pilot is a woman,” I added.


  “No way!” He looked a little worried about that revelation, but I felt comforted. I thought a woman would be less likely to take risks in a storm. She would get us safely where we needed to go.


  By the time I returned to my new seat, the plane was rocking and rolling worse than ever and I buckled my seat belt tightly across my hips. I wrapped up in the thin blue blanket Julianne had given me, pulled the shade against the storm outside, and shut my eyes. Just as I was beginning to drift off to sleep, the loudspeaker coughed to life.


  “Ladies and gentlemen,” a female voice said. I thought it was Julianne, but the sound was scratchy and it was hard to tell. “We have a traveler with us today who could use your best wishes. She’s only seventeen and she’s flying on her own to her brother’s bedside in Germany. He was gravely injured in Iraq. I hope you’ll hold him in your thoughts.”


  Gravely injured. I heard almost nothing after she said those words.


  A few people came to talk to me. Each of them sat in the seat next to me, and although I’d thought I only wanted to sleep my way through this flight, I was glad for their company. A man who had flown helicopters in Vietnam told me he was praying for Danny. “He’ll make it,” he said, as if he knew this for a fact, “but he’ll be changed. He’ll need your love and acceptance.”


  Changed how? I wanted to ask. I could see darkness in the man’s eyes, and I thought he knew what he was talking about. I was afraid of his answer, though, so I only thanked him for his prayers.


  One woman gave me her rosary. Another, a little Jehovah’s Witness pamphlet. A very old man gave me a small pastry his wife had made. I accepted anything I was given, tucking them all into my purse like good luck charms.


  Then the little boy came to see me. “Are you the lady they talked about?” he asked. “The one with the brother?”


  “Yes.” I motioned toward the empty seat next to me, inviting him to sit down.


  “What does ‘gravely’ mean?” he asked.


  “It means he could die,” I said.


  “I was afraid that’s what it meant.” He looked worried. “I hope he doesn’t,” he added. “You’re really nice. I wish only good things happened to nice people.”


  “I like how you take care of your sister,” I said.


  “She’s really afraid of thunderstorms.”


  “I was, too, when I was her age,” I said. “You should probably go back to her. Thank you for coming up here to see me.”


  I was tired and pretended to sleep to put an end to the visitors, but I knew I would never be able to sleep on this flight now. After a while, I lifted my window shade and saw a flash of lightning that seemed to fill the whole sky with its ragged silver fingers. It was enough to make me gasp out loud. With a shudder, I lowered the shade again, hoping the little girl still had hers closed. With any luck, by now she was sleeping soundly.


  I was six years old, the age of that little girl, when my parents decided I should no longer fear thunderstorms. Storms were frequent in New Bern, North Carolina, where we lived, and when they came at night, I would leave my bedroom, race down the hall to their room, and crawl into their bed with them. It had become something of a ritual, one that turned a scary night into a rare night of closeness with my parents. The night I turned six, however, that changed. We’d gone out to dinner to celebrate my birthday, and I’d fallen asleep feeling happy, excited by my gifts and an overdose of sugary birthday cake. I woke up with lightning blazing through my room and the thunder so close that I felt it booming in my chest. Grabbing my teddy bear, I ran from my room. I screamed the entire way down the hall and burst into my parents’ room, breathless with relief.


  “No.” Daddy was quiet but firm as I started to climb into their bed. “You have to stay in your own bed tonight.” Next to him, my mother was asleep, or perhaps only pretending to be. I could see her closed eyes as the lightning swept across the bed. I knew she’d been down after we came home from my birthday dinner. That was the word Daddy used to describe her when she was sad. Your mom is down today, he’d say, and Danny and I knew that meant we should be good, entertain ourselves, and stay out of her way.


  “But Daddy, I’m scared!” I couldn’t believe he was changing the rules so abruptly.


  “Shh.” Daddy got out of bed and put on his slippers. He took my hand and led me back into the hall, shutting their bedroom door behind him. I thought he might walk me back to my room and stay with me there, but no. He let go of my hand and looked down at me, his face hard to see in the dark hallway. “You’re six years old now, Riley,” he said. “A big girl. In a couple of months you’ll graduate from kindergarten. It’s time you got over being afraid of storms. We’re not doing you any favors, letting you stay with us. Now go back to your room.”


  I didn’t budge. I held Teddy tightly against my chest as I looked up at my father, trying to make out his features in the darkness. He seemed so much bigger than me at that moment, and I needed that protective bigness. He reached down and took me by the shoulder, turning me in the direction of my room.


  “Go on, Riley,” he said, as I took one baby step into the dark hallway. “That’s a good brave girl,” he added, and when I turned to look at him, he’d stepped back into the bedroom and shut the door behind him.


  I had taken one more small step when a clap of thunder suddenly shook the house. I froze, paralyzed, in the hallway, Teddy clutched in my arms.


  “Riley?”


  I jumped at the sound of my name and turned to see Danny standing in the doorway to his room. He looked ghostly, his white-blond hair and fair skin standing out in the darkness of the hall, but I was thrilled to see him.


  “I’m scared,” I said.


  “You can stay with me.” He held his hand out to me and I grabbed it as if he were saving me from drowning. We walked together into his dark room and my bare feet seemed to find every Lego and Matchbox car scattered on his floor, but I didn’t care. I climbed onto his bed as a bolt of lightning lit up the sky outside his window, and I buried my head in his pillow.


  “Pull the shade!” I shouted.


  “Shh!” he said. “They’ll hear you.”


  “Pull it,” I whispered, and he got into bed beside me and pulled the shade closed.


  “I like to watch the storms,” he said.


  He was so brave! I couldn’t imagine watching those streaks of lightning on purpose. I wondered if I’d miraculously become brave when I was ten, too.


  “It’s too dark in here,” I said, my voice muffled by his pillow.


  He reached behind the bed and turned on his reading lamp. I saw his Game Boy on his night table. His prize possession.


  “Check this out,” he said. He lay down next to me, holding his hands in the air above us.


  I rolled onto my back. “What are you doing?” I asked.


  He nodded toward the animal-shaped shadow he’d formed on the wall. “What is it?” he asked.


  “A dog?” I guessed.


  “No, stupid. Look how long its head is.”


  “A horse!”


  “Right! Want me to show you how to make one?”


  For the next half hour, we made shadow puppets on the wall. Horses, ducks, dogs. We made them talk to each other. Danny’s horse told a lot of stupid ten-year-old-boy fart jokes, and mine told insipid knock-knock jokes, which were the only jokes I knew. Before long, the storm was over, and I was asleep with a smile on my face, breathing in my big brother’s scent from his pillow.


  I yawned my way through kindergarten the next day after talking and laughing with Danny for so much of the night. When I got home that afternoon, I found my mother sitting on the sofa in front of the TV, a cup of coffee in her hand and her brown hair sticking up every which way all around her head. I smelled dinner cooking in the Crock-Pot. Our house always smelled like a Crock-Pot meal. Every morning, Mom would toss a chicken or a hunk of meat into the pot, along with vegetables and a can of cream of mushroom soup. She loved the easiness of it. She had no energy for cooking.


  One of her soap operas was on the TV, and I knew she was still down, but she smiled at me.


  “Hi, baby,” she said. “Did you have good day?”


  “Yes.” I climbed onto the couch to sit next to her and rested my head on her arm.


  “Be careful,” she said. “You’ll make me spill.”


  I backed away a little. Then I touched her thumbnail. “Your nail polish is coming off,” I said.


  She examined her nails. “So it is,” she said with a shrug. “I don’t really care.”


  “Can we paint my nails today?” I asked. It had been a long time since she painted my nails.


  “How about when summer comes?” she suggested. “We could paint your toenails then, too, since you’ll be wearing sandals.”


  “That’s so far away.”


  “It’s right around the corner.” She sounded sad when she said that, and she let out a long sigh. “Could you do me a big favor, honey?” she asked.


  “What?”


  “You know where I keep my pills? That drawer by Daddy’s and my bed?”


  “Uh huh.” She had two bottles of pills in that drawer and a few more on the windowsill in the kitchen.


  “Could you run upstairs and get them for me?” She brushed my hair off my forehead. “Would you do that for me, please?”


  I couldn’t believe she was asking me to get her medicine! Sometimes she asked Danny, but this was a first for me and it made me feel very grown up. It probably had to do with turning six, I thought. “The tall bottle or the short bottle?” I asked as I got down from the couch.


  “The tall one,” she said. “Thank you, honey. I’m too tired to move today.”


  When I got to the top of the stairs, Daddy walked out of his office. “Hey, Sunshine!” he said. “Come see the new lighter I got today.”


  I followed him into his office, which was easily the most interesting room in our house. I wasn’t allowed to be in that room by myself, although I never understood why not. Daddy was a collector, but his collections were locked behind glass doors, so I didn’t see how I could hurt them. On one side of the room he had his cigarette lighter collection, and on the other side, his compasses, which weren’t nearly as interesting. Against the wall he had his violin collection—five violins in cases. They were the least interesting to me because I couldn’t see them. He never took them out of the cases. “They’re too valuable,” he said. I didn’t understand the point of collecting something you couldn’t even look at.


  Daddy had taught me to be a collector as well. I’d found a stray dog in the woods behind our house, but my mother was allergic to dogs, so we couldn’t keep it. I was inconsolably upset, so my father bought me a tiny statue of a dog and that was the start of my collection. I kept my little ceramic dogs in a case he built for me. It was much smaller than his cases and lacked a lock, but I loved it anyway.


  “Come see,” he said now, as he took his seat behind his desk. I stood at the side of his desk, my hands hooked together behind my back, while he opened a small cardboard box. Boxes arrived for him nearly every day. He pulled out some Bubble Wrap and I leaned forward to see what was beneath it. He lifted a little silver teapot from the box, and I smiled. The teapot was the perfect size for my dolls to use when we played “kitchen,” but I wasn’t allowed to play with any of the things my father collected, especially not the lighters.


  “It’s so cute!” I smiled as I touched the teapot’s black handle. “How does it work?”


  He pressed the small knob on the lid of the teapot and flame shot from the spout. I laughed. “It’s my favorite one!” I said.


  “I thought the fish lighter was your favorite? Or the dragon?”


  I looked toward the glass case that nearly covered one whole wall in the room. I did love that dragon lighter. “All three are my favorites,” I said.


  “Fair enough.” He smiled as he lowered the teapot back in the box.


  “Oh!” I’d almost forgotten why I’d come upstairs. “I have to get Mommy’s pills.”


  He lost his smile. “She asked you to do that?”


  “Uh huh.”


  He moved the box with the teapot in it to the other side of his desk. His lips were pressed together hard and I could tell he didn’t think I was old enough to get my mother’s pills. I thought that’s what he was going to say when he finally opened his mouth, but instead he said, “You know which ones she wants?”


  “The tall bottle.”


  “Okay,” he said, but I knew he still thought I was too young to be trusted with a task so big.


  My parents’ room always smelled of my father’s aftershave. It was a woodsy scent that I loved, and I breathed it in as I sat down on my mother’s side of the bed and opened her night table drawer. When I lifted the tall bottle of pills, I saw a photograph beneath it. I rested the bottle in my lap and pulled out the picture. It was small, no bigger than the palm of my hand. In it, my mother stood behind a little girl about my age. The girl held a violin at her side. Her hair was pale blond, like Danny’s, and she looked happy, although her smile wasn’t nearly as big as my mother’s. My mother seemed almost like a stranger in the picture, her smile was so wide. I didn’t think I’d ever seen her look that happy. She was bending over, her arm across the little girl’s chest, and they both looked into the camera. A million questions raced through my mind. Did Daddy take this picture? Who was this girl who could put such a smile on my mother’s face? My mother loved her, I was sure of it. Why didn’t Mom ever hold me that way? Why couldn’t I make her smile like that? Was it the violin? Did Mom love the girl because she could play it? I wondered if I could ask my mother who the girl was, but I looked at the pill bottle in my lap and thought I’d better not. There was something unsafe about asking my mother hard questions.


  I set the tall bottle of pills on the night table and then I turned the picture upside down on the very bottom of the drawer. I covered it over with everything else I could find in the drawer—the other pill bottle, a scarf, some handkerchiefs, some pens. I hoped Mom would forget the picture was there. Whoever that girl was, I didn’t like her. I felt as though she’d stolen my mother.


  A couple of hours later, we sat in the dining room eating the chicken and potatoes that had been cooking in the Crock-Pot all day. Daddy cut the skin off my chicken and moved the revolting chunks of mushroom to the side of my plate as he asked Danny and me about our day at school. My mother seemed a thousand miles away from our conversation. Suddenly, though, she came to life.


  “Oh, my!” She pointed toward the china cabinet on the other side of the room from where she sat. “Look how the sunlight is filling the china cabinet, showing all the dust on the glass shelves!” she said. “Now how does dust get into a closed china cabinet?”


  “Dust gets everywhere,” Daddy said. “It even gets in my locked cabinets upstairs.”


  “I’m going to have to take everything out of there and clean those shelves,” Mom said. “And I’m sure the dust is all over the Franciscan Ware, too.” She’d stopped eating, setting down her fork, mesmerized by the cabinet.


  Daddy followed her gaze. “I don’t understand why we don’t use those plates for everyday if you love them so much,” he said.


  My mother smiled. “This from the man who has three enormous padlocked cabinets full of collectibles,” she said, and Daddy laughed.


  “Touché,” he said.


  “What does that mean?” Danny asked.


  “It means she’s right.” My father looked happy, and I thought it had something to do with my mother’s all-too-rare smile.


  “I don’t know what’s so special about them plates,” Danny said.


  “‘Those plates,’” Daddy corrected him.


  Mom stood up from the table and walked to the china cabinet. The door creaked as she pulled it open, and she reached inside toward the Franciscan Ware. I hoped she would pick up one of my favorites, and sure enough, she pulled out a crescent-shaped salad bowl and brought it back to the table. The plate was a creamy white color with bold red apples, green leaves, and brown stems painted around the rim. I loved those plates. Even at six years old, I felt something like nostalgia for them. They were as familiar to me as my parents and brother, something that had always been in our house, in that creaky old china cabinet, and I knew they were special.


  My mother held the crescent-shaped dish cupped in her hands above the table. “They were a wedding gift for my parents,” she said. “A hundred pieces. Can you imagine that? My mother never broke one in all her years of marriage, and I’ve never broken one either.”


  “That’s because they’re always locked up in the cabinet,” Daddy teased.


  “Every one of them is hand painted,” my mother said to Danny and me as though she hadn’t heard my father’s comment. “Can you imagine the work that went into them? No one has the patience for that sort of work these days.” She ran her fingers over the rim of the dish. “I have a lot of lovely memories attached to them from when I was a child.” She set the dish down carefully next to her water glass and looked across the table at my father. “But Daddy’s right,” she said. “We should use them every day and enjoy them. We just need to be very careful with them. After dinner, I’ll take them into the kitchen and wash off the dust and they’ll become our everyday dishes, like they were when I was a little girl.” She looked dreamy.


  “I’ll help you!” I said. “I can dry!” I liked drying dishes because it usually meant we were together in the kitchen, just the two of us, and sometimes a whole different side of my mother emerged. She’d bend over to kiss my forehead or we’d sing a song together. I didn’t see it often, that happy, peaceful, loving side of her, but even at six, I tried to set the stage for it as often as I could. I craved her smile and her voice lifted in song. I craved that kiss on my forehead.


  “Okay,” she said, “you can dry, but you have to do it sitting at the table so you don’t drop any of the plates.”


  “Okay,” I agreed, excited. One hundred pieces. I would have her all to myself for a very long time.


  Daddy helped carry all the dishes into the kitchen, where he and Mom stacked them on the counter. He got a box and put our everyday dishes into it to make room for the Franciscan Ware. “We’ll still keep the serving dishes in the china cabinet,” Mom said as she filled the sink with hot soapy water. “We don’t have enough room for all of them in here.” She spread dish towels on the kitchen table. “When you finish drying each piece, you stack it carefully on the dish towels, all right?” she said to me.


  I sat down at the table and she handed me a dish towel to dry with. Then she began washing the dishes, one by one. She’d rinse each piece in hot water, then hand it to me, making sure it was securely in my hands before she let go. I tenderly dried each plate or dish or cup and stacked them so carefully on the table that I couldn’t hear one piece touch another. She smiled at me as though she knew I understood how important the plates were. I would carry the memory of her smile around with me for days. It wasn’t the same as that joyful expression she wore in the picture of the little violin girl, but it said “I love you” just the same. At least I told myself it did.


  She told me stories about the plates, how she remembered family dinners with a cousin who could read the tea leaves in the bottom of one of the cups, or an uncle whose toupee fell into the gravy boat. She was in her own world, a place where the memories were happy and pure. I tried hard to get in there with her, but although I came close that evening, I lacked the key to the final door. I didn’t even know where to begin looking for it.


  When I got home from school the following day, I ran upstairs to change into my play clothes. Daddy was working on his computer in his office and Mom’s car was gone. I planned to ride my bike, but when I ran into the backyard in my shorts and t-shirt, I heard Danny call my name from the magnolia tree by the fence. The tree was so full of big leathery green leaves that I couldn’t see him. I walked across the yard until I was beneath the branches and I looked up to see him high above me.


  “Can I come up?” I asked, then reminded him, “I’m six now.” The last time I’d asked if I could climb the tree, he’d said five was too young. The truth was, neither one of us was supposed to be up there.


  “Okay,” he said. Excited, I reached for one of the low branches. “Not that one,” he said. “Before you grab a branch, you have to figure out where you’ll go from there. You have to think ahead.” He tapped his temple, then pointed to a different branch, one that was level with my waist. “Start with that one,” he said.


  It took me a few tries to climb onto the branch, and Danny’s laughter didn’t make it any easier. I was out of breath by the time I had a foothold. Holding onto the trunk of the tree, I stood up straight, my head knocking into the big leaves surrounding me on all sides. I looked down to see how far I’d come. The soles of my sneakers were slippery against the bark.


  “Okay, now see that branch there?” Danny pointed to my left. A half-eaten strawberry Twizzler dangled from his hand. “Get to that one next.”


  I grabbed the branch, ignoring the rough feel of the bark against my hands. I wasn’t going to fail at this. I was determined to reach the branch he was sitting on to show him I could do it.


  I kept climbing. I was nearly to his branch when I thought I might have to give up, but he pulled me up by my arm, which felt like it was going to pop right out of my shoulder. Finally, I made it. I sat next to him on a fat branch a mile above the ground, grinning and breathing hard. Looking down was scary—how would I ever get back to the ground?—so I looked around me instead. We were in a beautiful leafy room all our own.


  Danny wasn’t admiring the scenery, though. He held his Game Boy on his thigh, madly pushing the buttons as he chewed the rest of his Twizzler. He had the Game Boy’s sound turned off, and I knew that was so our parents wouldn’t realize he was up here, but he was playing with his usual zeal, and I folded my hands in my lap, growing a little bored. “What are you playing?” I asked.


  “Donkey Kong.” He pushed a few buttons and shook the Game Boy, as though that might somehow help him win.


  “Can I play?” He never let me play with his Game Boy, but since he was being nice to me today, I thought it was worth asking.


  “You don’t know how,” he said.


  “You could teach me.”


  He glanced over at me, and then he stared at my mouth. “That tooth is going to fall out any minute,” he said, poking at my front tooth.


  “Don’t!” I covered my mouth with my hand. I’d already lost one front tooth, and it had been traumatic. Daddy’d tied one end of a long piece of thread around it and the other end to the knob on my bedroom door, and then he slammed the door shut and my tooth went flying through the air. He said it wouldn’t hurt because the tooth was ready to come out, but it did hurt. I still remembered the metallic taste of blood in my mouth.


  “I could knock it out with one little poke of my finger,” Danny said.


  I tightened my lips over my teeth, opening them only enough to say, “No.”


  He laughed. “All right. Don’t freak out.” He started in on his Game Boy again and I leaned back to look above us. There were more branches, easily within reach.


  “Do you ever climb higher in this tree?” I asked.


  “Sure,” he said, without looking up. I looked at his Game Boy to see what was so interesting. There was a monkey on the screen, running and jumping around so fast he made me dizzy.


  “I’m going to climb higher,” I said.


  “Whatever,” he said, pushing the buttons on the Game Boy. “Don’t go too high.”


  Without him to tell me which branch to step on, I felt nervous as I carefully stood up. There were a few branches in front of me, laid out almost like a set of stairs. I climbed up one and then another, and when I looked down I was staring right at the top of Danny’s white-blond head. “Look where I am!” I said.


  He leaned back to look up at me. I let go of the branch I’d been clutching to hold my arms out at my sides, like a circus performer, a proud grin on my face.


  “You’re too high,” he said. “You better come—”


  The sole of my sneaker suddenly slipped from the branch. It happened so quickly, I had no time to grab onto anything to stop my fall. Bark scraped my forearms as I fell, and my mouth bashed into a branch. I screamed. I knew how high I was. I knew I was going to land in a crumpled heap on the ground. I could already picture it.


  But Danny caught me. His arms clasped me so tightly that the breath blew out of me. I was sobbing, more from fright than from the pain of my scraped arms and the tooth that, while wobbling around in my mouth, was still somehow attached to my gums. My feet hung freely in the air as they scrabbled to find a branch, but at least I was no longer falling.


  “Don’t cry,” Danny said into my ear. “You’re safe now.” He was behind me, holding me suspended in the air. I smelled the Twizzler on his breath and felt the pressure of his arms wrapped around my rib cage like a vise. “You’re safe,” he said again. “Look at that branch. It’s right behind you. Just step back a little. That’s it.” My feet found the branch. I held onto him tightly while I tried to get my footing, only then aware that it was not only my body that was shaking. I felt the tremor running through him and knew I’d scared him as much as I’d scared myself.


  He moved my hands to the trunk of the tree. “Hold on here,” he said, letting go of me only when he knew my shivering hands were wrapped around the trunk. On the ground far below us, I saw his Game Boy and I wondered how many branches it had crashed into as it fell.


  “You’re bleeding,” he said, looking at my arms. “We need to go down.”


  Now that the worst of the fear had subsided, I felt the pain in my arms and my lips as we made our careful way out of the tree. I was crying again by the time we reached the ground. Danny picked up his Game Boy and tried to turn it on, but the screen stayed dark.


  “It’s hosed,” he said, tossing it back on the ground like he didn’t care all that much, and he took my hand and walked with me into the house. “We have to sneak upstairs to the bathroom where that spray stuff is for your arms.” I tiptoed up the stairs behind him. We could hear my father tapping on his keyboard in his office, but we ducked into the bathroom without him saying a word to us. “He probably has his earphones on,” Danny said. Daddy liked to listen to music while he worked on the computer.


  In the bathroom, Danny told me to sit on the edge of the tub. I’d finally stopped crying and now I was in awe of my ten-year-old brother, who suddenly seemed very grown up. He told me to hold my arms out in front of me, and I did. They looked skinny and pale and the skin was puckered up over the scrapes.


  “We need to rinse your arms off, but I think this is the only bad cut.” He pointed to my right arm, where two little lines of blood had cropped up. He had me hold my arms under the faucet while he ran cool water over them. He dried my hands, then suddenly said, “Look at me.” He dabbed my sore lip with a washcloth. “Open your mouth,” he said, and when I did, he pulled my tooth out so fast I didn’t even realize what he was doing. I yelped, then giggled at how sneaky he’d been. He smiled and set the tooth on the back of the sink. “They’re going to see this,” he said, pointing to my arm. “It’s too hot for you to wear long sleeves every day. Plus your mouth is all … dinged up. We have to think of a way you might have done this to yourself,” he said. “We can’t say you were in the tree.”


  “On my bike?” I suggested.


  “You’d have to be pretty stupid to fall off a bike with training wheels,” he said. “How about the steps that go up to the porch? You caught your toe on one of them and fell. Scraped yourself all up.”


  “Okay,” I said. I thought of his Game Boy, lying dead in the dusty earth beneath the tree. “I’m sorry about your Game Boy,” I said.


  He shrugged. “It’s just a thing,” he said.


  He sprayed the antiseptic on my cut arm, then looked in the direction of Daddy’s office like he could see through all the walls that separated us from him. I pictured our father surrounded by his lighters and compasses and violins.


  “They care more about things than people,” Danny said as he set the spray bottle on the sink and reached for a bandage. “I’m never going to be like that.”


  It says something about my parents that they never noticed the scrapes or bandage on my arm. They only noticed my swollen lip because I had to tell them about my tooth so I could put it in the special “Tooth Fairy Pocket” when I placed it under my pillow. The tooth fairy must have been very busy, though. It took her three nights to show up with my dollar.


  A week later, our school held its spring concert. The gymnasium was transformed into an auditorium filled with gray metal chairs that clanked against each other every time we fidgeted in our seats, and there was plenty of fidgeting going on, given the age of the children in the audience. A platform was set up at one end of the gym for the chorus to stand on so we would be able to see the singers better. The kindergarteners had the seats closest to the “stage,” so I could see my brother clearly when he sang with the fourth- and fifth-grade chorus. He looked serious, dressed in his white shirt and black pants, and he was very sincere about his singing. I could hear his voice rising above all the others as they sang “Wind Beneath My Wings,” and I sat quietly, my hands folded in my lap. I loved listening to the music and watching my brother sing louder than anyone else. I thought that his strength and confidence was a good thing. I had no idea it was the beginning of a defiance that would later rule him.


  After the chorus finished their four songs, our school’s small orchestra took the stage. Like the singers, they all wore white shirts and black pants. They stood in a row at the front of the stage and bowed to us before noisily taking their seats. I was instantly mesmerized by the three girls carrying violins. One of them had blondish hair, but she was not the girl in my mother’s photograph. Still, I stared at her and the other two violinists as they sat down. Once they started performing, those three girls were all I could see. It wasn’t the music that interested me. To be honest, it sounded screechy and hurt my ears. But I was fascinated by the way the girls held their instruments tucked beneath their chins. I loved the delicate way they held their bows and the way the bows stuck up in the air when the girls turned the pages of their music. But as I watched them, the photograph of my mother and the little girl clouded my vision. That big smile on my mother’s face. The way she hugged the girl, with her cheek pressed against the girl’s blond hair. Would my mother love me more if I played a violin? She and Daddy made me take a couple of piano lessons, but I’d hated it and they let me stop. I wondered if they’d let me try the violin instead? Maybe I could put a smile on my mother’s face and make her want to cuddle me the way she cuddled that little girl in the picture.


  When the first piece ended, the girl closest to me rested her violin on her knee and turned a peg at the end of the violin’s neck. I was fascinated. Why did she do that? Was it an on-off switch? Or maybe it controlled the violin’s volume? The girl had long glossy black hair, and she looked so self-confident as she turned the little peg and plucked one of the strings, her head close to the violin. She turned it again and I could almost feel that small black peg beneath my own fingertips.


  That afternoon, Danny and I walked home from school together, as we usually did. He hated walking with me because older kids made fun of him for hanging out with a kindergartener, and especially for holding my hand. So when we saw those kids, he’d let go of my hand and act like he hardly knew me, but as soon as they were gone, he’d take my hand again, especially when we had to cross the street.


  “How old do I have to be before I can play music at school?” I asked when we were about halfway home.


  “You have to be in the fourth grade to be in the chorus.”


  The fourth grade was so far in the future, I couldn’t even imagine it.


  “What about the other thing?” I asked. “The band thing?”


  “Orchestra,” he corrected me. “Band is different. You have to be in the fourth grade for the orchestra, too, but in the third grade you’ll learn how to play the recorder, which is the world’s most totally lame instrument.”


  I remembered how much he hated his recorder. Our mother was always after him to practice.


  “When I get to be in the band,” I said, “I mean, in the orchestra, I’m going to play the violin.”


  He let go of my hand and stopped walking altogether, looking at me like he had no idea who I was. “The violin is the lamest instrument of all.” He sounded angry and I felt embarrassed that I’d even mentioned it. He started walking faster than we had been. “Play the flute or something,” he said, ignoring my hand when I reached for his. “Anything but the stupid violin!”


  “Okay,” I promised, but I couldn’t keep up with his quick, angry strides and I wasn’t sure he heard me. Anyway, I knew as soon as the word left my mouth that this was one promise I was going to break.


  I had never paid much attention to the violins in my father’s office, always being lured by the cute lighters and the slightly less interesting compasses, but now they were all I could think about. When we got home from school that day, Danny went to his room to build something with his Legos and Mom was parked in front of her soap opera.


  “Where’s Daddy?” I asked my mother. I planned to ask him if I could see the violins.


  “At the RV park,” my mother said, her gaze never leaving the television. Daddy worked at a motor-home park sometimes.


  I walked quietly up the stairs, knowing I was about to break one of the most sacred rules in our house: I was going into our father’s office alone.


  I tiptoed into the office, shutting the door behind me. Then I sat down cross-legged in front of the five violins where they leaned against the wall, trying to decide which of them I should look at first. Only one case had a tag on it. The white tag was covered in clear plastic, and I leaned forward for a better look. On one side of the tag, someone had drawn a purple flower. A name and address was on the other side. I recognized my last name: MacPherson. The first name was L-I-S-A. Who was that? The address was too hard for me to read, but I knew it wasn’t my address. It wasn’t even a North Carolina address. North Carolina was NC. This address was VA. Maybe L-I-S-A was my mother’s sister or cousin or someone? Could she be the little blond girl in the picture?


  I took the case from where it rested against the wall and set it on the floor in front of me. I felt a thrill as I opened the latches and lifted the top of the case. The violin was so beautiful, with its pretty shape and warm reddish-brown wood, but it was much too big to have belonged to the little girl in the picture, and it was certainly too big for me. I’d never be able to hold it under my chin the way the girls in the orchestra had held theirs. Still, I wanted to try. I lifted the violin from the case, surprised by how awkward it was to hold. It took both my hands to try to fit it beneath my chin and it kept slipping down my chest. I stared at it in frustration. There were those pegs the girl in the school orchestra had turned. They’d made no noise, I remembered. It would be safe to play with them.


  I turned one of the pegs just a tiny bit and one of the strings popped off with such force that it slapped me in the face. It didn’t hurt, not really, but it surprised me to the point that I yelped and scrambled to my feet, dropping the violin to the floor.


  “What was that?” my mother called up the stairs.


  “I don’t know,” I shouted back, hoping she thought my voice was coming from my room rather than Daddy’s office. I stared at the violin on the floor. I didn’t think it was broken except for the string, but when I picked it up I saw a little ding on the side of the wood. I heard my mother’s footsteps on the stairs. Quickly, I put the violin back in its case, my hands shaking. My mother’s footsteps reached the hallway. I almost had the violin fully in the case now, but when I closed the lid, that broken string stuck out, and when I hurriedly rested the case against the wall, it fell over.


  My mother opened the door. “What are you doing in this room?” she asked.


  “Nothing,” I said.


  “You know you’re not supposed to be in here without Daddy.”


  “He always lets me look at the compasses and lighters,” I said.


  Mom’s eyes were on the violin with the tag and I knew the moment she spotted the loose string.


  “What did you do?” she screamed.


  I backed away until I butted up against my father’s desk and could move no farther. My parents never spanked us, but I had the feeling today was the day that would change. I saw Danny in the doorway, his pale blue eyes as big as I’d ever seen them.


  “I didn’t do anything,” I said in a small voice.


  My mother was down on the floor next to the violin case. I watched helplessly as she opened it, and there was my handiwork. She lifted the wounded instrument into the air and gasped when she saw the little ding on the bottom. My whole body went stiff because I was sure she was going to hit me. Instead, she started sobbing. She held the violin in her arms like it was a baby. Danny and I looked at each other, both of us frozen with fear, unsure what would happen next. We watched as our mother finally seemed to pull herself together, her steady tears turning to an occasional gulping sob. She placed the violin tenderly back in the case. She seemed completely lost in her own world and oblivious to me, and I wondered if I could somehow escape.


  Danny motioned to me with a small wave, and I had taken one step toward him, when she roared up like an angry bear, towering above me. “Don’t you dare leave!” she shouted. “Don’t you dare even think of leaving this room. How many times have you been told never to touch anything in this office? Now you’ve ruined it. You’ve …”


  “It can be fixed,” Danny said from the doorway.


  “What do you know?” she snapped at him, then turned to me again. “This is the most terrible thing you could do to me,” she said. “To your father and me.”


  “Are you going to hit me?” I almost wanted her to. I wanted to feel the sting of a slap instead of the sting of her words.


  She grabbed my shoulders and shook me hard. “I can’t even think of a way to punish you that matches this crime!” she shouted.


  Danny turned and I heard him running down the stairs. I didn’t blame him for trying to get away from her, but I felt deserted. Then suddenly from downstairs came the loudest crash. It seemed to echo up the stairs, and a second crash followed. My mother let go of me, turning her head in the direction of the sound. She ran out the door and down the stairs and I stood where I was, terrified, gripping the edge of my father’s desk behind me. I heard her screaming and shouting, while beneath her fury, Danny yelled words I couldn’t understand. I left the office and walked quietly down the stairs. From the bottom step I could see through the living room and into the kitchen, where two of the Franciscan Ware plates lay in pieces on the tiled kitchen floor. I couldn’t see my mother, but Danny stood in the center of the room, holding a third plate in his hands above his head. He was ready to smash it as well, and I knew he had saved me from my fate upstairs. Or at least he had tried.


  Now he’d be facing a fate of his own.


  The lights in the hospital corridor emitted a weird yellow glow that reflected off the nurse’s glasses as she described Danny’s condition to me. It seemed like only minutes since a car had met me at the airport and whisked me to the hospital in Landstuhl after my mostly sleepless flights. I felt grimy and weary and spacey as I stood in the hallway with the nurse, a psychologist, and a chaplain. I’m too young for this, I thought, trying to absorb what they were telling me. My knees were wobbly and my head was light. I wished we could sit down to have this conversation, but there wasn’t a chair in sight in that long hallway.


  But Danny was alive. That was the one piece of information that had made its way into my exhausted brain. Part of me ached to see him, but another part was afraid, and with every word from the nurse, my fear intensified. I knew I was catching only bits and pieces of all she was telling me, but that was enough to terrify me.


  “Projectiles shoot out in all directions … designed to destroy bones … rip muscles … some internal damage to his GI system … rebuild his leg once he gets to Walter Reed in the States.”


  I wanted to ask her to slow down—I couldn’t take it all in—but I didn’t seem to have enough air in my lungs to speak.


  “He’s had two surgeries to remove shrapnel,” she continued, “but there’s a long way to go. The doctors aren’t sure they’ll be able to save it, but that’s the goal.”


  “Save … what?” I asked. My brain was stuffed with cotton.


  “His leg,” she said, and she went on to describe the injuries to his leg, but once again I could take in only every third or fourth word.


  “He’s in and out of consciousness,” the psychologist added.


  “He’s going to live, though, right?” I finally managed to ask.


  The nurse hesitated. “None of his injuries is life threatening in and of itself,” she said, “but taken together, he’s had a terrible blow to his body.”


  “Not to mention his emotional state,” the psychologist said. “He’s going to be in the hospital for a very long time and he’ll need all the support you can give him.”


  I looked around desperately for someplace to sit down in this barren, yellow-lit hallway. My legs were giving out, and I thought I would have to simply sink onto the floor. The chaplain sensed my distress and clutched my elbow.


  “She needs to sit,” he said.


  “Let’s move in here.” The psychologist pointed to the left … or maybe it was to the right? I couldn’t have said. I let myself be led along by the chaplain’s hand on my elbow, and soon we were in an airless room no bigger than a closet, but there was a chair behind a small desk. I sank into it and looked up at the three of them.


  “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m so tired.”


  The nurse pulled a pager from the waistband of her scrubs. She looked at it, then at the men. “Sorry,” she said. “I’ll try to get back.” She nodded in my direction, then quickly rushed from the room.


  The chaplain smiled at me. “Extraordinarily busy place,” he said, then added, “unfortunately.” He was far younger than I’d thought him to be when we were out in the hallway. Not much older than me. He had ancient gray eyes, though. I thought his eyes had seen more hardship than I could imagine.


  “It’s good you’re here,” the psychologist said. He was decades older than the chaplain and his face was riddled with deep lines. “It will be good for him to see family.”


  “I hope so,” I said. I wasn’t sure about that.


  “Although,” the psychologist continued, “he’s so drugged up that I’m not sure how lucid you’ll find him.”


  “His parents couldn’t come?” the chaplain asked.


  My neck was beginning to stiffen from looking up at them. “My mother is sick and can’t travel,” I said, “and my father’s taking care of her.”


  “That’s rough,” the psychologist said. “A lot going on in your family. So”—he shifted from one foot to the other—“are you close to Daniel?”


  There was that question again. “I used to be.” I pushed the chair back a few inches so I didn’t have to crane my neck to see them. “We were really close when we were kids.” So many examples of that closeness flashed through my mind. Telling silly jokes in his bed during a thunderstorm. The day he broke the plates to save me. The myriad ways he protected me. The memories were like a long string of events that bound me to him. Somehow, though, that string had broken. The anger that had always been a part of him took over, finally pushing me away as well as our parents. “Not so much anymore,” I said.


  “The few times he’s been alert enough to know what’s happening,” the psychologist said, “he’s talked about guilt. You know, that he’s in here while his buddies are still out there in harm’s way. He talks about wanting to die, so be sure to let him know you love him and that other people love him. Give him a reason to want to live.”


  Oh no. I swallowed hard. “Our sister killed herself,” I said.


  “Oh,” the chaplain said, and both men took a step back from me. They understood the significance of what I’d just said: Suicide ran in families.


  The psychologist frowned. “Was he very close to her?” he asked.


  I shook my head. “She was much older. She was my age now when she died. Seventeen. Danny would only have been about six. I don’t remember her at all and I don’t know how well he does. She drowned herself in a river near our house.” I had nightmares about Lisa, the little violinist with the white-blond hair. The one child who could make our mother smile. In my nightmares, I saw her at the river’s edge, waiting to take that first step into the cold water that would end her life. “We never really talk about her,” I added.


  “Do you know her psychiatric diagnosis?” The psychologist hadn’t lost his frown.


  “Just … I don’t know, really, but she was a child prodigy on the violin. She was under too much pressure to perform.”


  “Well, with that family history, we—and you—will have to keep a very close eye on Daniel,” the psychologist said.


  “I’m afraid to see him.” I blurted it out. Here I’d traveled all this way, and now I didn’t know if I could do what I’d come here to do.


  “What are you afraid of?” The chaplain’s voice was gentle.


  I looked at the top of the small bare desk in front of me. What was I afraid of? I didn’t know Danny anymore. He’d felt like a stranger for years. I feared saying the wrong thing. He could always be set off so easily.


  “I don’t know what to say to him,” I admitted.


  The chaplain leaned toward me, his hands on the desk. “Every time he wakes up, he thinks he’s back there,” he said. “Back in the war, under attack. So when he wakes up, tell him right away that he’s safe. That’s what he needs to know. That’s the most important message for him to hear from you: He’s safe.”


  His hospital room seemed too cold to me. I’d been sitting next to Danny’s bed for more than an hour watching him sleep. Part of me hoped he would wake up and talk to me, but another part feared his reaction to finding me there.


  Tubes were everywhere. One came from his neck, another from his nose. One extended from beneath his blanket to a bag of blood-tinged urine at the side of the bed. An IV tube delivered a clear substance into his arm. A big arc-shaped tent had been erected above his legs. I was afraid to see what was beneath that tent. Seeing Danny in such a helpless position made my heart ache.


  I was so tired. A nurse had left a brown blanket on the arm of the chair for me, and now I wrapped it around my shoulders. I kicked off my shoes and lifted my legs onto the chair, trying to get more comfortable, but the scent of disinfectant was so strong it burned my nostrils and I was sure the buzzing and beeping of machines would never let me sleep. As I tried to decide whether to close my eyes or not, Danny’s arm jerked. It was a tiny movement, but it was the first I’d seen from him. I leaned forward and covered his hand with mine, letting the blanket fall from my shoulders.


  “Danny?” I said quietly.


  His familiar blue eyes sprang open and I felt the tension in his hand, in his whole body. “It’s a trap!” he said. It might have been a shout, but his voice was so weak that it came out as more of a whisper. “We’re walking right into it!”


  I remembered the chaplain’s advice. “You’re not there,” I said. “You’re in the hospital. You’re safe now.”


  I heard the words inside my own head. They played back to me in his voice from so long ago. I remembered him holding me on the branch of our magnolia tree after I slipped and nearly fell to the ground. How his hands felt like a vice around my rib cage, holding me in a way that told me I was completely safe. His Game Boy lay far below us on the ground, not nearly as important to him as his little sister. He would never let me fall. I wanted to be that net of safety for him now. For always.


  He looked at me with his pale blue eyes. Perfect eyes. I was grateful those eyes had been spared. I smiled at him. I would be for him what he’d been for me when we were children. His protector. His comforter. His best friend.


  “You’re safe now,” I whispered again, and I wrapped my hands tightly around his arm.
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