
[image: cover]




[image: 9781585586677_0097_001]












To

Barbara Birch,

my sister and friend,

who dots her i’s with hearts.


GOOD-BYE, DRESSEL HILLS

Chapter 1

I was brushing my hair before breakfast when I first heard the word. It hung in the air, like a dagger waiting to be hurled.

Tossing my brush onto the bed, I crept into the hallway, listening. Mom was in her bedroom, talking on the phone with Uncle Jack. I bristled when I heard the word again.

Moving!

“I’m not sure how I feel about it,” Mom was saying. “Let’s discuss it with the children first.”

I gasped and stepped back into my bedroom, closing the door behind me. Moving! How could we leave the only home I’d ever known? Trembling, I pulled my journal out of the bottom drawer of my desk. I began to write: Tuesday, March 22: News flash—Mom said something horrible today—something about moving!

That was all I could write before my curiosity took over. I poked my head out the door and listened again. Mom was still talking. I headed for her open bedroom door and tapped.

“Come in,” she called to me.

Quietly, I curled up on the foot of the bed and waited till she got off the phone. Trying not to eavesdrop, I glanced around the room. Things looked about the same as they had before Thanksgiving Day—nearly four months ago—when Mom had remarried and her new husband, my former uncle Jack, and my four cousins had moved in. A gray leather case lay on the left side of the antique pine dresser, and a blue terry bathrobe hung on the hook inside their bathroom. Other than that, the bedroom still had Mom’s feminine stamp on it.

Finally Mom said good-bye and beeped off the phone. A worried frown creased her forehead.

“Holly,” she said, “I want you to listen before you say anything. Please?”

That’s when she told me about Uncle Jack’s consulting business and how well it was doing. So well, in fact, that he was thinking of opening an office in Denver.

“You mean we’re leaving Dressel Hills?” I blurted.

“Well, it’s a strong possibility.” She tied the belt on her pink bathrobe. “But we’ll know for sure on Friday.”

“What’s Friday?” I asked.

Mom sighed. “I’ll let Jack explain it to you tonight.”

“So my life is being put on hold for three days?” I whined.

“I know this must be disappointing for you, honey.” She came over and kissed the top of my head. “Moving, especially to a big city, frightens me, too.”

“I’m not scared to move, Mom. I just don’t want to move,” I said. “Dressel Hills is my life—yours, too!”

“Moving can be very complicated,” she said, staring out the window. She had a faraway look in her eyes, as though she was remembering something painful.

I stood up. “Leaving fourteen years of your life behind—now, that’s complicated. No way am I going to miss the junior high musical. Or summer church camp. Oh, Mom, can’t you do something?”

I didn’t mention my friends Andie and Paula. Or Jared. I couldn’t bear to think of saying good-bye to any of them.

“Nothing’s been decided yet,” Mom said, turning around. “That was Jack calling from Denver. He’ll be home tonight. We can talk more about it then.”

I knew that Uncle Jack’s consulting business had been taking him to Denver more frequently. And I knew that Mom didn’t especially care for him being gone overnight. But those weren’t good enough reasons to move. Were they?

More than anything I wanted Mom to say this whole moving thing was just talk. Something we would toy with and then discard.

“I’m going to be late for school,” I said, scooting off her bed. Of course, I wasn’t, but if I sat around arguing the benefits of staying in Dressel Hills, Colorado, I would be.

Hurrying to my room, I silently prayed that Friday’s phone call—whatever it was—would cancel out this hideous moving talk.

[image: 9781585586677_0021_001]

At school I kept the news quiet. Maybe by not saying anything the move wouldn’t happen. But at suppertime, the reality hit me hard.

Still wearing his dress shirt, Uncle Jack sat at the head of the table. His suit coat and tie hung over the chair behind him. With a hesitant smile, he pushed his apple pie aside and leaned over to open his briefcase. Up he came with a flip chart. Then he reached into his shirt pocket and took out two packs of gum, distributing a stick to each of us.

I groaned silently. Bribery. He’d gone to great lengths to make points with us kids. The gum thing was clever, and I could see it already starting to work by the smiles coming from Carrie and Stephie across the table.

Uncle Jack flipped to the first card. “Okay, kids, we need to understand each other.” He pointed to a cartoon picture of two big hearts and six little ones, complete with eyes and smiling faces. The girl hearts had long hair and the boy hearts had mustaches. There were mountains in the background. Our mountains.

Stephie and Carrie giggled, but Mom shushed them playfully. Mark and Phil wagged their heads, holding their hands around their faces, imitating the heart faces. Stan and I sat quietly, acting mature and civilized.

Actually, the drawings weren’t half bad. Uncle Jack had always made special homemade cards for Mom when they were dating. “As you can see, this family is full of love for one another,” he continued, glancing at Mom.

Phil made gagging sounds while Mark said “Yuck” at least five times. Uncle Jack waited, casting a hard eye on his younger sons. They settled down quickly.

Uncle Jack began again. “For the past few days, I’ve been driving to Denver to handle the new business accounts, and it looks as though I might open an office there.” He paused. “The problem is, we have no one to run the Denver office except my partner or me.”

I thought about Uncle Jack’s business partner, Mr. Miller. He and Mr. Miller had been in business together in Pennsylvania before they moved to Dressel Hills. It was the Millers who’d suggested that Uncle Jack come here in the first place. They thought it would do him good, starting over in a new place after his first wife, my dad’s only sister, died of cancer last year. So, from my point of view, it made more sense for Mr. Miller to take the Denver office.

I took a deep breath, scrounging up some courage. “Why can’t Mr. Miller go to Denver?” I asked, suddenly realizing what I’d just said. If he moved, so would Paula and Kayla, his twin daughters and my good friends.

“You’re thinking, Holly, but I’m the one who’s established most of the Denver accounts,” Uncle Jack explained. “So it seems that I’m the logical choice.”

How could he be so unemotional about this? “Well, why can’t you just get someone else?” I shot back.

Uncle Jack glanced at his flip chart. “We’re trying. But there’s only one other man we would entrust with this position. We’ve offered him the job, but we won’t know his answer until Friday.”

My uncle had all the answers, it seemed, but they weren’t good enough for me. I argued, “But you just moved here. Doesn’t that matter?”

Uncle Jack nodded. “Good point, but we never expected our Denver accounts to grow so quickly.” He leaned back in his chair. “Sometimes that’s very difficult to predict.”

I swallowed hard. “Why’d you choose Dressel Hills in the first place?” It was a two-fold question.

“Now, Holly…” Mom had picked up my sarcasm instantly. She was glaring at me, her eyes squinting tightly.

Uncle Jack put his hand on Mom’s shoulder. “At first it didn’t matter where we based our company, since we set up computer systems all over the world.”

I forced the tears back, slouching down in my chair.

Uncle Jack turned to look at Stan. “How do the rest of you feel?” His eyes scanned the table anxiously. All six kids stared at him, silent.

I couldn’t believe it! He sounded like he was ready to pack up and ship out tomorrow. He didn’t really care what we kids wanted. As far as I could tell, Jack Patterson was a much better uncle than he was a stepdad!

Mom glanced at me. A worried smile flitted across her face. I could tell she was concerned about my feelings.

Stan, Phil, and Mark, my brousins—I called them that because they were cousins-turned-brothers—continued to eat pie as though moving away was no big deal.

Ten-year-old Phil reached for a glass of milk. “I’m barely unpacked from moving here from Pennsylvania, so no problem,” he said. “Denver sounds cool.” His face lit up. “Hey, maybe Dad’ll take us to watch the Colorado Rockies play!”

Mark stretched his lips wide with his pointer fingers, wiggling his tongue in and out of his mouth like an anteater. “Are dere juicy ants in Denber?” he blubbered.

“Stop it,” I muttered, staring at my ridiculous nine-year-old brousin. Why couldn’t he behave like a normal human being, especially at a time like this?

Uncle Jack ran his fingers through his wavy brown hair. The twinkle was gone from his eyes. “This won’t take long, son,” he said, giving Mark another serious look. Then he turned to the second card on his flip chart while I took another bite of dessert.

The next cartoon showed the big heart with the mustache waving good-bye to the other big heart with shoulder-length hair. The Denver skyline was in the distance. Little tears dripped off the mother heart’s face. Six little hearts wore sad faces, too. Stephie was the smallest heart, followed by Mark, Carrie, Phil, me, and finally Stan, my fifteen-year-old brousin.

“Reason number one for moving,” Uncle Jack began. “Your mother and I want to be together; we don’t like being apart. We’re newlyweds, after all.” He squeezed Mom’s hand.

I waited for Phil to gag and Mark to yuck, but they were busy stuffing their mouths with pie. Instead, eight-year-old Stephie spoke up. “I wanna stay here,” she said. “We can’t ride the city buses in Denver for free like Carrie and I do here.”

Mom nodded, smiling faintly. “Denver’s too big for little girls to do that by themselves, anyway. But that’s a thought.”

I could see Mom was trying to be democratic about this. By now, I didn’t care what anyone was saying or how it was being handled. I just wanted to go to my room. Away from this nightmare of a stepfather.

Carrie, my nine-year-old sister since birth, sided with Stephie. “I don’t want to leave Dressel Hills, either,” she said. “The ski lifts are only five minutes from our house.”

Ever since Mom and Uncle Jack got married, Carrie and Stephie had joined rank—usually against me. This time, though, the three of us were in agreement, but not for the same reasons. Not even close.

There was only one reason I couldn’t begin to say good-bye to Dressel Hills. Only one. This ski town was my life—my entire life.

Fighting back the tears, I pushed my chair away from the table. “Excuse me,” I stammered.

Without looking back, I ran from the room.


GOOD-BYE, DRESSEL HILLS

Chapter 2

Before fourth-period choir on Wednesday, I hurried upstairs to the music room and peeked in the door. Andie Martinez, my best friend, was sitting at the piano, arranging the music for rehearsal. She was the official pianist for choral union—the best of the seventh, eighth-, and ninth-grade singers. Often during rehearsals, I watched Andie’s fingers fly over the keys while her dark eyes studied the music intently. In fact, practices and concerts were the only times Andie was serious.

Today she wore denim jeans and a red-and-white shirt that set off her dark skin and dark brown curly hair. She ran her fingers over the keys, hit a wrong note, stopped, and frowned. Just as she began playing again, I opened the door and hurried inside.

Andie glanced up and immediately stopped playing. “Holly!” she said. “Ready for ‘Edelweiss’ today?”

For weeks we had been practicing the choral arrangements for the spring musical, The Sound of Music. Tryouts for the lead parts were April 11—only two and a half weeks away. Everyone was talking about who would get Maria, the female lead. But at this moment I had more important things on my mind, like my future and how I’d go on living without my Dressel Hills friends.

“Andie, we have to talk.” I leaned against the console piano.

She looked at me and stood up. In two seconds her eyes changed from curious to concerned. “You look sick, Holly. You okay?” She reached for my arm.

“Oh, Andie, it’s so awful,” I burst out. “I think Uncle Jack’s going to move us to Denver.”

Andie’s eyes grew wide. “What for?”

I explained the situation based on our family meeting last night.

“You can’t move, Holly. I won’t let you.” She sat down hard on the piano bench. And then she was silent, like she was soaking it all in. It was a rare moment when my friend was speechless. But this wasn’t just any news. This news could change our lives forever.

“It’s such rotten timing,” she said at last, hurling a crashing chord to the piano keys. “We have to go to high school together!

After all, we’re best friends. What about that?”

“I know, I know,” I whispered.

“How can you move, Holly? I mean, this is your home. You’d hate a big city, stuck in some high-rise apartment building. Who knows, maybe you’d never see the sun again. And a new school and new kids. They might ignore you, or—worse—bully you if you don’t fit in, or—”

“Just stop it!” I sat beside her on the bench. “I thought you’d be a little more sympathetic.”

“I am. I feel sorry for you.” She sighed. “For me—for us both.” Andie frowned at her music. “How long before you know for sure?”

“This Friday.”

“How could your uncle be so cruel?” Andie cried.

I stared at my feet. “He seems so selfish all of a sudden. I mean, he just waltzed into our lives and took over. And now this.”

“I can’t believe it.” She shook her head. “It’s so unfair.”

A few kids were trickling into the room, and I didn’t want to be caught crying, so I turned and headed for the alto section.

Andie played a mournful tune. It wasn’t anything from The Sound of Music. Watching her fingers on the keys, I sensed what Andie was feeling. I settled into a chair, worrying about the possible nightmare facing me.

“Holly? Are you, uh…in there somewhere?”

I looked up, startled to see my friend Paula Miller waving her hand in my face. Her other arm balanced a pile of music folders. “Oh, I’m sorry,” I said, standing up to help her distribute them.

“Man, that was some trance, Holly,” Billy Hill said, laughing as I tossed a folder to him. He flung it across the room to Jared Wilkins as he came in.

“Who’s spacing out?” Jared asked, looking around comically, then catching my gaze.

“Holly. She must be dreaming about a new man,” Billy teased Jared, elbowing him as he sat down.

“I seriously doubt that with a guy like me around.” Jared flashed a grin at me.

I blushed, then wondered what would happen to our friendship if I moved to Denver.

“Up here, Holly.” I turned to see Shauna holding her hands up for a folder. She sat in the back row with her best friend, Joy, who waved cheerfully.

Slowly, I moved to the back of the room, standing motionless as I gazed at first one friend, then another.

My eyes locked on Andie warming up at the piano. Her red Converse peeked out from under the hem of her jeans as she pressed the pedal. Our friendship went way back. During grade school, we’d written a set of Loyalty Papers and exchanged favorite teddy bears to seal the pact.

How…how could I leave Andie?

Jared hammed it up with Billy, laughing at his own jokes. He was every junior high girl’s dream: gorgeous light brown hair, blue eyes, and a teasing wink that wouldn’t quit. We’d jumped through a few hurdles, including my crazy month-long scrutiny test, to get where we were now. But I was comfortable with Jared—my first true guy friend.

Next to him sat Billy Hill, showing off his new letter jacket. I remembered the crazy antics he pulled at my thirteenth birthday last year. Where would I be without Billy?

Danny Myers wore one of his Sunday dress shirts. Long sleeves, buttoned at the wrist. He liked dressing up all the time. I smiled, recalling our short-lived close friendship—the gondola ride up Copper Mountain last summer and the afternoon at the library deciphering Uncle Jack’s handwriting. Yes, I would miss Danny, too.

And there was Amy-Liz, a curly-haired soprano. Fun-loving and sweet, Amy-Liz was the life of the party. Her friends and mine, Joy and Shauna, whispered as they thumbed through their music folders. Probably looking for one of the best love songs in the musical so far—“Something Good”—assigned last week. What good friends they were.

My gaze rested on Paula. She sat beside her identical twin, Kayla. Paula was obviously attempting to establish her own identity these days. Her hair swirled around her shoulders in layers, while Kayla’s was a mass of relaxed curls.

Thank goodness our feuding days were past. What a nightmare it had been since the twins moved to Dressel Hills last year. Their flirtatious ways had made me sick. On top of that, Paula had openly tried to steal Jared’s attentions away from me. But things had changed between Paula and me. I actually considered her one of my very best friends now. Would she miss me enough to keep in touch by email?

Over the din of voices, I saw the door open. A hushed silence fell over the kids as Miss Hess, our choral director, marched into the room. Her black boots clicked across the floor like muted staccato notes. I hurried down the aisle and quickly slipped into the seat beside Paula.

“Miss Hess looks wiped out,” Paula whispered.

“Maybe she had a late date,” I said back. “Or maybe the musical’s getting to her.”

Young and pretty, Miss Hess had a positive outlook on life, but she was also quite a perfectionist. I knew she was concerned about the spring musical. In fact, I’d heard that she was getting a student drama teacher from a college in Denver to help her direct it.

I’ll miss the musical if I move soon. The thought stabbed my heart, and I breathed deeply, watching Andie fidget at the piano. She glanced up at me, holding my gaze longer than usual. A lump grew in my throat as I thought about leaving this school, this town. Could I survive without Andie and Paula? Jared and Danny? Billy and—

“Good morning, class,” Miss Hess said, interrupting my thoughts. “Today we’ll begin with five-tone scales on ah, then on oo.” She gestured for us to stand. “Everyone ready?” She faced the piano, nodding as Andie gave the beginning note.

It was hard warming up your vocal chords when all you really wanted to do was cry. My voice sounded squeaky as we worked our way up the scale.

Paula must’ve noticed. She glanced my way after the first set of warm-ups. “You okay?”

“Barely,” I said, making sure Miss Hess didn’t catch me talking.

“ ‘Edelweiss’ next, please,” Miss Hess announced when we finished our warm-ups. “Altos first.” She paused, glancing up at me. “Holly Meredith, will you perform the solo today?”

My heart sank, but I nodded. Just my luck.

Andie began to play the introduction.

“Go for it, Holly,” Paula whispered.

I peered over at the tenors. Jared tugged on his Nike T-shirt, flashing his glorious grin at me. I swallowed the lump in my throat and counted the measures before my solo. Only eight.

Could I pull it together in time?

Jared’s smile…those blue eyes…his sweet words…I might never see him again!

Tears sprang up, blurring the notes. I blinked my eyes, wiping the tears, trying desperately to see the music. Where were we, anyhow?

Struggling to find my cue, I listened to Paula next to me. My solo was coming up—only a few measures away. I coughed, trying to clear my throat.

When I opened my mouth to sing, nothing came out.

I tried again. It sounded squawky—perfectly horrid!

Miss Hess stopped the music and leaned her arms on the podium. “Holly?” Her soft hazel eyes expressed concern.

I froze in place as Miss Hess and the entire choir waited for my response. Coughing, I tried to speak, but a squeak emerged, “I can’t…”

Paula put her arm around me. “Holly’s not feeling well,” she explained. She led me down the aisle. And a roomful of eyes pushed through the back of my head as we left the room.


GOOD-BYE, DRESSEL HILLS

Chapter 3

In the girls’ rest room, I dashed to the first available stall. Locking the door behind me, I let the heart-wrenching sobs pour out.

“Holly, what’s wrong?” Paula asked through the door.

“The worst thing in the world might be happening,” I stammered.

“Are you sick?”

“Worse.”

“Are you very sick?”

“It’s not cancer, but it is terminal,” I blurted.

“Open the door, Holly,” Paula said. “You have to come out and talk to me.”

I fumbled for the lock. “It’s just…so hopeless.”

By the time I emerged, Paula’s face was ashen. “Is something wrong…at…at home?”

Leaning over the sink, I tried to rinse my face. The red blotches remained—hopeless. “Nothing’s wrong between Mom and Uncle Jack, if that’s what you mean. I’ve been through divorce before. Believe me, it’s nothing like that.”

“Well, then what?”

I hesitated, looking up at her. “We might be moving,” I said softly.

Paula’s eyes grew wide. “When?”

“We’ll know by Friday.”

“That’s the day after tomorrow,” Paula said. “Will you be completing the school year here?”

Sometimes Paula talked like she was straight out of another century.

“Wouldn’t that be nice! The least Uncle Jack should do for me,” I said. “He’s completely unreasonable these days. All he thinks about is his dumb company. It’s so annoying.”

“I would think so.” She looked at me with sympathetic eyes. “I wonder if this will affect my dad’s part of the business. He never told us your uncle was thinking of moving.”

“Maybe you’ll move, too—at least it’ll be nice for me if you do,” I said. More tears.

“For me, too,” she said with a hug. “We’re friends now, don’t forget.”

It was true. Paula and I had come a long way since her family moved here last year. For the most part, Andie, Paula, and I were a threesome now.

After pulling gobs of toilet paper off the roll and dabbing at my eyes, I was ready to face the world again.

The practice for “Edelweiss” was over when we returned to the music room. The guys were working on an ensemble section of “The Lonely Goatherd.” Miss Hess didn’t comment as Paula and I took our seats. Thank goodness.

After class, things went crazy. “Holly, are you okay?” Jared asked, rushing over to me.

Danny followed on Jared’s heels, his serious eyes surveying the situation. Billy and Andie came up to me. Soon, they and Amy-Liz, Joy, and Shauna circled me like a wagon train roundup.

I couldn’t remember having been fussed over so much. It made me nervous. How could I stand here and discuss the possible move in front of all my friends?

Grabbing my arm, Andie spoke up. “We’ll fill you guys in later.” She ushered me through the huddle and out the door.

“Hey, wait up,” Jared called.

“Later.” Andie flung the word over her shoulder.

“Holly!” Jared tried again. He wouldn’t give up, I was sure of it. I heard the sound of footsteps, then I felt Jared’s hand on my shoulder, gently turning me to face him. “Look, if you’re sick, Holly-Heart,” he said, using the nickname Mom gave me because of my Valentine birthday, “I’ll call your mom for you.” He took out a cell phone.

“Does she look sick to you?” Andie asked.

“Well, her eyes are puffy,” he observed.

“That happens when people cry. It’s normal,” Andie explained sarcastically. “She’s having a mood change, that’s all. When the sun comes out again, she’ll tell you all about it.” With that, Andie proceeded to pull me down the hall toward her locker, leaving Jared behind.

“Thanks,” I said, waiting for Andie to work her combination lock. “You were sweet back there.”

“You can’t let these guys run you around, Holly,” she said as she flung open her locker. “And Jared’s way too possessive of you, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

I gasped. “He is?”

“Look at his eyes. You’ll see it if you know what to look for.” She reached up, stuffing a notebook inside her messy locker. “Remember what your dad told you in California?”

“I know, but—”

“Well, I’ve been watching Jared,” she said. “I’m telling you, he’s getting just a little too mushy, if you ask me.”

“Shh! Here he comes,” I said.

Jared came over and touched my hand. “Holly-Heart, let’s talk.”

Despite Andie’s disapproving look, I nodded.

“Everything okay?” he asked as we walked to lunch.

That’s when I told him my news. Half the school stared as we entered the cafeteria. By now, the choir had probably spread the word about my crying episode. That was one of the few disadvantages of attending a pocket-sized school—everyone knew everyone else’s business.

Jared pulled out a tray, letting the excess water drip off before handing it to me. “Any chance you won’t go to Denver?”

I shrugged. “My uncle has this wild and crazy idea. He thinks he’s the only one who can run the office there.”

We found a table and sat down without talking. Jared ate his cheeseburger and fries faster than usual. He seemed lost in thought.

Me? I was too upset to eat, so I picked at my food.

Finally I broke the silence. “How can we keep our friendship going with so many miles between us?” I asked softly.

His jaw was set; his eyes looked serious. “How many email messages can you write a day, Holly-Heart?”

“Zillions,” I answered, looking away. His gaze was too intense for me. I didn’t want to cry again.

“Oh, man,” he groaned. “This is so bad.”

“Let’s talk about something else,” I said. “How about the spring musical? What part do you want to audition for?”

Jared scratched his head for a moment, then blurted out, “If you won’t be around, there’s no way I’ll feel like singing.”

“I’m sorry.” I pushed my tray away. “I don’t know how to handle this, either.” I leaned my elbows on the table, my hands on my face. “I can’t believe this,” I cried.

Jared cleared his throat. Maybe he was trying not to cry, too.

“Look, Holly, we’ll work something out.” He paused. “I don’t want to lose track of you. Never.”

I sat up, looking at him. Andie wasn’t kidding, he was serious!

“Maybe after I get my license I could drive to Denver on weekends. His eyes brightened.

“But that’s two years away,” I reminded him.

The light in his eyes faded. “Well, I’ll call you every day, then.”

“There’s no way, Jared,” I said, feeling as lousy as he looked.

“Holly,” he persisted, “I’ll get an after-school job to pay for the phone bill or something. I’m serious.” By the look on his face and the tone of his voice, I knew he was.
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Chapter 4

After school, Paula Miller met me at my locker. “Holly,” she said hesitantly, “I don’t have to come over today if—”

“I’m fine,” I insisted, closing my locker. “You’re coming home with me, just like we planned.”

Paula grinned. “Great. I can’t wait to discover the new me.” She zipped up her leather jacket, blinking her mascara-laden eyes. “Maybe I can help you get your mind off moving.”

“Sounds good.”

Since I had tons of makeup leftover from my birthday party a month ago, I’d suggested to Paula that I do a make-over on her. She was really tired of looking like a clone of Kayla, her twin, and was eager to experiment with a new look.

We rode the bus to my house with Jared sitting directly behind me. He kept leaning over every other second with another new suggestion for our possible long-distance relationship. In a way, he was starting to bug me.

When Paula and I got off the bus a block from my house, Jared followed. “Mind if I tag along?” he asked as we picked our way over the snowy sidewalk toward my house.

I felt sorry about his pain, and I would have loved spending the afternoon with him. But I was ready to dump the moving thoughts for now. “Maybe another time,” I said. “Okay?”

Jared seemed surprised at first, but then he slowed his pace. “I’ll call you tonight, Holly-Heart.” And he headed slowly back toward the bus stop.

Now I really felt bad. Turning Jared away like that was heartless. But having him around while Paula and I fooled with makeup wouldn’t be any fun for him anyway.

“Jared’s really nuts over you,” Paula said as we clumped up the deck steps to my house.

“Well, I like him, too. It’s just…” I sighed. “I don’t know what our friendship will be like if I move.” I opened the front door. “It’s not fair to expect anything of each other at our age.” I took off my jacket and hung it up.

Paula nodded. “Just be glad you’re not older. What if you were dating?” She pulled off her jacket and draped it over the living room couch.

“For now, let’s pretend I’m not leaving at all,” I said, ushering her into the kitchen. “Let’s talk about your make-over. I was thinking I’d give you a soft, new look so no one will even know you have an identical twin.”

“Sounds terrific.” She pulled out a barstool, all smiles.

Mom showed up just then. “Hi, Holly-Heart,” she said, giving me a quick hug.

“Say good-bye to the old Paula Miller,” I told Mom.

Mom chuckled, grinning at Paula. “Are you sure you trust Holly with your face?”

Paula laughed. “I must be pretty desperate.”

Forcing nagging thoughts out of my mind, I washed my hands, then pulled out plastic bags of facial products and leftover makeup stored under the bar.

“Goofey, we’re home,” I called to my adorable cat. He came purring into the kitchen.

“Care for a snack, girls?” Mom asked.

“Sure, thanks,” Paula replied.

“What about you, Holly?” Mom asked.

“No, thanks.”

Mom’s eyebrows shot up. “You mustn’t be feeling well.”

“Relax, Mom,” I said. “I’m just not hungry.” Usually I could eat everything in sight. Just not today.

Her eyes squinted a little as she pulled a couple of oranges out of the refrigerator.

“Besides,” I said, “preparing to leave the only town you’ve ever known can bring on all sorts of eating disorders.”

Now she really squinted her eyes. “We’ll talk about that later.” Mom cast a sideways glance at Paula. She took out some apples and began to peel and slice them into chunks, just the way I liked them.

Goofey spotted Paula and rubbed against her ankle. “Oh, he’s so-o cute,” she cooed, petting him.

I scooped up some cucumber-based facial gook and waved it in Paula’s face. Lowering my voice, I said, “Your face is in my hands, Paula Miller. Are you ready for this?”

Her eyes widened. “Do you have any idea what you’re doing?”

“You betcha,” I said with great confidence. “You’ll be absolutely delighted with the outcome. Guaranteed!”

She giggled, allowing me to glob the alien-green stuff on her nearly flawless face.

“You just wait,” I whispered, thinking how funny Jared would look with the identical treatment. Lucky for him I’d sent him home. Besides, all the cucumber facials in the world wouldn’t bring a smile to his face.

When it was time for Paula’s facial mask to come off, I brought a hot towel over from the sink. She carefully patted the hardened green crust. In minutes, Paula’s face was glowing and makeup free. I couldn’t believe how much better she looked minus the dark eyeliner.

“Nice,” she said as I held the mirror up to her. She puffed out her cheeks, gazing into the mirror.

“Now we can see your natural beauty,” I said, admiring my work. “You have very clear, even skin, Paula, and if I were you, I’d go with only a little foundation and a touch of light blush. No eyeliner.”

“You sound like a MAC saleswoman.” She giggled as I applied a light base of foundation and a hint of blush. To accentuate her big eyes, I applied sable brown mascara and silky tan eye shadow.

“Hold still,” I said.

Paula inspected her face again. “I…I don’t know,” she said hesitantly. “I don’t look like myself.”

“One thing’s for sure,” I said. “You look a lot less like your twin. You’ll get used to less makeup. You’ll see.”

Mom brought over a plateful of apple and orange slices. Without asking, she poured a glass of milk for each of us. I noticed a little frown line. Was she upset about something?

“Enjoy,” she said, taking a steaming cup of peppermint tea out of the microwave. “Nice seeing you again, Paula.” She headed downstairs to the family room, where Stephie, Carrie, Mark, and Phil were supposedly doing their homework.

“Your mom is really sweet,” Paula said. “You’re lucky she’s home all the time now.”

“Yeah,” I said, wondering what was bothering Mom. I settled onto the barstool across from Paula, reaching for an apple chunk. “It wasn’t always that way. After Daddy left, she had to work all the time.”

“I’m sure your uncle Jack makes things easier on the family’s finances,” Paula said.

“No kidding.” I thought about my allowance. Uncle Jack had tripled it recently. At least that was one thing I could count on staying the same if we moved.

“Just think,” Paula added, “if your mom hadn’t remarried, you might not be leaving Dressel Hills at all.”

“Probably not. But our family always sticks together, no matter what.” What I really meant to say was: Mom, Carrie, and I always stayed together, no matter what. Uncle Jack could take a flying leap for all I cared.

Paula’s voice grew softer, “Last year, when we first moved here, it was real hard making friends. For the longest time, Kayla was the only friend I had.”

“What was it like moving away from your home in Pennsylvania? Paula looked up at the ceiling fan, as if doing so would help her remember. “Back east, my very closest friends and relatives lived within a few blocks of us. We grew up in the same neighborhood and attended the same school and church. When we told everyone we were moving, they promised to keep in touch. But I guess it’s hard staying in touch with friends you don’t see anymore.” She paused for a moment, finishing off a piece of fruit. “There’s one person who has never forgotten to write, though, especially by email.”

“Really?” I leaned forward, eager to hear of Paula’s secret love in Pennsylvania. Had she been holding out on me?

A broad smile danced across her shining face. “My grandma still remembers to write.”

I slumped back, a little disappointed. “What about guys you knew?”

“Well, one of my guy friends emailed me every other day, but when school started, I was too busy to answer,” she said with a grin.

I didn’t need to be told who had distracted her. From the time she’d laid eyes on Jared Wilkins, he had been her focus. And I’d become furious. But everything changed drastically a month ago when Paula made repeated efforts to win my friendship. Now I knew in my heart that she could be trusted.

I offered her a choice of sheer lipsticks. She chose my favorite, for her coloring, at least: Cinnamon Toast. I watched as she held the mirror up to her face, applying the lipstick.

“Wow,” I said, stepping back to view my handiwork. And hers. “You really look fabulous.”

Paula gazed into the hand mirror. “I think you’ve missed one of your talents, Holly,” she said. “You should consider becoming a makeup artist. You know, for movie stars and models.” She reached down and hugged my cat good-bye.

We laughed together as we walked to the bus stop down the street. The way I always had with Andie. It was fabulous having more than one best friend!

“Thanks again for the new me,” Paula said, waving as the bus screeched to a stop.

“Anyone who sees you will think you’re the brand-new girl in town,” I called to her.

She grinned as the bus doors swooshed open.

I hurried back to the house wishing a hearty farewell to my memory of the old Paula Miller. Inside and out.

When I closed the front door, Mom was sitting on the sofa, sipping tea. “Got a minute?” she asked. Her face looked drawn. Her eyes lacked their usual brightness.

Instantly, a knot formed in the pit of my stomach. I sat down. “What’s up?”

“I need to talk to you.” She placed her teacup carefully into the saucer on the round coffee table. By her precise movements and the tone of her voice, I knew trouble was brewing.

“Something wrong?” I asked.

“I’m not sure.” She studied me. “I’m hoping you can fill me in, Holly-Heart.”

“About what?” I felt the knot tighten.

Her fingers strummed the coffee table, and her eyes were squinty. “Exactly who is Sean Hamilton?” she asked.
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Chapter 5

“Sean?” I repeated his name as Mom pulled something from her pocket.

“This came today.” She held up a letter. “Your father will be skiing in town next week,” she said.

I didn’t tell her I knew all about Daddy’s plans from Sean. The last I’d heard, though, Daddy was coming during spring break.

Mom continued. “Evidently, your father’s bringing Tyler, your stepbrother, too.”

I nodded.

“And…” She paused, rereading the letter. “A boy named Sean Hamilton.”

I smiled, remembering the tall surfer I’d met last Christmas on the beach while visiting Daddy. “He’s just a friend I met when Carrie and I were out in California,” I explained. What I didn’t say was that Sean had just started writing to me. I had talked to him on the phone after my birthday, when Tyler called, and he’d sent a letter soon after that. It was just a friendly letter, telling about his classes and his niece and nephew. Nothing heavy, though he’d asked to exchange email addresses.

She fingered the envelope from Daddy. “By the way your father refers to him, he sounds older than you. Is that correct?”

“A little, yeah.” I set the record straight. “Sean’s going on sixteen, and he baby-sits for Tyler sometimes. That’s why Daddy knows him so well.”

“Really? A guy baby-sitter.” Mom wasn’t making this easy for me.

“He’s good with kids. He adores his niece and nephew,” I volunteered, not sure why I was trying so hard to convince her. “Just ask Carrie. She really liked him.”

Mom’s eyes got squinty again. “Your father let Sean baby-sit Carrie?”

“And Tyler…just for one short afternoon,” I said. Why was she making such a big deal over this?

“Well, I’d like to meet this boy before you go off skiing with him.” She adjusted her earring. “Your father has asked permission for you to spend the day skiing with Sean…and Tyler and him, of course.” She referred to the letter again.

“Well, it won’t be like a date, if that’s what you’re thinking,” I said quickly. I could hear Uncle Jack coming up the porch steps, and I didn’t want him poking his nose into this conversation.

“I certainly hope not,” she said with an air of finality. “Still, I want to meet him.”

Uncle Jack was knocking the snow off his boots before he came in the front door. Quickly, I got up and left the room. He was the last person I wanted to talk to. My life, and possibly my future, lay in his hands.

I felt a blast of cold air as Uncle Jack came in. “Whoo-whee!” he said to Mom. “It’s getting cold. The weather reports say there’s a killer blizzard headed our way.”

Who cares about blizzards? I thought, closing the door to my room. I snuggled down on my window seat and picked up my latest Marty Leigh mystery novel. But I had a hard time keeping my mind on the plot. I kept thinking about moving.
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After supper, Jared called. He sounded depressed. “Hey,” he began. “I couldn’t pass up a chance to talk to you for free, you know.” He chuckled a little, but he didn’t sound like himself.

I sighed into the portable phone. “I know how you feel.” I paused, hoping he wasn’t hurt about this afternoon. “I’m sorry about today, it just didn’t seem—”

He interrupted me. “It’s okay, Holly-Heart. Honest.” He was silent, then came the question I was expecting. “Have you heard anything more about the move?”

“Nothing.”

He was quiet again.

“You okay?” I asked.

Sadly, he answered, “Call me the minute you know something.

“You’ll be the very first,” I reassured him. “I promise.”

“I’ve been praying every minute, you know…that something will happen so you won’t leave.”

I smiled. “That’s very sweet. And listen, Jared. I’ve been praying about it, too.”

“That’s good.” He seemed to brighten a bit. “Isn’t there a verse in the Bible about that?”

“Yeah, it’s something about when two people pray for the same thing, it can happen.” I swirled my hair around my finger. “Where’s that verse found?” I asked, thinking of Danny. He would know.

“The Gospel of Matthew somewhere,” Jared said. “Hold on, I’ll grab my dad’s concordance. Every word in the Bible is listed in it—linked to a verse.”

“Perfect.” I could hear the pages turning as he flipped through them, searching.

“Here it is,” he said. “Listen to this.”

“Hold on a sec.” I walked to my desk, the portable phone still at my ear. I pulled out a pen from the center drawer and ripped off a piece of scratch paper to jot down the verse. “Okay, what is it?”

“Matthew 18:19,” he said. “Wow. It says, ‘If two of you on earth agree about anything you ask for, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven.’ ”

“That’s incredible,” I said, switching the phone to my right ear.

“Keep praying, Holly-Heart,” he said softly.

I shivered at his words. “See you tomorrow.” Hanging up, I thought about what Andie said—about Jared getting too mushy over me. Maybe she was right. But for now, it was okay, I hoped.
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Sean’s second letter arrived on Thursday after school. He wrote about how excited he was to come to Colorado to ski, and how much fun it would be to see me again. I’d been putting off writing to him because I really wasn’t sure what to say. I didn’t want to encourage him too much, especially feeling the way I did about Jared. But I didn’t want to snub him, either. After all, he was coming next week. So I wrote:

Dear Sean,

Thanks for your letters. I’m sorry I didn’t write sooner. I’ve been busy with homework and other things.

My sister can’t wait to see Tyler again. He’s coming along, right?

I was just curious—how well do you ski? I’m sure my dad will coach you if you need help. He’s the one who taught me when I was little.

Dad wrote Mom a letter about bringing you to Dressel Hills with him, and now she wants to meet you. Mom’s like that with all my friends, so don’t worry, it’s no big deal. Well, I better get going.

Your friend,

Holly Meredith

The doorbell rang as I finished rereading the letter to Sean.

“Holly, it’s Andie,” Carrie called up the stairs.

“I’m coming!” I slipped my letter to Sean into the bottom drawer of my dresser and hurried to meet my friend.

She wore heavy black sweats and a purple ski jacket. “Did you hear?” she said, out of breath. “A blizzard’s heading toward Dressel Hills.”

I led her up the stairs to my room. “Yep, I heard,” I said, thinking about Uncle Jack’s announcement yesterday. I wished he would come home announcing something worthwhile for a change. Like that we were staying in Dressel Hills, for instance.

Andie plopped onto my four-poster bed as I closed the bedroom door behind me. “It’s supposed to be the storm of the decade. And it’s going to hit here tomorrow morning—before dawn.”

“Perfect!” I said, getting excited now. “Just think how much fun it’ll be getting out of school for a couple of days.”

She nodded. “We haven’t had off in ages.”

I sat cross-legged on my window seat across from her. “Wanna spend the night?”

She lit up at my suggestion. “I’ll call my mom and check.”

I handed her the portable phone. “Want me to walk with you to pick up your clothes? Stan will be home soon.”

Suddenly her eyes were ready to pop. “Uh, that’s okay,” she said, looking way too serious. “I’ll catch the bus.” Her words, and the way her face drooped, gave her away.

I gasped. “Is everything okay with you and Stan?”

“I can’t talk about it.”

“Aw, Andie,” I pleaded. “You can tell me.”

She stared at me. “You know, everything was absolutely incredible between Stan and me until your uncle started talking about moving to Denver.”

I sighed. “Stan ended your friendship because of that?”

“Yesterday.” She looked away.

“How rotten,” I whispered. “Why couldn’t you guys write or—hey, Stan could drive back up here to see you on weekends, when you’re old enough to start dating.”

She rolled over on my bed and propped herself up on one elbow. “Get over it.”

I glared at her. “Hey, I just wanna help.”

She sighed. “If you think a long-distance friendship with a boy can work at our age, you must be brain-dead.” She punched in the numbers on the phone. Then she stopped suddenly, looking up at me. “I can’t sleep over here tonight.”

I understood perfectly. “Yeah, because it would be weird hanging around with Stan in the house,” I sympathized with her. “Especially if we got snowed in tomorrow.”

She pulled on a dark curl, sitting up. “He says we’ll still be friends, but…”

“Yeah,” I whispered. “It’s never the same.” I was thinking of Danny Myers. We’d been really good friends, too, before he’d asked me to be his girlfriend. Then, after I decided not to spend so much time with him, things were totally different, even though we still considered ourselves friends.

I stretched my long legs, yawning. “I’m worried that’ll happen with Jared and me.”

“Well, you have no choice, do you? Not if you move away,”

Andie insisted. “Besides, it’s time Jared wakes up.”

I studied her. “What’re you saying?”

She let herself slide off the bed and onto the floor. “He acts like he owns you or something. You better check it out before you set up something long-distance. Maybe he thinks you and he, are, well…”

“What?” I demanded.

“Maybe Jared thinks he’s going to marry you someday!”

“So, what’s wrong with planning ahead?” I said, giggling, yet I was aghast.

Andie’s one eyebrow shot up and her mouth gaped open. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

“Well, we haven’t discussed it, if that’s what you mean, but I do think I care a lot about him.”

It was Andie’s turn to gasp. “Hey, Stan and I were humming right along before he found out you guys were probably moving. But I never thought I cared that much for him.”

“Mom says it’s not something you always know right away,” I said, still torn between hanging on to Jared and saying good-bye to our friendship.

Knock-knock.

We jumped. Someone was out in the hall! I hoped whoever it was hadn’t listened in on our conversation.

I raced to the door. “Oh, hi.” It was Stan. Frantically, I motioned for Andie to hide.

“Dad’s calling a family meeting in a half hour,” Stan said, looking quite serious. Then he leaned forward and asked quietly, “Is Andie here? Thought I heard her voice.”

“Were you listening?” I asked, horrified.

“Not really,” he said. By the mellow, sad sort of look on his face, I knew he was telling the truth. “I just wanted to talk to her before she leaves.”

“Hold on a sec,” I said, closing the door. I went to the closet and found Andie hiding there. “Hear that? Stan wants to talk to you. Maybe it’s true love after all.”

“In your wildest dreams,” she muttered, pushing my clothes back and emerging from the closet.

I put my ear against the door, eavesdropping as they talked in the hall. Stan said something about accompanying Andie home. And, in a flash, she agreed to it.

Oh, sure, Andie could say all she wanted against the boy-girl thing, but when it came right down to it, she liked Stan as much as I liked Jared.
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Chapter 6

When Stan returned from taking Andie home, Mom rang her dinner bell. It was a dainty white bell, a wedding gift from a friend at the law firm where she used to work.

“Family meeting,” Uncle Jack called to us.

The sound of kids scurrying from one end of the house to the other reminded me of an old Brady Bunch rerun. But their “blended family” seemed to run much better than ours. After all, Mike Brady had never threatened to move his family to another city.

My stomach twisted in knots as I trudged into the living room and sat down. I glanced nervously at Uncle Jack. For the first time since his and Mom’s wedding, I wished he had never fallen in love with my mother. Our cozy all-girl household had been just fine before he came along.

Phil and Mark came marching up from the family room, scowling. Had to abandon their computer games, no doubt. Carrie and Stephie carried American Girl doll cutouts into the living room. Stan sprawled onto the sofa. He folded his arms on his chest as a dimwitted smile played across his face. I couldn’t help wondering: Had the trip to Andie’s changed things between them?

The younger kids horsed around while we waited for Mom to show up. Where was she, anyway? I groaned inside. Uncle Jack balanced a Bible and a family devotional on his knee. He seemed a bit nervous, too.

Finally, when I thought I’d burst with the build-up of suspense, Mom appeared. Stan moved his legs and sat up, making room for her on the sofa.

“Well,” Uncle Jack started, “are all of us present now?”

We nodded.

He leaned back in his chair, looking at each of us as he spoke. “This has been a whirlwind week for your mother and me. As you all know, Patterson Consulting is simply bursting its seams.” He paused, smiling at Mom across the room.

“So we’re moving?” I snarled.

“Holly!” Mom said. “Please be polite about this.”

“Tell your husband that,” I shot back.

Mom gasped. Uncle Jack leaned forward, trying to smile cheerfully. “We need to work together on this, Holly. I know how you feel, dear.”

Dear?

“Don’t call me your sweet names,” I shouted.

Over in the corner, Carrie almost lost it. Her eyes bugged out, and she put a hand over her mouth in shock. She’d never seen me freak out at an adult like this.

“Can we talk about this privately?” Uncle Jack said quietly.

I was burning inside, but from the look on Mom’s face, I knew if I opened my mouth one more time, I’d be sorry later. Very sorry! So I put my head down, refusing to look at my horrible uncle-turned-stepfather.

Uncle Jack continued as if nothing had happened, telling us a few more details about the business expansion. Then he prayed. “Dear Lord, we ask for your help with our plans. We seek your direction and ask for a clear-cut decision tomorrow night. Be with the children if there is to be a move, I pray. Comfort Holly, especially, as she struggles with the idea of moving. I ask these things in your name. Amen.”

What right did he have mentioning my name in our family prayer? It made me angrier than ever.

“Now,” he said, turning the pages of the Bible. “I want to read chapter thirteen of the book of Numbers, where Moses sends spies out to Canaan to check out the land. My trips to Denver are a lot like spying, you know.”

“Really, Daddy?” Stephie said. “Are we spies?”

Mom and Uncle Jack laughed. I slumped in my chair, sulking. “Denver is a big place to spy on,” Phil joked.

Mark started in with his alien face repertoire.

Uncle Jack snapped his fingers. “Let’s have your encore later, son,” he stated flatly. That meant to cool it. No questions asked.

Uncle Jack read about Caleb and Joshua and their investigation of the Promised Land. I imagined the eight of us eating wild honey, one of the foods the spies had found. Ick! It made me despise Denver more than ever.
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The next morning I awakened to the sound of the wind’s voice, low in my ear. It moaned and whistled in the eaves and through the aspen trees in our backyard. Glancing at my clock, I realized it was very early. There was still plenty of time to lie awake, leisurely stretching, cuddling with Goofey.

Then I remembered—snow! I leaped from the cozy warmth of my bed and flung wide the curtains at my window seat to check. I stared down at the ground. Two inches, max.

Disappointed, I dragged back to bed. So much for the storm of the decade, I thought as I snuggled against Goofey’s warm fur. A blizzard, made-to-order, would have been nice. Really fabulous. All of us home together, snowbound. Maybe Uncle Jack’s important phone call would come early, before tonight. And I could celebrate if the answer was no. I shuddered to think about it being the other way around, so I quickly shoved that thought away.

Mom had us bundle up to go to school. Even though it had stopped snowing, the forecast was for severe wind and sub-zero temps.

Stephie, Carrie, Mark, and Phil clumped off to the elementary school two blocks away, clad in snow boots and heavy jackets. The girls wore their new earmuffs and mittens to match; the boys had on their new ski hats.

I hurried down the street to the mailbox and pushed my letter to Sean Hamilton inside. Then I waited for the bus with Stan. I was dying to ask him about Andie, but decided to wait. Andie would be more than delighted to fill me in at school.

Not only could I see my breath as we waited, but it sort of hung in midair, turning to tiny ice crystals when I exhaled.

“Well,” Stan said, his nose cherry red, “tonight’s the night.”

“Yeah.” I turned my back against the wind. “I’d give anything if we didn’t have to move.”

“Maybe we’ll return to Dressel Hills someday,” he offered. He was only trying to make me feel better.

“I hope we don’t have to leave at all.”

“That’s not too realistic by the sound of things,” he said. “Don’t get me wrong, Dad’s not trying to mess up things here with you and Mom and Carrie.”

“Could’ve fooled me,” I whispered. I glanced at my watch. “The bus is late.”

“Five minutes,” he said.

Five seconds in this blustery cold and fierce wind was way too long.

“What time is the phone call expected tonight?” I asked.

“Seven-thirty.” He turned toward me, shielding me from the wind blasts.

I wrinkled my runny nose, numb from the cold, trying my best not to sniffle. “I want to be right there when the decision comes.”

“Well, don’t hold your breath,” he said.

I nodded, not wanting to open my mouth to speak again. My lips felt funny—like they were numb and nearly nonexistent.

“Here comes the bus,” Stan said.

We huddled together, eager for the warmth of the bus.
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As usual, Andie met me at my locker. “News flash,” she announced.

I grinned at her. “Okay, okay, let me guess. You’re Stan’s girlfriend again.”

“How’d you know?” She eyed me curiously. “Stan?”

“Not a word,” I said, struggling with still-frozen fingers to work my combination.

“So…what was your first clue?” Persistent. One of the many grand qualities I would miss about Andie. Depending on what was decided by phone tonight, of course.

I sighed dramatically. “His smile was different. Sort of, you know, sappy.”

“Huh?”

“You heard me.” And she had, because she began to giggle, quite pleased with herself as she turned to gather her books and notebooks for the first two classes.

“Careful about long-distance relationships,” I teased, feeding her basically the same line she’d dished out to me yesterday.

She ignored my comment. “Hey. What happened to our blizzard, anyway?”

“Beats me.” I piled my books into my backpack.

“Ladies, ladies” came a familiar voice.

I turned to see Jared. “Hey,” I said, grinning.

“Today’s our moment of truth,” he said, referring to Uncle Jack’s phone call. “You doing okay, Holly?” He leaned a little too close. Then he reminded me of Matthew 18:19.

“Thanks, Jared,” I said, backing away slightly. “I remembered.” In fact, I was banking on that Scripture.

Jared smiled. “I’ll walk you to science.”

I felt uneasy as he took my hand.

Andie shot me a strange look. It was a concerned, almost parental look. She wasn’t kidding. Jared was getting more possessive by the minute, and I was glad it wasn’t too far to my first class.

Whew, this is getting heavy, I thought, finding my assigned seat and pondering my situation with Jared.

Slowly, I took out my notebook and pen. Glancing up, I noticed Mr. Ross erasing the board. He turned momentarily to answer a student’s question. His thinning hair was brushed back from a broad but low forehead. He looked snazzier than usual. As he turned to greet the class, I saw it. A hint of pink on his chin. Squinting, I peered at his face. It was unmistakable. There was a smudge of pale lipstick on Mr. Ross’s right cheek!

I wondered if Andie had spotted it, too. I kept watching her, tuning out Mr. Ross’s words. Then I saw her shake her head slowly, back and forth, back and forth. It was a secret signal. She’d seen the lipstick, all right. I could almost hear her bursting inside: Check it out, Holly-Heart, she was thinking. Mr. Ross got smooched in the teachers’ lounge!

Like I always said, love does strange things to people. Instantly I thought of Jared. His strong feelings for me were more and more obvious. Sure, I cared for him, too, but it wasn’t like we were grown-up and twenty-two.

Funny, twenty-two was the magic number for me, the perfect age to meet someone, fall in love, and get married. Guess it was all Mom’s fault. That’s how old she had been when Daddy walked into her life. She’d told me so after Daddy left, when we sorted through old files. There were letters—tons of them—from Daddy after he and Mom had their first few dates. I was only eight, but I remembered helping her pack them away in a box. It wasn’t a day I’d ever forget.

Mr. Ross and his love interest, our English teacher, Miss Wannamaker, had passed up that magic number long ago. Closer to fifty-two, Mr. Ross was a widower. Miss Wannamaker was an unclaimed treasure—or so Uncle Jack called women who’d never married. I preferred my label—ladies in waiting. It had such a regal grandness to it.
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Around fourth period, it began to snow again. I studied the line of menacing black clouds from my vantage point in the alto section during choir. By sixth hour, things grew dark. The north wind struck, blending the ground and sky together. Whiteout! The air was thick with furious flakes of snow.

“Students, please remain in your classes” came the principal’s voice over the intercom. “A severe blizzard warning has been issued for the areas surrounding and including Dressel Hills.”

“No kidding,” whispered Andie, glancing at the windows.

“It’s a little late for warnings, don’t you think?” joked Billy Hill, seated in the desk across from me.

I nodded, mesmerized by the swirling whiteness. I’d seen blizzards before, but this…

“It’s frightening,” Andie said, coming over to watch with me.

“How will we get home?” I worried.

“You could get lost in this mess just by heading for the bus stop,” she said.

Which was true. I’d read about people trying to walk even a few feet, like to the neighbor’s or across the street, who were so blinded by the power of the wind and snow that they lost their way and froze to death. I shivered just thinking about it.

The principal’s voice came over the intercom again. “Teachers, please report to the office immediately.”

Our math teacher excused himself. Most of the kids had piled up against the windows by now, staring out at the roaring white beast.

“What if we have to spend the night at school?” Andie wailed.

“Are you crazy?” Billy said.

“This is the last place I want to spend the night,” Andie announced.

“I have to get home,” I whispered to no one in particular. Had to. My future was hanging by the single thread of a phone call.
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In a few minutes, big decisions were made. “No one is to leave the building,” the principal announced. It was a semi-state of emergency. Students without cell phones could make one phone call. Two minutes per call.

I waited in one of the phone lines, dying to talk to Mom. Four phone booths were near the entrance, and several office phones were being used to accommodate students. Standing between Andie and Paula, whose cell phone reception was nonexistent, I agonized over the state of things.

“It’s a perfect nightmare,” I said, shifting my backpack to my other shoulder.

“Could be worse,” Paula said.

“Oh yeah? Like how?” I said.

Andie began reciting a list of horrible things off the top of her head. “We could be buried in an avalanche, or stuck eating leftovers for a week, or…”

I stopped her just as Danny Myers came by. “Time to count our blessings, girls,” he said, grinning. Yep, he’d overheard our conversation. “It’s just a Colorado blizzard—probably won’t last past supper.”

“Past supper?” I wailed, thinking of Uncle Jack’s life-altering phone call.

“My dad has a snowmobile,” Paula said, grinning. “He’ll come bail us out after the storm.”

“Good idea,” Danny said. “After you, I get first dibs on a ride.”

We all laughed. Paula had gotten our minds off the worst-case scenario: an all-school sleepover.

The line for the phones inched forward. Suddenly Mr. Ross, our science teacher, made an announcement from the front of the line. “Sorry, kids, we’ll have to try later. Phones are out. This storm is a big one.”

Kids groaned as they broke up and headed for the corridor of lockers.

“Maybe that explains why my cell’s not working,” Paula said. “Doesn’t look like we’re going anywhere, at least not for a while.”

“Yeah,” Andie said. “We’re stuck at school. What a kick.”

“Trapped is more like it,” I muttered.

As we strolled to our lockers, another voice came over the speakers. It was Miss Wannamaker, our beloved English teacher. “Students of Dressel Hills Junior High, meet me in the auditorium for an assembly in five minutes,” she said. There was a strange, almost gleeful sound to her voice.

I got rid of my books and trooped off to the girls’ rest room with Paula and Andie. “Sounds like Miss W’s got something planned,” I said.

“Leave it to her,” Andie moaned. “I wanna go home.”

“Me too.” I yanked a brush out of my purse.

Paula stepped up to the mirror, primping.

“You look so good,” I complimented her. And she did, now that she was minus the cat eyes from heavy black eyeliner.

“Guess who’s experimenting with the natural look?” Paula said.

“I noticed,” I said, referring to her twin, Kayla.

“Where is she today, by the way?”

“Sore throat,” Paula said.

“At least she’s home. Lucky for her,” I muttered. “C’mon, let’s see what Miss W’s up to.” I led my friends out of the rest room and into the deserted hallway.

Andie, Paula, and I shuffled into the auditorium, claiming three seats together. The period bell rang—end of sixth hour. School was as good as over. Now, what about getting home?

“Dear students,” Miss W began the assembly. Her trademark. She started each class the same way, like a spoken letter. “It is an unusual situation we find ourselves in this afternoon. And we may as well make the best of it.” She stood tall and plump, smiling at the audience. “You shouldn’t worry. I will not be assigning essays titled, ‘The Day I Stayed at School for Supper.’ ”

The kids cheered. Some applauded.

“Nor will I discuss the great blizzards of ancient literature,” she joked.

I chuckled at her approach. She was really something. By now she had each of us in the palm of her hand.

“I will, however, propose an interesting activity,” she said. “But first I need five volunteers.”

Hands shot up around the auditorium. Miss W was an obvious favorite with students.

Andie was one of the kids chosen to go up on the stage.

“Now, then,” Miss W addressed the audience as five students paraded toward her, “we will play a game involving the entire school.”

Charades. The entire student body divided into five large groups. Not so difficult, because lots of kids were at home with sore throats and flu.

Miss W met with each of the five students. She told them to pick a favorite food and act it out.

Paula and I joined the group that had to guess Andie’s imitation. For starters, she got down on the floor and slithered like a snake.

Someone called out, “Noodles!”

Next, Andie rolled into a ball and tumbled across the stage.

I called out, “Spaghetti and meatballs!”

Andie grinned. “That’s right.”

One by one, the other kids did their food routines. Soon Miss W asked for a new batch of charades contestants. I raised my hand, and Miss W motioned me onstage.

“This time, I will ask you to act out your least favorite food.”

I glanced over my shoulder at Jared, Danny, and my other friends. Surely I could act out the charade so that my group would guess my ikiest food.

For some bizarre reason, the thought of honey stuck in my brain. It was one of the foods Joshua’s spies had discovered in the Promised Land. I guess I paralleled their trip to Canaan with our possible move to Denver. Right now, for me, honey was the most hideous food I could think of. But how to act it out?

I started by lumbering across the stage like an old mama bear. Sniffing, I reared up on my hind legs, as if I’d found honey high in a tree. I scooped the sticky stuff from the tree with one paw, stretching it out like a rubber band. Then, plop, I dropped the wad of imaginary honey into my hungry jaws.

Jared called out, “Taffy!”

Miss W shook her head.

“Chocolate syrup,” Andie guessed.

“Foods we hate,” Miss W reminded my group.

Danny Myers’ voice was strong and clear. “It’s honey,” he said. “Holly is honey.”

Our group clapped and cheered. Some of the guys whistled. And when I got back to my seat, Andie whispered, “I think Danny said, ‘Holly is a honey.’ ”

I gasped, dropping my jaw.

She grinned at me. There was a mischievous light in her brown eyes. “He’s stuck on you, Holly. Get it? Stuck?”

“No, he’s sweet on her,” Paula insisted, laughing.

I’d almost forgotten our dilemma. Here we were laughing, playing charades, while prisoners in our own school.

I checked my watch. Almost three o’clock. Four and a half hours before Uncle Jack would have some word on whether we were moving.

“Holly,” Andie said, pulling on my sleeve. “Listen to this!”

Miss W was saying something about spaghetti. She and Mr. Ross were going to cook up a supper the kids would never forget. Right here at school.

“Don’t forget,” I said, poking Andie and Paula, “Miss W and Mr. Ross catered my mom’s wedding reception. They’re excellent cooks.”

Just then Mr. Ross strolled onto the stage. He took Miss W by the hand—in front of the whole school. At first, I thought he was going to kneel down and propose marriage.

He began by saying, “All of you will be hearing about this sooner or later.”

“What’s he gonna say?” Andie whispered.

“Just watch,” I said, eager to know.

“Your lovely English teacher is soon to become the bride of this old man,” Mr. Ross boldly announced.

Most of us jumped to our feet, cheering. It was the announcement I’d been waiting for. Amid wild applause, Mr. Ross displayed the sparkling diamond on Miss W’s plump white hand.

More cheers of delight filled the auditorium. But a wave of sadness swept over me. How could I ever say good-bye to this school? To these dear people?

Without a word to Andie, I slipped into the aisle, heading for the hallway. The school secretary was locking up the principal’s office.

“Are the phones working yet?” I asked.

She shook her head. “I’m afraid not.”

Disappointed, I glanced toward the main entrance. Wind rattled the doors. Whistling through the cracks, it created an eerie sound. And outside the snow continued to fall, wrapping our town in its layers of white fury.
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While Mr. Ross and Miss W did their culinary thing in the school cafeteria, the rest of the student body, about a hundred and fifty or so of us, were assigned to various places in the building. Like the music room and the library.

Andie chose the choir room to practice the piano, while Paula and I headed for the library. Paula worked on homework. I started writing a short story titled, “Good-Bye Whispers.”

GOOD-BYE WHISPERS
by Holly Meredith





“Can it be?” asked Brett.

“It’s true,” said Roxanne. “We’re moving and I know it’s lousy for you…for me, too.”

Brett shook his head, deep in thought. “But you’re my life, my love.”

Roxanne put her fingers to his lips. “Don’t say another word, my darling.”



I stopped for a moment, thinking about the plot and what should come next. Doodling, I wrote Sean Hamilton’s name sideways in the margin. One week from today he’d be here skiing. Spending the day with me. I added curlicues around his name. It was hard to push away such excitement. Then I reminded myself we were just friends and marked out his name with an X.

Paula went to look for a book in the reference section. That’s when it happened. Someone touched the top of my head.

I turned around and there was Jared, his bold, yet wistful eyes watching me.

My cheeks flamed with embarrassment. “What are you doing?” I asked.

“Just saying hi to my girl,” he said.

I felt uncomfortable, even with the many students studying around us at desks and in chairs.

I moved my backpack off the chair next to me, and he sat down. “Whatcha studying?” he asked, glancing at the beginning of my story.

“Nothing, really,” I said, twirling my pencil. “Just starting another story.”

A strange look crept into his eyes as he stared at my writing pad. “Who’s Sean Hamilton?”

Yikes! He’d seen the name in the margin.

Jared leaned over so that his pointer finger touched Sean’s name, crossed out in the margin of my story. “Is he fact or fiction?”

Nervously, I cleared my throat. “He’s just some boy I met last Christmas.”

Jared’s eyes registered jealousy. “What’s this about?”

“It’s no big deal.”

“Are you going to tell me about him or not?” Jared asked.

By now, everyone around us was aware of the conversation. Jared’s voice had inched up in volume with every sentence.

I wanted to crawl under the table. No, better yet, under the giant snowdrift outside the library window.

“Jared, please, not here,” I whispered, glancing around.

He stood up abruptly and pulled me with him toward the hallway.

“We’re not supposed to be out here,” I said.

“Then you name the place,” he said.

The only unpopulated place I could think of was the auditorium. I felt jittery as we headed there. “Jared, you’re overreacting,” I said as we settled into two seats near the stage.

Jared’s eyes narrowed. “I think you’d better start at the beginning with this Sean thing.”

“He’s a friend of my dad’s,” I said. “I hardly know him.”

“But you were thinking about him back there,” he insisted.

“Only because he’s coming with my dad to ski next weekend,” I blurted without thinking.

“Oh…so that’s it.” Jared stood up, walking around with his hands smashed in his jeans pockets. He was scrutinizing me, making me feel guilty. Actually rotten.

I leaped out of my seat. “I’ve done nothing wrong!”

Jared’s eyes bored into me. “Has Sean been writing to you?”

“And what if he has?” I shot back.

“Does he know about…you and me?”

Out of nowhere came the urge to slap him. For the pat on the head in the library. For his accusations. “It’s none of your business,” I snapped. “You don’t own me.”

“Is that how you feel?” He put his foot on the seat, leaning on his knee as he glared down at me.

Jared’s frown, his words, made me even more angry. “I don’t know how I feel right now,” I said, sitting down again. “But I know one thing for sure.” I took a deep breath. “It’s too much. You and me…we’re…way too exclusive.”

Slowly, Jared sat in front of me, leaning over the seat. His face softened as the frown disappeared. Then he reached for my hand. “What are you saying, Holly-Heart? That it’s wrong to like only one person?”

I stared down at our hands. “I’m not ready to be this serious,” I said, fighting back the tears. “We’re too young.”

“Love doesn’t know age barriers,” he said. “Look at Mr. Ross and Miss W.”

I should have known he’d use them. “Honestly, Jared, would you believe me if I said I want to be friends with lots of boys, including you?”

“Why don’t you just say it, Holly,” he said, minus the Heart. I could sense him backing off again. And not just because he pulled his hand away. “It’s about leaving, isn’t it? You want out because you don’t think it’ll work if you’re in Denver.”

“Even if we weren’t moving, it might be a good idea to cool it…spend less time together,” I said, avoiding his eyes, trying to be gentle about this.

He slammed his fist against the back of the seat. “Because of Sean? Or because you want to meet new people—big-city guys?”

I shook my head. “No, it’s because of me.”

“Well, consider it done,” he said in a mocking sort of way.

I looked up at him, shocked.

“I really don’t know how I feel about being friends with you anymore, Holly,” he continued. “And don’t expect me to follow that no-flirting rule of yours any longer.” With that, he left me sitting alone in the semidarkness while the storm howled outside.

It was howling inside, too.

Crushed. That’s what I was. Totally and completely crushed. “Will the real Jared Wilkins please stand up,” I whispered.

I sat quietly, pondering the events of the week. “I don’t ever want to lose our friendship,” Jared had told me. His plans to drive to Denver when he got his license and to call me long-distance still rang in my ears. So much for our prayer pact and Matthew 18:19.

My heart beat a zillion miles an hour. But my tears had dried up. Angry and hurt, I ran to the solace of the girls’ rest room.
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I was washing my hands when Paula burst into the girls’ bathroom. “There you are,” she said, out of breath. “I’ve been trying to track you down.”

“Jared and I needed to talk.” I filled her in on the latest details of the Holly-Jared thing.

“Oh, wow, I’m sorry to hear that,” she said, coming over to lean on one of the sinks. “I’m surprised Jared turned on you.”

I pulled two paper towels out of the dispenser. “People say and do weird things when they’re angry,” I said, pushing the rumpled-up towels into the trash. “Besides, spending so much time with only one guy when you’re fourteen…I don’t know…my dad says it just doesn’t make sense.”

Paula nodded, touching up her shoulder-length hair. “Fourteen going on twenty-six, my mother says. But she explains it like this: From the time we’re first attracted to guys, until we marry our life mate, females are more inclined to want special friendships with only one male at a time. It’s one of the things God did when He created Eve.”

I smiled at my reflection. Paula had a way of expressing herself like no other.

“That’s how I felt about Danny, and then Jared. But now,” I paused, pulling my compact out of my purse. “Now it seems like it was a mistake not to be friends with everyone, you know?”

She nodded.

Just then, Andie flew into the rest room. “Holly!” she called, running over to me. “Are you okay?” She flung her arms around me.

“I’ve had better days,” I mumbled.

“You poor baby.”

“I’m okay, really,” I said. “It’s Jared who’s got a problem.”

“I know.” She flung her purse on the shelf above the sink. “He’s not being too cool about this,” she informed me. “He just told Stan and Billy you two called it quits.”

“He did…already?” I said, amazed.

Andie sighed. “Jared’s a macho male machine, in case you’d forgotten. Now brace yourself for this, okay?” She held on to my shoulders, looking into my eyes.

“I can almost hear it now,” I scoffed.

“Jared’s taking the credit for breaking up with you, like it’s some big deal for him. But let me guess—you were the one who got this whole thing started, right?”

As usual, she was right on track. I nodded. “If that’s the way he wants to play this game, let him,” I said, resigned to whatever happened. It wasn’t easy dealing with this kind of craziness when you were trapped at school.

“Supper is served” came Miss W’s voice over the loudspeaker.

“Chow time!” Andie grabbed my arm and guided me into the hall. She instructed Paula to walk on the other side of me so Jared could see we were a unified force. “He’s not gonna mess with your head anymore,” Andie said, leading me to the cafeteria.

Andie was like that. She liked to take charge of things, especially when I was hurt. Maybe because, like me, she was the oldest in her family. Her twin brothers—at age three—were so much younger.

Stan came into the lunchroom and got in line with Andie. He glanced out the windows at the vicious, swirling storm. “Tennis, anyone?” he joked.

Andie laughed.

“Has anyone heard the weather report?” I asked. “Sure would be nice to know when this blizzard will be over.” I wondered what Mom and Uncle Jack were doing at home. Were they getting calls, or was our phone line dead, too?

Stan reached for a tray and handed it to Andie. “I heard Mr. Ross tell another teacher that the elementary schools closed at noon because of the severe windchill factor.”

“That’s good,” I said, relieved that at least the rest of my family was home, safe and snug.

The cafeteria was a sight to behold. There were candles burning in glass holders on each table. And somewhere, they’d found plastic yellow daffodils for the centerpieces.

“Let’s sit over there,” Andie said, pointing to a table for four. Miles away from our usual spot. Paula and I followed Stan and Andie as they led the way.

I tried not to pay attention to Jared sitting with Danny and Billy across the cafeteria from us. Amy-Liz and her friends Joy and Shauna were eating with them, too. I didn’t mind that the girls were there. It was their laughter that bugged me. Especially Jared’s.

The spaghetti was great, and all of us concluded that Mr. Ross and Miss W were a good culinary team. When they got ready to retire from teaching, they could make extra money cooking for snowbound students.

Halfway through dessert, the principal made an announcement about phones being available for calls. “Students who have not had a chance to make a call may come to the office now,” he said.

I looked across the cozy table at Stan. “Want to call home?” I asked.

He shrugged. “It’s more important for you to find out what’s happening. Go ahead.” He was referring to Uncle Jack’s phone appointment.

I glanced at my watch. Six-thirty. “It’s still a bit early,” I said. “What if the call hasn’t come yet?”

“Then I’ll call back later,” Stan offered. “That way we’ll know what happened with the move for sure.”

“Thanks,” I said, excusing myself.

Just as I got up, the lights went out. The kids oohed softly. I reached for the glass candle holder on our table. “Mind if I borrow this?”

Andie grinned up at Stan. “We can see just fine, can’t we?”

Oh, puhleeze, I thought.

Paula looked uncomfortable about remaining at the table without me. I understood how she must feel. Especially since I kept hearing Jared’s voice—and Amy-Liz’s—drifting across the cafeteria.

“Come with me,” I invited Paula, who jumped up.

We made our way by candlelight down the hall to the office phones. Only a few kids were in line ahead of us. Because there were fewer students this time, Mr. Ross allowed longer conversations than before. The office shone with soft candlelight. Three teachers stood around talking.

“Wouldn’t you hate to monitor phone calls for a living?” Paula whispered behind me.

“Actually, I feel sorry for them,” I said. “This has got to be every teacher’s worst nightmare—stuck overnight at school with a bunch of kids.”

“I wonder where we’ll sleep,” she said.

“Maybe we won’t,” I joked.

Mr. Ross paced nervously as each student talked on the phone. His eyes looked strained. He’d removed his sweater hours before, and the sleeves of his blue dress shirt were rolled up to the elbows. I could almost picture him stirring noodles in a deep pot of boiling water, with Miss W by his side. “Next,” he called out as a girl hung up the phone.

Two more to go, I thought, dying for news about Uncle Jack’s decision. Surely the phone lines hadn’t been down all over Dressel Hills.

Paula asked Mr. Ross where we’d be sleeping if the blizzard didn’t let up soon.

“We’ll give the ladies the library since it’s carpeted. How’s that?” He smiled broadly. “Miss Wannamaker and Miss Hess will monitor the girls’ side of the building. Lights-out will be ten-thirty.” He said it as though he wished that were only a few minutes from now.

Paula flashed her perfect smile. “Bookworms unite,” she said. “We’ll have plenty to keep us occupied, if the electricity comes back on, that is.”

“We sure hope so,” Mr. Ross said. “We might easily run out of candles, and we don’t have many flashlights.”

Finally I held the phone receiver in my hand. I punched in my phone number. Busy. Quickly, I redialed. Still busy.

“I’ll try again later,” I told Mr. Ross, who was back to pacing.

Paula dialed her number next, since her cell was still useless. Her line was busy, too. We stepped out of line and let the student behind us go next.

“Maybe my dad’s talking to your uncle,” Paula said. “Maybe they know something already.” She offered a comforting smile. Like she knew exactly what I was feeling.

Jared and Billy passed us in the hall, still joking around. I turned away. It hurt seeing Jared so jovial and carefree after what happened between us today.

When it was my turn again, I dialed my phone number. Again the line was busy.

Paula dialed next. She nodded her head, signaling she’d gotten through. “Hi, Mom. I’m still at school. We’re stranded here, but I guess you knew that.” She paused. “How’s Kayla?”

A longer pause ensued as Paula listened to her mom chatter, no doubt.

“I miss you, too,” she said at last.

Suddenly I had an idea. “Ask your mom if she’s heard anything from Uncle Jack,” I whispered.

Paula nodded. “Holly’s here with me, and she’s trying to get through to her house, but the line’s always busy. Have you heard any news about the Denver move?”

I held my breath as seconds ticked by.

“Okay, thanks, Mom,” she said at last. “I’ll tell her.” When she hung up, she turned to me. “Let’s take a walk, Holly.”

I held our little candle as we headed in the opposite direction of Jared and company—toward the library.

“What did your mom say?” I asked as the candle made leapfrog shadows on the walls.

“Evidently, it’s been decided,” she said, facing me. “I’m sorry to have to tell you this, Holly. But you’re leaving Dressel Hills before school’s out.”

That soon?

My heart sank.
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I stopped in the middle of the hall, still holding the candle. “This can’t be happening!” I wailed.

Paula touched my arm. “I know,” she said, fighting back the tears.

Someone came running up behind us. I hoped it wasn’t Jared. He was the last person I wanted to see.

Turning around, I looked into Andie’s face. “What’s going on?” she asked.

That’s when I buried my face in her shoulder. Paula took the candle holder from me and filled Andie in. Soon Paula’s arms were around both Andie and me. And there we stood in the middle of the hallway, three best friends on the brink of separation—stuck in a blizzard, without electricity, and facing spaghetti leftovers for breakfast.

Sobbing like orphans, we stumbled to the girls’ rest room, and once again I washed my tear-streaked face.

Andie couldn’t stop crying. Probably because she was losing her best friend and her guy friend. “Someone’s got to tell Stan,” she muttered, blowing her nose.

“He’ll know when he sees our faces,” I said.

“He already said there’s no reason for us to end our friendship, Andie said. “He’ll email me, and there will always be plenty of skiing trips.”

“But you two split up before,” I said. “Are you sure it won’t happen again?”

“We talked things out,” Andie said confidently, blowing her nose. “We’re fine now.”

She sounded so sure of herself. Made me wonder if I’d been too hasty with Jared. Then I remembered his behavior—how he’d sneered at me, pounding his fist, stomping around. Did I really want to be friends with someone like that?

Miss Hess, our choir director, came into the bathroom just then. “Are you girls all right?”

Andie nodded solemnly.

Miss Hess looked at me. “Holly, are you?”

That’s when I filled her in on my latest tragedy.

“I’m very sorry to hear this,” she said. “I had hoped to see all you girls trying out for the female roles in our spring musical.”

I sighed. “Me too.”

Then Andie had an incredible idea. “Maybe Holly could stay with me till school’s out.”

“Really?” Paula was excited about it, too.

“Fabulous,” I said. It was the best thing I’d heard all week. But could I get Mom and Uncle Jack to agree?

We followed Miss Hess to the library, where most of the girls had already gathered. Flickering candles on tabletops gave the place a charming, almost Victorian look. The smell of books, coupled with the brightness of white and wind outdoors, created a cozy atmosphere. I started to calm down. After all, we haven’t moved yet, I thought. Things could still change.

Miss W and Miss Hess sat down with us and began to give instructions. “Think of this as an all-school sleepover,” Miss Hess began.

We chuckled. In a strange sort of way, it was a comforting thought. A much better way to look at things than being forced to stay at school.

“There will be an assembly at seven o’clock tonight,” Miss W said. “After which we will divide the school with an imaginary boundary line. The hall just north of the office will be off limits to girls. And the hall running past the library is off limits to the guys.”

Andie raised her hand. “What if the storm stops before then?”

Miss W glanced at the window behind her. “At this point in the storm, even if the wind and snow do die out, we would still have to wait several hours before the city could begin snow removal.”

“Why don’t we make the best of this time together?” Miss Hess said, smoothing her jean skirt. “Let’s use it as a chance to get to know one another better.” She leaned over and removed her calfhigh boots. “I don’t know about you, but my feet are killing me.”

Several girls removed their shoes, from tall, city-style boots to hiking shoes. The atmosphere was peppered with conversation and laughter.

I looked on either side of me. Andie and Paula—my dear friends. What an amazing way to spend one of our last nights together. It was oddly fitting that we were together like this, surrounded by zillions of school friends from grade-school days.

Joy and Shauna joined us as Mr. Ross peeked his head into the library. “The city is working to get electricity restored as soon as possible,” he said.

Cheers went up all around. I didn’t clap, though. There was something terribly special about sitting in a beautiful library, candles glowing.

Miss W began talking again. “Girls, we’ll have some free time here before going to the assembly. That is, if the electricity is turned on in time.”

The doors opened suddenly and in marched Amy-Liz. She turned to say good-bye to someone in the hall. I knew it was Jared. I shut out the image by staring into the candle beside me. Jared was already back to his old ways. Why was I not surprised?

Amy-Liz worked her way through the maze of girls toward us. Sitting down, she handed me a note. “Here, Holly,” she said. “It’s from Jared.”

“Give me that,” Andie said, snatching it out of her hand. “Can’t you see Holly’s been through enough?” She began unfolding the letter.

“Wait,” Amy-Liz intervened. “It’s private stuff. And,” she said, looking at me, “I think Holly oughta hear him out.”

Andie got huffy in my defense. “What are you doing hanging out with Jared?” She turned her insufferable stare-lock on Amy-Liz.

Paula nodded. “Jared’s not as trustworthy as you think.”

Amy-Liz’s face lit up like the candle flame on the table. “I think if you give Holly the letter, she’ll understand.”

Paula’s eyebrows shot up. “How do you know what Jared wrote?”

“I…uh…he needed a friend,” she said, turning to me. “Just like he needs you to read this, Holly. Read it,” she urged. “Somewhere private.”

Andie began to sound like my mother again. “Can you promise me this won’t upset Holly?” she demanded.

“How should I know?” said Amy-Liz.

Reluctantly, Andie handed the letter to me. I took it from her, my heart in my throat.
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I abandoned Andie and Paula and the rest of the girls, searching for a quiet corner in the library. Settling into a comfortable chair, I opened Jared’s letter. Slowly, I began to read by candlelight.

Dear Holly,

I can’t believe what you did to us today. Bottom line—you’ll never find a better guy for you than me. And after that ridiculous sixty-day scrutiny test you put me through. Let’s face it, I’m ticked.

We were great friends—you’ll have to agree. It doesn’t have to end like this. Think it through. I won’t wait forever for your reply.

—Jared

All I could do was stare at the letter. Who did he think he was? Part of me wanted to strangle him. And the other part…Well, I didn’t know what to think.

I knew one thing for sure, Jared had treated me horribly this afternoon and again in this letter. The fact that he wanted me to overlook it—as though nothing had happened—smacked of pride. No surprise there. Jared had always been full of himself. I couldn’t allow him just to write me a guilt-letter and decide it would take care of everything between us. Everything was not okay again—no sir-ee!

Glancing at the letter again, my first reaction was to rip it to shreds. Jared had behaved like a perfect oaf tonight at supper, laughing loudly and flirting with Amy-Liz, who happened to be the cutest soprano in the school choir.

“Psst, Holly!”

I looked up. It was Andie. “You okay?”

“Not really.” I stood up, folding the letter.

“What’s Jared trying to pull now?”

“His usual.” I handed it to her. “See for yourself.”

“Man, what a jerk,” she said, handing the letter back after reading it. “What are you gonna do?”

“I’ve got an idea. I’ll tell you later.”

We joined the other girls while Miss W got ready to do her storytelling routine. I stuffed the letter into my back pocket. “What happened to the assembly?”

“No lights,” Andie said. “I think teachers want to keep kids from pairing up in the dark…you know.”

“Yeah,” I muttered, my mind on Jared’s note. And on the raging storm outside. I shivered. “It’s really cold in here.”

“Go get your jacket,” she suggested. “Only wait’ll you hear what you have to do to get permission to leave the library.” She snickered. Evidently, she’d eavesdropped on Miss W and Miss Hess. We sat on the floor, waiting for Miss W to do a final head count.

Still in her stocking feet, Miss Hess closed the library doors. “If you must leave the area to use the rest rooms or the phones,” she said, “please sign one of these index cards.” First she held a yellow-lined card up for all to see, then placed it on the pile on the desk. “Any questions?”

“They don’t trust us,” Amy-Liz whispered, grinning.

I bit my tongue. Look who’s talking!
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After several well-presented tales by Miss W, we were given one hour of free time. For some of the girls that was tough. After all, what can you do in a school library with no electricity and candlewicks burning down to nothing fast?

No problem here. I had plenty to keep me busy sitting in the dark. First, I had to devise a plan—how to respond to Jared. I could almost envision the letter, no, the limerick, I would write.

I headed to the desk where the stack of index cards were kept. Miss W sat beside the desk looking fairly wiped out.

“May I please have a pass to get some paper out of my locker?” I fidgeted with the index cards.

“The eighth-grade lockers are on the opposite side of the boundary, she said. “It’s off limits to girls.”

“I’ll be back in two minutes,” I pleaded. “I promise.”

She glanced at her watch, then looking up at me, she smiled. “For you, Holly, I’ll allow it. Be back in two minutes.”

I dashed out of the library and down the dark hallway. Feeling my way along the row of lockers, I discovered the futility of locating mine.

A faint glimmer came from the end of the hall. Rushing to investigate, I realized just how cold the school building had become. If only I could find my locker and get it open, I would have paper as well as my jacket.

Nearing the end of the hall, I discovered an array of communal candles and holders lying on the floor. Some were lit, some weren’t.

I had to hurry. More than two minutes had passed! Miss Hess and Miss W would be sending out a search party any minute now. I lit a single candle off one of the others and, shielding the flame, I made my way down the dark corridor—locker hunting.

Finally I found mine. Balancing the candle in one hand, I spun my combination. Grabbing my notebook and jacket, I slammed the locker door. And just like that, the lights flickered on.

“Wow! I should’ve tried this earlier,” I joked to myself. Blowing out the candle, I raced back to the library.

Miss W seemed delighted to see me. “Look,” she said, pointing to the girls lined up near the windows. “The stars are coming out.”

I ran to the windows and cupped my hands on the frosty pane. Monstrous drifts were everywhere, but the snow had stopped. I exhaled, leaving a ring of moisture on the glass. The blizzard of the decade had come and gone. So had my stormy bout with Jared Wilkins. Except the winds of war were still blowing. One pathetic letter from Jared wasn’t going to stop anything.

Finding Andie and Paula, I whispered my plan to write a limerick in response to Jared’s letter.

“How cool,” Andie said.

“Want some assistance?” Paula asked.

“Perfect,” I said, searching for a quiet table for three.

When we sat down, Paula and Andie announced their plans to throw a going-away party for me.

“It’ll be one you’ll never forget,” Andie said.

“I’m afraid of that,” I said, laughing.

“We’re going to make the next few weeks count for a lifetime,” Andie said, grabbing my elbow. “You’ll see.”

It was obvious she was trying to be brave. She didn’t mention anything about my staying with her till school was out, like before. But we could make those kinds of plans tomorrow or the next day. After all, I’d have to get Mom and Uncle Jack to agree. Besides, the way Jared was acting, maybe several more weeks was long enough to hang around here.

I gave Paula and Andie a piece of paper. “Write a list of words that rhyme with Jared,” I said.

A broad grin spread across Andie’s face. “I’ve got one.” She wrote the word, passing it across the table to Paula and me. We burst into giggles.

“It’s fabulous!” I said, starting to write the limerick.



There once was a boy named Jared,

Whom everyone knew was an airhead.

I read it to them softly. “What do you think?”

Andie and Paula were in stitches. “You should do this for a living,” Paula said.

Andie was laughing so hard she couldn’t speak.

“Now for the middle part,” I said. “Think of all the words that rhyme with pride. ”

Paula started her list. Andie wiped the laughter tears from her eyes, while I made my own list of words starting at the top of the alphabet. Bride, cried, denied, dried, eyed, fried, hide, lied.

Halfway through the alphabet I stopped. Now Paula was giggling so hard she could barely write. “Is this too much for you or what?” I laughed.

Paula nodded. “You should talk to the editor of the school paper. I hear they could use some help.”

“But I’m moving, remember?” I said.

Sad recognition flitted across Paula’s face. “I’m sorry, Holly.”

When Andie and Paula were finished, we pooled our talents and finished the limerick.



There once was a boy named Jared,

Whom everyone knew was an airhead.

His problem was pride,

“Forgiveness—denied,”

Said Holly, who just could not bear it!

“It may be a little rough,” I said, “but this will state my point.”

“Loud and clear,” said Paula.

“Who’s gonna deliver it to him?” Andie asked.

“What about you, Paula?” I pulled her up from her chair. “Fill out an index card,” I teased. “Then go to the rest room, and on the way back, stick this in Jared’s locker.”

She read the limerick one more time. Laughing, she folded the paper and hid it in her pants pocket.

Andie and I went to the window, watching streaks of cirrocumulus clouds whip past the moon. She slipped her arm around my shoulder. “I’ll never find another friend like you, Holly-Heart,” Andie whispered. “Never in the whole world.”

“Moving won’t change things between us,” I said, swallowing the lump in my throat. “I’ll live in Dressel Hills again someday. You’ll see.”

And in my heart, it was the promise of a lifetime.
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Chapter 12

None of us got much sleep on the carpeted floor of the library that night. At least we had heat. Thank goodness for that. Still, we bundled up in our jackets for blankets.

It was a typical sleepover, only on a larger scale and without the amenities of sleeping bags and DVDs. And instead of five or six giggling females, there were eighty-four of us.

At dawn, we woke up to the sound of snowplows and snowblowers. Andie sat up next to me on the floor, rubbing her eyes. “Hallelujah—we’re going home! I can’t wait to sleep in my own bed.”

“Sounds fabulous,” I said, thinking about my cozy four-poster bed…and my beloved window seat. It seemed like weeks since I’d written in my diary.

Paula went with Andie and me to the rest room—nobody needed passes now. Andie peeked around each corner before we proceeded down the hall, making sure neither Jared nor his buddies were nowhere in sight.

In the rest room, I brushed my long hair while Andie groaned at her smashed curls. “I’d give anything to have your hair, Holly.”

“I’ll give it to you if you’ll trade places with me,” I teased, referring to the move to Denver.

Andie shot me a sideways glance. “I’d hate living in a big city,” she said. And that was the end of that.

We made ourselves as presentable as possible. Then we headed to the office with Paula in the lead. She wanted to call home.

Stan was already waiting in the phone line. He looked a bit disheveled, with oily hair sticking out in places.

“Was your bed as hard as ours?” I asked.

“Worse,” he grumbled. “You had carpet, remember?”

I gave him a sympathetic look. “Who are you calling?”

“Dad…again.”

“Then you heard the news?”

“Yeah, I heard.” I could see he didn’t want to discuss things with Andie standing right there.

I changed the subject. “Paula says her dad’ll bring his snowmobile up to school if he has to.”

“Good idea,” he said. “Only it’ll take him several trips to get us all home.”

“Are the city buses running yet?” Paula asked.

“Most of the streets are drifted shut, according to the radio,” Stan said, pulling out his MP3 player, which had an FM radio. “But the city crews’ll be out all day.”

“Some blizzard,” Andie said.

“And poor timing,” I said under my breath.

Stan heard. He shrugged his shoulders, forcing a sad sort of smile at Andie.
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By the time Stan and I got home, it was nearly ten o’clock. About the time I usually got up on Saturdays.

Mom threw her arms around us as we came in. Then Uncle Jack hurried down the stairs, looking mighty comfortable in his faded blue jeans and flannel shirt. I, on the other hand, was still unshowered and wearing the same clothes I’d slept in all night.

I held back when Uncle Jack bear-hugged me. He noticed, but he tried to act cool, as though it was nothing. But I had a right to be angry. After all, he’d railroaded his stupid move right through—and while I was stuck overnight at school. It wasn’t fair. Not one bit.

“You’ll have to record this event for posterity,” Mom said, grinning. “I’ve never heard of being stranded at school all night.”

Too tired and overwhelmed to talk, I grumbled a reply.

Mark rolled his eyes, grunting like a gorilla. “Better not happen to me. Oo-o-ga!”

“Go away,” I snapped. Everyone was acting like nothing had happened. Like our whole world wasn’t about to change.

Stephie jumped up and down when she saw me. “I slept with Goofey for you last night, Holly.”

“That’s nice,” I growled.

Mom frowned at my response. “Come have some hot chocolate to warm you up,” she said to Stan and me.

I didn’t answer, but I followed reluctantly to the kitchen and sat on a barstool. Mom filled two mugs with the hot chocolate she’d kept warm on the stove. Stan took his cup and left the room, probably to veg out in front of the TV.

“Why can’t we stay in Dressel Hills at least till school’s out?” I whined as she handed me the steaming hot drink. Going to Denver was the only thing on my mind.

“I’m not comfortable with that,” she said.

I set my cup down on the counter and stared at her. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Just what I said, Holly.” She was equally determined. “We—all of us—are staying together on this.”

I had no idea why she was so adamant about something so illogical. “Where will we live?” I asked.

“Jack’s already found several lovely rental houses to choose from,” she said. “We’ll buy a house later, when we’ve had a chance to look around.”

“What about school?” I wailed.

“The schools should be fine,” she explained. “If we aren’t happy with the public schools where we live, we can always look into private, or homeschool till the end of the year.”

I blew on my hot chocolate. It sure looked like Mom was calling the shots—right along with her new husband. So much for democracy.

“Well, why on earth do we have to move so soon?” I complained.

Mom sighed, obviously tired of my string of questions. “We have to set the office up immediately,” she replied, “or Jack will lose several big accounts.”

Mom seemed enthusiastic—and stubborn—about the move. I couldn’t figure out why. She had never wanted to live in a big city. That was one of the reasons she and Daddy moved from Pennsylvania to Colorado after they were married.

I didn’t tell her I wanted to live with Andie and finish out the school year. But I was dying to.

“It’s going to be quite an undertaking getting this house packed,” she continued. “Each day we’ll do something big. Starting today.”

I should have known. When Mom made up her mind, she pushed forward with all her might to attain her goal.

“After you shower and rest up, you could start sorting through your own closet,” she said. “You’ll find flattened boxes in the attic.” She got up and went to one of the kitchen drawers. Pulling out a roll of packing tape and a scissors, she handed them to me. “The boys’ll be around to help if you need it.”

I won’t cry—I won’t, I thought as I trudged up the steps to my room, tape and scissors in hand. This house, and everything in it—well, almost everything—reminded me of Daddy. It had been over five years since he’d left. Still, I loved the memories. The nights he read to us till we fell asleep, the summer evenings we spent swinging on the front porch, the jokes he told around the supper table. All were memories he’d made with us here.

Gathering up clean clothes, I headed for the bathroom. As I showered, I thought of my short time in Dressel Hills. Fourteen years had come and gone. The water beat on my back as I cried. No one could hear my sorrow. No one could see my tears. For the first time in my life, I felt totally alone.

After showering, I headed to my room. With a heavy heart, I stared at everything as if for the last time. My comfy bed. My droopy-eyed teddy bear, snuggled onto the lavender window seat next to a pillow. No room could ever be like this one.

I took out my journal, hoping that writing would help me to feel better.

Saturday, March 26—The worst thing happened to me yesterday after school, and it wasn’t the blizzard. I found out that Uncle Jack’s backup plan flopped. The guy he was trying to get for the Denver office turned down the job. So we’re moving to Denver, and Mom’s not even trying to do anything to stop it. I can’t believe it. I always thought she loved Dressel Hills as much as I do!

More horrendous things: Jared and I are finished. Partly my fault, because I didn’t handle things very well and Jared misunderstood. He got real mad and said some horrible things to me. The worst part is he sent a note to me (delivered by none other than Amy-Liz!), and he wants me to think about what happened—like I’m the one who should make the final decision. I really hate this!

I closed my journal. Whether I liked it or not, it was time to get started on packing.

I headed for the walk-in closet in Mom’s bedroom. The ladder to the attic hung down from the ceiling in the far corner of the closet. I remembered hiding up there as a kid. Andie and I had written some of our first Loyalty Papers in our attic. Everything in this house seemed to call out to me—to remind me that I was leaving against my will.

At the top of the ladder, I pushed the wooden door open and poked my head through. The attic was cold, dark, and quiet—like a cave in the snow. Looking around, I shivered. Not much had changed, except there were a few more boxes stacked in neat piles against the wall. Probably Uncle Jack’s stuff.

The attic floor creaked as I made my way to the pile of flattened boxes. A lopsided lamp, minus the light bulb, leaned against the wall, and a large gray trunk stood nearby. Kneeling on the dusty floor, I folded the cardboard along the indentations and made up three large boxes to take to my room.

As I finished the third box, I glanced up and noticed the initials SMJ just above the latch on the old trunk.

“SMJ…Susan Marie Johnson,” I whispered. “Mom’s initials before she married Daddy.”

Almost reverently, I touched it. Mom had used the trunk to haul her clothes and books to college. It was special. Even doubled as a coffee table in the early years of Mom and Daddy’s marriage before they had money for nice furniture. Before I was born. One of our scrapbooks showed them drinking tea on the floor, with a lighted candle perched on the trunk.

In the five years that had come and gone since Daddy left, this trunk had stored Mom’s reminders of him and their life together. Along with scrapbooks and their wedding album, we’d packed up old love letters. Most of them were from Daddy while Mom was completing college. Even the slightest memory brought a veil of tears. Mom had nearly grieved herself sick.

I blew away some dust and slowly, gently, opened the lid.

The awful smell of mothballs brought back memories of the day we had packed this trunk. At age eight, I was too young to care much about love letters. But now, in the depths of my sadness, I wondered if they might hold the answer to The Question—that thing I could not bring myself to face. So deeply buried was The Question, that even though I felt close to my father last Christmas—and had been with him in the quiet of his study, the two of us, alone—I could not force my lips to shape the words.

Deep and dark, The Question stirred within me. Find the answers, it urged. But layers of pain concealed The Question. The pain of divorce, the lonely years without Daddy. Mom having to work full time while juggling office and family. The pain of an empty porch swing on cool summer evenings. Baking snickerdoodles without him.

The old days and Daddy—gone forever. And now I was facing another change. One almost as painful as my parents’ divorce.

Reaching into the dim chasm of the trunk, I found three shoe boxes labeled according to month and year. Mom had allowed me to read a few of the letters kept inside. I opened the one on top and read it for old times’ sake. Smiling, I folded it and slipped it into the envelope. My father certainly had a way with words. He could sweet-talk Mom into almost anything.

I put the letter back in the shoe box and spotted something new—a cluster of cards and envelopes secured with a rubber band in the far right corner of the trunk. Where had they come from?

I hesitated, almost afraid to delve into possible secrets of the past. Taking a deep breath, I lifted the stack out of the trunk, purposely holding it away from my eyes, struggling with the temptation to snoop. Snooping was one of Mom’s pet peeves. Mine too. I thought about Carrie and Stephie sneaking around, snooping in my journal, driving me crazy.

But my curiosity won out. I removed the rubber band and held the first letter up to the light. It was addressed to Susan Meredith; the handwriting was unmistakable. The letter was from my Grandma Meredith.

I sifted through several more envelopes to verify my suspicions. Sitting down on a torn hassock, I discovered that Mom had been corresponding with Grandma Meredith, Daddy’s mother, after he moved out. But why? According to the postmarks, there were several years’ worth of letters and cards here.

The Question raised its ugly head. And I trembled as I began to read the first letter.
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Chapter 13

Dearest Susan,

We received your letter yesterday, and our hearts are deeply saddened by the news of your recent separation. How we pray something will stop this needless tragedy.

These many years, we have felt our son’s work has been far too important. Insisting on you and the girls moving to the West Coast, especially when he knows how much you dislike big-city life, seems nothing short of insensible.

How are Holly and Carrie, our little darlings, handling the situation? We want to help you out in any way we can. Please let us know if you need anything. Tell our granddaughters how much we love them.

Take care of yourself. We love you, Susan.

—Mom and Dad Meredith

My heart pounded fiercely as I held the letter. The contents of Grandma Meredith’s letter to Mom shook me up. It actually sounded like Mom had refused to move to California when Daddy wanted to be where the action was for his work. Somehow I was sure she would have followed a more submissive route if she’d been a Christian back then.

My thoughts wandered back to Uncle Jack and his career move. Wait a minute…Was this the reason for Mom’s very supportive position?

Just then I heard footsteps. Someone was coming up the ladder. I hurried to hide evidence of my snooping. Fumbling to refold Grandma’s letter, I slid it back under the rubber band without the envelope.

The footsteps were coming closer. I heard Stephie’s voice. Was Mom with her?

Trembling, I threw the small bundle of letters into the trunk and slammed the lid. The envelope flew onto the floor.

Bam! I covered it with my foot.

“Whatcha doin’ up here?” Stephie asked.

I peeked around her. “Where’s Mom?”

“Sorting junk in the kitchen—some stuff we never use.” Stephie pushed her chin-length hair behind her ears, then picked up a medium-sized box. “Can I have this?” she asked.

“Sure.” My mind was still on Grandma’s letter. Furtively, I wiped a tear away.

“What’s wrong?” Stephie asked, putting her hand on my shoulder. I forced a smile. “I’ll be fine.”

“But you’re crying.” She squatted down on the dusty floor beside me.

I ignored her comment, grabbing at a box. As I did, my foot slipped, revealing the envelope.

Stephie picked it up. “What’s this?”

“Nothing much,” I said. Just what I don’t need right now.

Stephie opened the envelope. “Looks like something’s missing.” She eyed me suspiciously.

“Really?” I said, playing dumb.

Stephie stood up, her eyes dancing. “Are you snooping, Holly?”

I couldn’t tell her, I just couldn’t. She would tell Mom and…

“I did that once, after Mommy died,” Stephie began. “Daddy let me help him pack some of Mommy’s cards. She used to stick little notes on the mirror every morning. You know, love notes.” She giggled.

“How sweet,” I said.

“When we moved from Pennsylvania, Daddy put all of Mommy’s stuff in special boxes. Even some of her clothes. And when he wasn’t looking, I snooped.” She turned around. “There they are.” She pointed to the boxes stacked against the wall.

I was shocked. Aunt Marla’s things were packed away in our attic. “Does Mom know about them?”

Stephie nodded. Her bright eyes sparkled for an instant, then suddenly turned sad. “I think so. But I wish Daddy would unpack some of it.” Without warning, she burst into tears. “Because I can’t remember my mommy’s face anymore.”

I wrapped her in my arms and hugged her tight. “It’s okay, Stephie. It’s okay,” I said, trying to soothe her. “You have pictures to remember her by.”

“I don’t ever want to forget her,” she cried. “I miss her so much. Why did she have to leave us? Why did she have to die?”

In the recesses of my being, a dam broke, spilling out the pain, releasing The Question. I began to sob along with the little girl in my arms. And with the little girl inside of me—that girl who, for five long years, could never bring herself to ask.

Into the dimly lit attic, I let The Question pour out of me. “Why did you have to leave us, Daddy?” I cried into the stillness. “Why?”
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My pain mingled with Stephie’s, like the tears on our faces. And now that I had voiced The Question, I was determined to find The Answer—even if I had to snoop in Grandma’s letters to find it.

Slowly, Stephie calmed down. She stopped crying and took some big breaths. I hugged her to me. “Are you okay?” I asked gently.

She nodded and rubbed her eyes. “Thanks, Holly.” She looked up at me, her eyes still wet with tears. “I always wanted a big sister. It was no fun being the only girl in the house.”

“Well, I love having another little sister,” I said, suddenly realizing just how true it was. I did love Stephie. Like I loved my own birth sister.

Gently pushing me away, she got up to go. “You won’t tell Daddy I was crying, will you, Holly?”

“I promise.” I helped her down the ladder with her box.

At the bottom of the ladder she whispered up to me, “Don’t worry, Holly. I won’t tell your mom, either. About the letters—or anything.”

“Thanks,” I said.

For several seconds I stood silently, absorbing everything. Sure, I had lost my dad. But Stephie and her brothers had lost their mother—to death. And think of Uncle Jack—he had lost his wife….

But I wasn’t ready to feel too sorry for him. Not yet.

Snapping back into action, I hurried back to the trunk. And to the empty envelope on the floor. My heart pounded as I reached for the lid on the gray trunk. I pulled, but it wouldn’t budge. I tried again. Stuck!

Then I looked at the latch with Mom’s old initials engraved on it. Unknowingly, I had slammed the lid when Stephie came looking for boxes. And now it was locked.

There was nothing left to do but stuff the evidence in my pocket. I figured if Mom was in the kitchen packing, it would be a cinch to find the trunk key in her bedroom. I thought about places she might hide a key like that and came up with several options. Mom had an odds-and-ends drawer in her vanity. Could be there. And the jewelry case on her dresser was another possibility.

Ready for the challenge, I descended the attic ladder. I peeked around the corner into Mom’s bedroom.

All clear!

Hurrying to the door, I peered down the hallway. No one in sight. Perfect. Soon I’d have the key in my hand, and no one would ever know about my snooping.

First, I checked the junk drawer in Mom’s vanity. Everything imaginable was scattered in there. Old thimbles, a paper clip, two pocket-sized Kleenex packs, and even some ancient postage stamps. But no trunk key.

Next, I searched her jewelry case. It was filled with dinner rings, bracelets, earrings, and necklaces. But no key.

Now what?

I dashed to my room to think. A backup plan—that’s what I needed. As I contemplated the situation, the phone rang.

Mom called to me, “Holly, are you up there? It’s for you.”

I answered the phone in the hall. “Hello?”

“Holly, we have to talk.” It was Jared. He sounded miserable.

“I don’t know what to say to you,” I replied quickly.

“Got your limerick,” he continued. “You’re angry with me.”

“You got that right.”

Jared didn’t say anything to that. It was weird trying not to breathe too loudly into the phone. But I was really nervous. And, yep, still mad.

Finally he broke the silence. “Maybe we oughta talk face-to-face.”

“I…well, maybe it’s not such a good idea.”

He pressed on. “How about after Sunday school tomorrow?”

“We’ll see,” I said. “You know we’re definitely moving.”

“Yeah, Stan told me.” There was another long silence.

“Well, I’ve got to help my mom with the packing,” I said. “Talk to you later.”

We said good-bye, and I hung up.

Settling down on my window seat, I thought about Jared and what it would be like trying to hang out with him again. After all the things he’d said yesterday, and how he’d flirted with Amy-Liz, like it was no big deal. Why did he want to hang on to me like this? Moving to Denver with a cute boy to write to had its advantages—for me. But I couldn’t see how it would benefit Jared.

I left the window seat to locate my journal. It was definitely time to record my true feelings about Jared. About Daddy, too.

Saturday afternoon, March 26—Even though I can think of all sorts of reasons NOT to give Jared the time of day, I think I know the true and only reason why I don’t want to have anything to do with him. It’s because Sean Hamilton is coming from California with Daddy and Tyler next Saturday. I want to be able to hang out with Sean—and other guys, too—without worrying how Jared might feel.

I glanced up from my journal. “That’s it,” I surprised myself by saying. “That’s the reason. I really want to see Sean again.” No way would Jared want me to spend the day skiing with another guy if he was my boyfriend again. Not in a zillion years.

I continued writing in my journal.

I think I found some answers to my questions about why Daddy left. It must have something to do with moving to California. According to Grandma’s letter, it sounds like Mom purposely stayed here in Dressel Hills with Carrie and me. I know they were separated for a while before Daddy made it legal. I still don’t know what happened to make him file for divorce, though.

Grandma Meredith’s letters hold the answers somehow, I just know it. But now I’ve got to find the trunk key. Before we move. Who knows when I’ll have a chance to snoop around again once we get to Denver.

I closed my journal and tucked it into its hiding place. Then I turned my attention to the mess in my closet. If I didn’t hurry and get some of this stuff sorted, Mom might wonder what I’d been up to all afternoon.

Going through the closet shelves, I found piles of school papers, scrapbooks, old shoe boxes filled with embroidery floss from fifth grade when I was a cross-stitch junkie, and a bunch of other stuff.

By suppertime, I was finished. And even though Mom had made her fabulous meatloaf, I only moved it around on my plate. Uncle Jack’s excitement bugged me, took my appetite away. Stubbornly, I tuned out his moving talk, refusing to make eye contact with him all the way through dessert.
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In the middle of the night, I felt icky. After a drink of water, I went back to bed. But by morning I felt even worse. Mom let me stay home from church, and it was a good thing, because I slept nearly all morning.

When I finally woke up, my first thought was of Jared. He’d probably think I was playing sick to avoid him. I hadn’t planned it this way, but it did buy me some additional time.

I showered and dressed in a fleece shirt and clean jeans. I snickered to myself as I headed for Mom’s bedroom and the walk-in closet. Perfect timing. Now…how to open that trunk?

Climbing up the ladder, I slid the wooden door open in the ceiling. The place was dark and dusty as before, but with a sense of purpose this time, I snapped on the light and made my way to the gray trunk.

Fooling with the latch, I made a surprising discovery. It was unlocked now. Someone had come up here yesterday after I left. I was sure of it.

Carefully, I lifted the lid. My eyes scanned the shoe boxes lined in a row. Scrapbooks—featuring Mom and Daddy, before Carrie and I were born—were piled up neatly, just as I’d seen them yesterday. But Grandma’s letters were gone. I moved several scrapbooks, thinking they might have slipped down farther into the trunk. But no, the letters were missing. Someone had removed Grandma’s letters from the trunk.

Soon the sound of car doors slamming and the voices of my family returning home from church floated up to the attic. Puzzled at the strange turn of events, I closed the lid, turned off the light, and climbed down the ladder.

I couldn’t believe it. Had Stephie tattled to Mom?
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As soon as supper was over, I cornered Stephie.

“Come to my room,” I whispered.

“What for?”

“You’ll see,” I said, taking her hand.

When we got to my room, I closed the door. “Did you tell anyone about yesterday? You know, when you caught me reading letters in the attic?”

Her chestnut hair flew back and forth as she shook her head.

“Are you positive?”

“I kept my promise,” she said. “Carrie doesn’t even know.”

“Good girl,” I said, more puzzled than ever.

“Can I go now?” she asked.

I nodded. What was happening here? I wondered about it as I headed down the stairs to the kitchen.

Carrie stopped me in the dining room. “Some guy at church gave me this.” She waved an envelope in my face.

“Yeah,” Phil said. “Jared misses you.”

“Spare me,” I groaned, snatching up the envelope.

“Holly, I could use some help,” Mom called from the kitchen. “You too, Phil.”

Phil complained. “It’s not my turn.”

Without looking up from the sink, Mom said, “Better check the duties chart.”

Phil didn’t bother to check, but I did. As always, Mom was right. Grumbling as usual, Phil carried dirty dishes into the kitchen from the dining room. When the last dish was on the counter and ready for scraping, he disappeared. Mom and I were alone at last.

I wimped out on the divorce question and asked permission to stay in Dressel Hills with Andie instead. “It wouldn’t be for very long, really,” I pleaded. “Only about two and a half months.”

Not surprisingly, Mom countered my request. “Mrs. Martinez has her hands full with three-year-old twins. She doesn’t need an extra person around.”

I could see this was going nowhere fast. “You don’t want me to stay and finish the school year, is that it?”

Mom wrung out her dishcloth. “It’s much more than that, Holly-Heart,” she said, turning to look at me. “I simply don’t want to split up our family. We need each other—now more than ever.”

Mom really loved her kids, all six of us. And she was giving me the only response I could have expected from a mom with a hang-up for nurturing. But it made me mad that she couldn’t make an exception just this once.

She pulled her hair back into a ponytail for a second, then let it fall. “Could we consider this case closed, please?” She wasn’t kidding. I could tell by the look in her eyes.

“Oh, Mom, I just wish—”

“Holly, please,” she interrupted. “I’m sorry, but it’s out of the question. We’re leaving here together.”

Silently, I loaded the dishwasher. None of this was fair. I could hardly wait to exit the kitchen and hide out in my room. Besides, Jared’s letter was burning a hole in my jeans pocket.

Closing the dishwasher, I started the wash cycle. Then, without a word to Mom, I hurried off to my room.

Jared’s letter turned out to be much more civil than the one at school. He said he was sorry I was sick and hoped I would be at school tomorrow “so we can talk at lunch.”

But more than anything, I could read between the lines. He wanted me tied up with him the last weeks of my life in Dressel Hills. Why? It was easy to second-guess him. Sean Hamilton had to be the one and only reason.
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Early Monday morning, Mom knocked on my bedroom door. “Holly? Are you awake?”

I rubbed my eyes and tried to focus them. “Uh-huh,” I grunted.

She came in and sat on the edge of my bed, holding up some jeans I’d thrown in the laundry. I looked closer. They were my jeans from Saturday. In the confusion of my first waking moments, I hadn’t the faintest idea why she was here.

Then she pulled something out of those jeans. Wiping the sleep out of my eyes, I stared. It was the envelope to Grandma Meredith’s letter. Was I in for it now!

“So…what do you know about this?” Mom asked.

There was no way I could talk my way out. So I told the truth right up front. “I was reading Grandma’s letter to you.”

“You were snooping in my things?” she asked. I was worried by the way her eyes squinted shut. It spelled trouble, with a capital T.

“I guess you could say that.” This sure sounded worse than it had seemed on Saturday.

“Are you saying you didn’t even attempt to control yourself?” Mom’s eyes were squintier than I’d seen them in years.

I nodded.

“How many letters did you read?” It was a pointed question. She was worried, it seemed. Very worried.

“Just that one—I mean, just the one that was in there.” I wasn’t handling this very well. Mom was mad and had a right to be. But I wanted answers and deserved to have them. I took a deep breath and sat up.

Startled by my abrupt movement, Mom leaned back a bit.

“I’ve been dying to have this talk with you,” I began. “It’s time. I mean, I think I’m old enough to know certain things.”

Mom’s jaw was set, but slowly her eyes became less squinty. “To know what?”

I took a deep breath. “About what happened between you and Daddy.”

Mom stared down at the envelope, tracing the edges with her finger. This discussion wasn’t going to be easy for her, that was obvious.

Hesitantly, I voiced The Question. “Why did Daddy leave us?”

Sadness reigned as Mom spoke. “That’s difficult to answer. It involves far more than you can imagine.”

Visions of hideous things flashed across my mind. Had there been another woman? Was Dad unfaithful?

“In many ways, it was my fault as well as your father’s,” she began. “He had a wonderful career opportunity in California. I was stubborn—didn’t want to leave our quiet town or our beautiful home. On top of that, I have always disliked big-city life. But your father was insistent upon moving. So I agreed that he should go to the West Coast by himself, hoping that after a few months there he’d change his mind and come home.”

She sighed. “But it didn’t work out that way. Instead, he found the business market stimulating and couldn’t pry himself from it. Not even enough to come home when I had trouble with my pregnancy.”

I gasped. “You were expecting another baby?”

Mom nodded slowly. “I wanted that child desperately, but I miscarried.” She paused to wipe her eyes. “In the end, I blamed your father for what happened. It was a very tense time for us.”

“Daddy didn’t want the baby?” I asked timidly.

“He viewed the pregnancy as a power thing—a way for me to keep him in Dressel Hills.”

It was hard to comprehend—Daddy treating Mom so poorly.

“I don’t want you to worry about how your dad feels about you or Carrie. You had nothing to do with the divorce,” Mom said.

Her words echoed in my brain. No wonder she didn’t want me to find out about this in a letter. I was surprised that she’d told me at all.

Mom pulled me close. “Things could’ve been so different if I’d known the Lord back then. We could’ve been spared so much.”

I looked up, fighting back the tears. “I pray for Daddy’s salvation every day.”

“I’m glad you do, honey.”

That’s when I told her about last Christmas Eve at Daddy’s. “He read the Christmas story from the Bible to all of us. I was so excited.” I went on to tell her about the man in his office who’d given Daddy a Bible. How he’d begun to read it—starting with Matthew’s gospel.

A smile swept across Mom’s face. Suddenly she looked years younger. “That’s wonderful news,” she said. “If he’s reading the Bible and talking to his Christian friend at work, perhaps our prayers will be answered.”

Mom hugged me hard and tiptoed out of the room, my dirty jeans in one hand and the empty envelope in the other. What had started out as an impossible conversation had ended up being the most incredible heart-to-heart talk ever.
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All day at school, I mulled the conversation with Mom over in my mind. Even when Jared wanted to talk about “us” during lunch, my mind was on Daddy and what had pulled him and Mom apart.

“I don’t know how we can patch things up between us with you in never-never land,” Jared said, leaning to look me square in the face.

“Oh, sorry.”

“You okay?” he asked gently.

“Let’s put it this way: I’ve had better days.”

“Yeah, me too,” he said, probably referring to the standoff between us.

“If we could just be friends and not so exclusive, how would you feel about that?” There. I’d put it to him straight.

Jared shook his head. “I don’t know why I bother talking to you, Holly. You’re impossible.” And with that, he picked up his tray and left the table.

If that wasn’t enough to ruin the afternoon, going home and seeing a For Sale sign stuck in our front yard sure as shootin’ was!
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Chapter 16

It snowed in the mountains Friday afternoon, the day before Sean was to arrive. A light, powdery kind of snow. Perfect for skiing tomorrow. I glanced up at the snowcapped mountains as I sat on my window seat, writing the final paragraphs of my story “Good-Bye Whispers.” I decided not to have the hero and the heroine end up together. Anyway, it doesn’t always happen that way in real life. Look at Jared and me. And…Daddy and Mom.

After I finished writing my short story, I pulled out my journal to record my thoughts.

Friday, April 1—Now that I know Mom’s side of the story about the divorce, it’s hard to think about hanging out with Daddy all day tomorrow. Thank goodness Sean and Tyler will be there. No way do I want my dad to suspect that I know what happened. Besides, it’s in the past. Daddy is remarried to Saundra and might be moving closer to making a decision for Christ. At least, I hope so.

Looking up from my journal, I stared out the window. The mountains seemed closer than usual. I could almost reach out and touch them. Would I be able to see these same mountains in Denver? I doubted it.

Tomorrow I’d be skiing on my beloved mountains with Sean. I couldn’t help feeling nervous. The thought of seeing him again almost made me forget about the move. I could still kick myself for not meeting him on the beach last Christmas. But that was before I learned some hard lessons about boys. Now I felt more confident. Maybe even enough for a solid friendship with a soon-to-be sixteen-year-old guy. Like Sean.

I closed my journal and prayed. This had been a tough week for me—the mess with Jared, finding out about the reasons behind the divorce, trying to adjust to the thought of moving, and now getting ready for a visit from Daddy and Sean. I needed help sorting things out.

Just as I ended my prayer, a knock came at my door. Quickly, I shoved my journal under a pillow. “Mom, is that you?” I hurried to see who was there.

“Hey, Holly.”

It was my uncle Jack. I stood facing him. Alone. For the first time since all this moving stuff started. I shifted my weight from one foot to another, completely speechless.

“Got a minute?” he asked.

I opened the door a little wider. “Sure.”

He stepped into the room, looking big and awkward and a little out of place.

“Here.” I pulled out my desk chair for him, then perched on the edge of my window seat. Waiting.

Uncle Jack turned the chair around and sat on it backward, his arms gripping the back. Looking uncomfortable, he began. “I know you’ve been angry with me about the Denver move, Holly.”

I picked at an imaginary snag on one of the throw pillows. There was no point in talking. His decision had been made. So what did he want?

“I’ve been talking to your mother,” he continued. “She says you asked to stay with Andie. We both agree that it would be a big burden on the Martinez family. However, we did talk to the Miller family about having you stay there till the end of the school year.”

I looked up. “Are you kidding?” This was fabulous. At last, some good news!

He nodded. “Paula and Kayla are thrilled at the idea.”

But he didn’t smile. In fact, he didn’t seem happy about it at all.

“How would you like that?” he asked gently.

I was close to shouting yes when something stopped me. His look. His eyes. Uncle Jack just wasn’t Uncle Jack today. Where was the merry twinkle in his eyes? Where were the jokes and the laughter? Where was the man who Mom had fallen in love with—the crazy, silly, good man who’d survived the loss of his wife and who’d helped put our family back together again?

Looking at his face, I realized something. I had created all kinds of problems for him and Mom, throwing one tantrum after another, until finally I’d broken them down…gotten my own way. But was I happy—truly happy—now? Would I really want to stay with Paula, when I knew it would break up my family and hurt Mom and Uncle Jack? What was more important to me anyway—Dressel Hills and my friends…or my own dear family?

“Well, Holly?” Uncle Jack prodded.

Then I remembered what Mom had said about her and Daddy’s divorce. I was stubborn, she’d said. I didn’t want to leave our quiet town or our beautiful home.

I took a huge breath. Oh boy. Was I like Mom, or what?

Then I remembered Stephie. “I always wanted a big sister,” she’d said. But what kind of big sister? A spoiled rotten, selfish one? Or a sister who loved her and stuck with her no matter what?

“Holly, would you like to stay with the Millers?” Uncle Jack asked again.

With all the courage I could muster, I slowly shook my head. “Thanks, Uncle Jack,” I said, “but no. I think I’ll go ahead and make the move with the family.”

At my words, the biggest grin I’d ever seen crossed Uncle Jack’s face. “Are you sure?”

I nodded. Then I swallowed hard and went on. “I’m sorry about the bratty way I carried on. You really are a cool stepdad, in case you didn’t know it.” By now my eyes swam with tears.

They spilled over when Uncle Jack reached for both my hands. “You’re quite a lady, Holly-Heart. Thank you for being so special.” He paused. “I know this whole idea of moving has been difficult for you. Believe me, I’m going to do my best to make things easier for you.”

I smiled back at him as the tears fell down my cheeks. I cried openly, not caring how I looked. My hands were resting in Uncle Jack’s big, strong ones, and for the first time in days, I felt wonderfully at peace.
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Chapter 17

The next morning at eight-thirty on the dot, Mom drove Carrie and me to the ski lodge at the base of Copper Mountain.

“Do you still have to meet Sean?” I asked Mom as she parked the van.

“Have to? I want to.” She smiled knowingly.

“Come on, Carrie,” I said. “Let’s get this over with.”

We headed for the ski racks, where we locked up our new skis till later. Then we climbed the wooden stairs to the lodge. My heart did a crazy tap dance when I saw Sean waiting just inside the lobby, with Tyler by his side. Sean’s blue-and-green ski jacket reminded me of the Pacific Ocean, where we’d swum and built our sandman.

“Hey, Carrie,” Tyler shouted, running to us. He pulled Carrie aside to show off his new skis and poles.

I introduced Mom to Sean. And he made it easy for me, shaking her hand and smiling. I’d forgotten how low his voice was. “So very nice to meet you, Mrs. Patterson,” he said. He’d remembered Mom’s new name. Perfect. Things like that always impressed adults.

“I’ve heard some nice things about you,” Mom said. I hoped she wouldn’t launch off on something personal—like his baby-sitting skills or something else.

Sean glanced at me, grinning. “Holly’s quite a letter writer,” he said.

No way could I keep my face from blushing.

Tyler and Carrie dragged his equipment across the lobby. “Can you believe it?” Carrie told Mom, showing off her skis. “Tyler’s got the exact same brand and color as mine.”

“Well, isn’t that nice,” Mom said, running out of things to say, it seemed.

“Where’s Daddy?” Carrie asked.

Sean pointed to the inside stairs. “He had a phone call to make. He’ll be down soon.”

Mom would surely take that as her cue to get going. I didn’t think she’d want to have a face-to-face meeting with Daddy. Especially not in front of us kids.

Mom hugged Carrie and me. “Please be careful on the slopes, Carrie.” Then she turned to me. “Take your time, and no stunts, okay?”

I assured her that we’d be safe. With a wave and a final good-bye, Mom left the lodge.

Sean and I sat together on a brown leather sofa in an alcove away from the doors. Several times my ski boots bumped his by accident. He turned to face me. His skin was as tan as I remembered. “Your mom reminds me of my mother,” he said.

“She does?” It was hard to believe his mom was still babying him.

He nodded. “Boy, I would love to take my niece and nephew skiing here in Colorado,” he said. It was obvious they were one of his favorite topics.

Ten minutes zipped by, maybe because Sean was so easy to talk to. Soon Daddy came downstairs.

“Hello, girls,” he called to us. I stood up to greet him. But his hug stirred up strange feelings of resentment in me. It was still hard to handle—him leaving us behind just for a new job. I covered up by smiling and enjoying the scent of his spicy cologne as he held me tight.

“Let’s hit the slopes,” hollered Tyler.

“Yippee,” Carrie shouted.

Sean held the door for us, and his smile warmed my heart. It was going to be a fabulous day after all.

While Daddy bought lift tickets, we unlocked our skis from the rack and snapped them on. Soon we were in the lift line, eager to ski down the mountain. Tyler and Carrie, Daddy and me, and Sean—alone—behind us.

At the last minute, the lift operator motioned for a girl to share the lift with Sean. That’s when I wished I’d let Daddy ride by himself.

Up, up the cable pulled us toward the cloudless sky. The sun sent its rays, warming our faces, and just below us on the slopes, three guys were skiing in shorts, without their shirts.

“It’s not that warm today,” I commented. “Even for spring ski season.”

Daddy seemed preoccupied with his own thoughts. A soft breeze tickled my face as I glanced at him.

“Your grandmother wrote to say that you’re moving,” he said. It was like he’d been waiting for just the right moment to bring it up.

Oh great. Not that.

“Yeah. Next weekend,” I said, feeling my throat constrict. It was awkward discussing this. The exact same situation that had set him and Mom up for the fight of their lives.

“How do you feel about living in Denver?” He was probing, and I hated it.

“Nobody wants to leave best friends behind,” I said, blowing air through my lips. “Especially not me. This place is my life.”

“How is your best friend taking it?” Daddy asked.

“Andie hates the idea, too, but she’s not my only best friend,” I explained. “Paula Miller is also a close friend. The three of us do everything together.”

“How’s school?” Daddy asked.

“Fine.” I told him about the blizzard and being stranded overnight last week. “Up here, the weather changes so fast.”

I could see the lift landing coming up quickly. Thank goodness it was time to get off. I was tired of making small talk with Daddy. What I really wanted to say to him would have to be said in private. Someday.

Tyler and Carrie waited for us. Then, when Sean joined us, we split into two groups. Daddy went with Carrie and Tyler, leaving Sean alone with me.

The morning flew by as we skied down the blue runs together. My time with Sean actually seemed to evaporate as the day progressed.

Soon it was lunchtime, and Daddy treated us to a cozy dinner in the lodge—in the most expensive section—complete with candles on each table. He could afford it, all right. Like Mom said, his business out west had gone well. Too well, maybe.
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Sean seemed reluctant to say good-bye at the end of the day. “I hope we can ski together again sometime,” he said with a warm smile.

“That’d be fun.” I wished Carrie and Tyler wouldn’t hang around so much then. “Let me know when you’re flying out again.”

He reached for a tiny blue address book from his inside pocket. “Mind if I get your phone number?” I told him, and he wrote it down quickly. “You’ll have to send me your new address when you get settled in Denver.”

I felt giddy, just the way I had when we’d first talked on the beach. I excused myself to call Mom to pick us up.

Sean was eager to talk again when I returned from the phone. “I want to be sure to keep you informed about your dad,” he said, a serious look crossing his face.

“What do you mean?” I asked, suddenly concerned.

“I know you’ve been praying for him—Tyler told me you were a Christian.”

“Then you must be, too,” I said, excited at this tidbit of information.

He burst into a near-angelic grin. “I can hardly wait for your dad to accept Jesus.”

“Do you know about Daddy’s friend? The one at the office who gave him the gospel of Matthew?” I was dying to know more about that.

“You bet I do. He’s my oldest brother, the father of my niece and nephew,” Sean said, eyes shining.

“Wow,” I whispered. “Small world.”

“Sure is,” he agreed. “I only wish Colorado were a little closer to California.”

I knew I was blushing right through my sunburn about now.

And that’s when Carrie waved me over. Mom had pulled the van up and was waiting outside for us, the engine running. Carrie and I said our good-byes to Daddy, Tyler, and Sean.

“We’ll be in touch,” Daddy called after us as we headed out the door of the lodge.

“Bye, Daddy,” Carrie said. “Come back to Colorado soon.”

As we hauled our boots and skis to the van, I hoped with all my heart Sean was right about Daddy. Was he really that close to making the all-important decision?


GOOD-BYE, DRESSEL HILLS

Chapter 18

I knew something was brewing as soon as I showed up for Sunday school the next day. The second I walked in, the kids clammed up. Even Jared and Billy, who were usually boisterous—till the teacher told them to cool it—were silent.

Things were winding down fast, with only six days remaining in Dressel Hills. Six days to say good-bye to lifelong friends. Besides all that, today was my last day at church. No wonder everyone was so solemn.

Jared was actually nice to me. Danny too. But then, Danny was always nice, and I was sure what Andie and Paula suspected was true: Danny Myers still liked me. I could tell by the way he kept smiling at me.

Things had changed so much in one year. Going from zero special guy friends to three—counting Sean—was like having to choose from three favorite ice-cream flavors at once.

After class, everyone except Andie and Paula headed upstairs, leaving us behind. “That’s strange,” I said. “They sure didn’t hang around long.”

“Oh, they’ll probably say good-bye to you at school next week,” offered Paula, no doubt trying to make me feel better. But it wasn’t working. I felt sad.

We hurried upstairs to the sanctuary, where the organist was already playing the call to worship. I sat with Andie and Paula, since it was my last Sunday. At least for a while. Mom didn’t know it, but I was already hoping to return to Dressel Hills someday soon.

The pastor’s text was from Philippians 2:4. “Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.” His sermon was titled “Poor Me”—about feeling sorry for yourself, conducting pity parties. I listened carefully, but wished he’d chosen Matthew 18:19 instead. Deep in my heart, I was still praying, along with Andie and Paula, that something would happen to change things around.

After church, Andie and Paula hurried off to catch up with their families. I walked toward the parking lot with Carrie and Stephie on either side of me. I already missed my friends. The friends I’d planned to grow up with.
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Mom’s famous pot roast was extra juicy today. I ate heartily, instead of picking like I usually do when I’m depressed. There were scarcely any leftovers. Too bad for Uncle Jack. He loved them.

We had just cleared the dining room table when the doorbell rang. Carrie squealed, “I’ll get it,” and raced off to the living room I stayed in the kitchen, rinsing scraps of food off the dishes. Next thing I knew, Carrie was tapping me on the shoulder.

“I think you’d better come with me,” she said, wearing a sly grin.

I dried my hands, wondering what she was up to.

That’s when I discovered a living room full of friends, including Jared, Andie, Paula, Danny…even our youth pastor.

“Surprise!” they yelled as I stood there, overcome with shock.

I turned to Danny, who happened to be standing nearby. “What’s this about?”

He leaned over to whisper in my ear. “It’s a surprise going-away party for you.”

“Oh,” I said, stunned. Then the tears started. “Excuse me a sec.” I stumbled through the dining room and into the kitchen. “Quick, Mom! I need a tissue.”

She led me to the desk in the corner of the kitchen. “Here, honey.” She pulled several tissues out of the Kleenex box.

I blubbered, “I love my friends, all of them—even Jared.” I surprised myself with that. But it was true. In spite of everything, I still cared.

After wiping my eyes and blowing my nose for the second time, I followed Mom into the living room, where everyone started clapping.

Andie stepped forward. “Holly,” she began. “In case you don’t know by now, we love you. A lot.” I could see Jared nodding his head out of the corner of my eye.

“Pretty soon,” she continued, “our moms will be arriving with some more surprise stuff.”

I couldn’t believe it.

“Sit right here,” Paula said, making room for me on the rocking chair. “While we wait for the goodies, we each have a gift for you.” She was starting to sound a little choked up, too. “We want to help you remember us forever.”

Mom patted my shoulder, trying to comfort me. I took a deep breath and began opening cards and presents from all my friends.

By the time Andie’s mom showed up with the other mothers, I already had a pile of gifts. Poetry from Jared. And a red rose. (Why was I not surprised?) A set of best-friend Velcro twin bears—give one to a friend and one to keep. From Andie.

Paula’s gift was an adorable pink stuffed kitten with the name Goofey-ette written on the tag. Danny gave me a teen study Bible, complete with pen and notebook. It was signed with the date and his name on the first page.

Billy Hill’s gift was a silver charm for my bracelet—a tiny crutch—to help me remember the trick we’d played on Andie last year. Joy had wrapped a beautiful heart-shaped diary in music paper with hearts for notes. Shauna gave me a book about pen pals with a list of international Christian organizations.

Pastor Rob had a special gift from the pastoral staff. It was a gift certificate for a free lift ticket. “We want you to come ski with us,” he said, grinning.

I looked around the room at my fabulous friends, some sitting on the floor, others standing around. “I promise not to cry if you promise to come visit me in Denver.”

Andie waved her hands. “We’ll come, all right. Two at a time,” she said, looking at Paula.

I glanced up at Mom. She was wiping tears from her own eyes. That’s when a giggle escaped my lips. Not because anything was funny; it was a burst of pent-up emotion. “Thank you so much,” I said.

The kids applauded.

Mom rang her dinner bell, and all of us squeezed into the dining room. After a prayer by Pastor Rob, some of the kids spilled into the kitchen to make room. Pig-out time! Mrs. Martinez had brought several gallons of strawberry ice cream. And there were two angel food cakes—my favorite.

Over the din of the crowd, Jared made an announcement directed to me. “After this, we’ve planned another surprise.”

I studied him. “There’s more?”

He nodded, working his way through the group toward me. Then, pulling me aside—actually all the way into the living room—he began apologizing. “Holly, I’m sorry about everything. You were right. It doesn’t really matter whether you call yourself my girlfriend anymore,” he said. “I just want you to know, before you leave, that I’ll always miss you.”

I smiled. “I’ll miss you, too, Jared.”

He winked at me. “Friends?”

“Forever,” I said, taking his hand and leading him back to the festivities.

After multiple desserts, Jared and Andie directed me and the rest of our friends out the front door and down the street. All of us made a human friendship chain with our hands. People driving by gawked, but we didn’t care.

At the bus stop, we waited together, including Stan, who had just arrived home from the library. Andie looked mighty glad to see him again.

My big surprise turned out to be a city bus tour of Dressel Hills. A clever way to say good-bye to my beloved town. Jared even moved to let Danny sit beside me from the Explore Bookstore back to Downhill Court. Incredible.

When we arrived at my house again, it was hard to say goodbye to everyone. One by one, the kids went home, until Andie and Jared were the only ones left.

I walked with them to the driveway, where I threw my arms around Andie. She hugged me like never before, clinging to me and sobbing in my ear.

“Maybe it won’t work out in Denver,” she cried. “Maybe you and your family will be back in a few weeks.”

Poor Jared stood there sort of embarrassed while Andie and I gushed about our loyalty to each other.

And then they were both gone.

Thank goodness I had five more days of school before the final good-byes. Otherwise, I probably would have gone upstairs and fainted on the spot.
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By Tuesday night, I had packed nearly all my personal belongings except the clothes I planned to wear. The big stuff, like beds and other furnishings, was scheduled to go out the door on Friday morning. The movers could do their thing without us kids around. Thank goodness for small blessings.

Paula Miller’s dad, Uncle Jack’s business partner, had invited us to spend our last night in their home. They, of course, would remain in Dressel Hills, and Mr. Miller would run the downtown office for Uncle Jack.

I tried to share my feelings during family devotions after supper, but tonight I could hardly speak. We’re moving. We’re actually moving. We have to leave Dressel Hills were the thoughts going through my mind. The hideous chant tumbled over and over in my brain. How could Carrie and Mom and the rest of the family be so calm about this? So glib? I couldn’t bear to think of our remaining three days here.

Some way, somehow, God would have to work a miracle. Either that or give me the grace to bear this. I was afraid it would be the latter.

Paula had told me at school that she’d invited Andie to spend Friday night with us. It would be our final farewell.
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Wednesday after school, Andie came home with me. Homework was the excuse, but actually it was a way to spend extra time together before the worst day of all—moving day.

We hopped off the bus and walked the half block to my house. Andie jabbered about plans to visit me in Denver during spring break. “It’ll be so cool,” she said. I knew she was trying to make me feel better. “Let’s go to Casa Bonita and pig out on Mexican food” was one of her ideas.

“And don’t forget the Imax theatre,” I said, referring to the giant screen near the Natural History Museum.

We walked on in silence. There seemed to be nothing left to say.

Turning the corner, we headed up Downhill Court. There was my beloved home: the tan split-level house Daddy and Mom had designed and built. I would miss the beautiful view of the mountains from its windows. And the deck where we’d spent so many warm summer evenings. And my beloved window seat…

As I stared at the house, it looked lonely, empty…like something was missing.

“Something’s different,” I said, pausing in the driveway.

Andie stood still. “What is it?”

Surveying the front yard, my eyes spotted something weird. I walked across the grass, over the melting snow piles, and peered at a hole in the ground. My heart sped up as I turned to Andie. “Someone’s ripped out the For Sale sign. Come on!”

We dashed up the steps and into the house. “Mom!” I shouted.

“What’s happened to—”

Just then Uncle Jack emerged from the garage, carrying the sign. “Someone looking for this?” A mischievous smile danced across his face.

“What’s going on?” I said, and Andie started screaming and hugging me at the same time.

Uncle Jack explained, “The partner we had in mind for the Denver office changed his mind. He’s going to take the job.”

“So we’re staying here?” I asked.

“For the time being,” he said.

I danced around the room, shouting for joy. Mom came downstairs, grinning. “Looks like someone’s very happy,” she said. “Thank goodness the house didn’t sell out from under our noses.”

Andie took my hand and pulled me upstairs. She closed my bedroom door and made me sit on my window seat. “This is so cool,” she gushed. “It’s fabulous!”

“I can’t believe it,” I said. My mind was racing to catch up.

Snatching my Bible off the nightstand, she giggled. “Read it and weep,” she said, opening to Matthew 18:19. “Man, did this work, or what.”

“Thank you, Lord,” I said, my hands clasped heavenward. “You were almost too late.”

“Hey, you oughta know better than that,” Andie scolded. Then a smile burst across her face. “Good-bye, Denver,” she shouted.

I laughed. “Hello, world!”
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