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To every thing there is a season,

And a time to every purpose under heaven:
A time to be born and a time 1o die,

A time to plant and a time to uproot,

A time to kill and a time to heal,

A time to tear down and a time to build,

A time to weep and a time to laugh,

A time to mourn and a time to dance,

A time to scatter stones and a time to gather them,
A time to embrace and a time to refrain,

A time to search and a time to give up,

A time to keep and a time to throw away,
A time to tear and a time to mend,

A time to be silent and a time to speak,

A time to love and a time to hate,

A time for war and a time for peace.

—ECCLESIASTES 3:1-8



CHAPTER ONE

“And where is home this week?”

Mrs. Pierce, the school administrative assistant, asked him
this.

His brain blistered.

“Your parents didn’t fill out the multiple-residence sheet
that we sent to them in the fall. We need to know where you
are, and when, for emergencies.”

She handed him a form with multiple boxes for two home
addresses, two business addresses, faxes, e-mails, cell phones,
beepers.

He handed her the monthlong schedule his mother had
given him—color-coordinated for each week (yellow for when
he would be living with her, blue for when he would be living
with his father).

When life got tough, his mother got organized.

Mrs. Pierce looked at the schedule. “Will this be changing
monthly?”

He shifted. “Yes.”



“You'll be getting a new schedule monthly?” She had a too-
loud voice.

He nodded.

“You’ll need to bring that by the office on the first of the
month. And we need to know who is the custodial parent—
your mother or father.”

“They’re doing it together even though they’re divorced.”
He said this quietly.

“If your parents are co-custodians, then that’s a different
form.”

She handed him that form.

“Is there one parent who should be contacted with all
school issues?”

He sighed. “They kind of take turns.”

She handed him a form for that. “If bozh parents want to be
contacted on any issue, it makes it a little more difficult for us.
If they borh want to receive your report cards, we need to know
that, too.”

He didn’t want anyone to receive his report cards. He
wished there was a form for that.

Mr. Cosgrove, the school janitor, was fixing a squeaky door.
He took out his little can of oil, squirted a few drops in the
hinges. Opened it, closed it. Instantly fixed.

Mr. Cosgrove could fix anything.

“Is there anything else?” Mrs. Pierce shoved her reading
glasses low on her nose.

He wondered if oil worked on administrative assistants.

“Oh, yes,” she snipped. “Who will be receiving the invoice
for school trips?”



She gazed up at him, way up.

He bent his knees to seem shorter.

“I don’t know,” he said.

“That can be put on this form—form C—which you can at-
tach to form D, which covers any emergency medical care you
might require when you are off school property but partici-
pating in school activities, like athletics. And if bozh your par-
ents want to receive an audiocassette of the principal’s
nondenominational holiday address, they need to put an X in
that box. I think that’s it. The newsletter comes out quarterly
and can also be mailed to grandparents and other interested
parties.”

“My grandpa lives with my dad.”

“That saves us on postage. I'll need those back by Friday.”

He looked at the forms in his hand.

There it was in black and white, just how complicated his
life had become.

He stood in front of the huge white oak tree in the middle of
Ripley Memorial Park. It was tall and thick with serious bark.

An oak with attitude.

He cocked his head, stretched his long arms out, imitating
the tree, and froze.

He'd seen a street performer do this in New York City—
the man drew a big crowd. Every so often the man would move
slightly. People put money in his hat.

Mrs. Clitter walked by with her granddaughter and stopped.

He didn’t move, didn’t breathe.

They looked up at him for the longest time.



He moved his right hand a little.

Then his left.

The little girl giggled.

Mrs. Clitter said, “Now, where’d you learn to do that?”

He said nothing. Part of the act.

Winked at the little girl, who grinned.

He had an itch, but didn’t scratch it. Mrs. Clitter moved off,
laughing. He lifted his leg slightly, wiggled it.

“You say a big hello to that grandfather of yours,” she
shouted. Mrs. Clitter was in love with his grandfather. “You tell
him I'm going to do everything I know to do to help him in his
tume of need.” His grandfather, currently in the Veterans Ad-
ministration Hospital in Baltimore, had his right leg removed
just below the knee two weeks ago. His grandfather usually hid
when he saw Mrs. Clitter coming. This was harder to do with
half a leg, but he was working on it.

The little girl waved good-bye and crossed the bridge with
her grandmother.

He straightened to full height—six feet, three and a half
inches.

He was the tallest seventh-grade boy in the history of
Eleanor Roosevelt Middle School.

The tallest twelve-year-old boy anyone in Ripley had ever
seen.

Now you know why people called him Tree.

It had been years since anyone had called him by his real
name, Sam. Jeremy Liggins had first called him Tree in fourth
grade. Jeremy was one of those emperor athletes who got to do
whatever he wanted. He’d stood on the baseball diamond and



renamed half the class, like Adam named the animals in the
Bible.

Jeremy’s friends got the cool names.

Fire.

Boomerang.

When it came to nonathlete nobodies, the names got
harder.

Tree.

Mole.

Snot.

He’d gotten used to the name. Considered the white oak.

Some of its roots protruded from the ground—fat roots
that wound around rocks.

He had studied the root systems of trees. Figured if he was
going to be called one, he should at least know how they
worked.

He’d learned this from his grandfather, who could fix al-
most anything except Tree’s parents’ marriage. “You've got to
take a thing apart to see what it’s made of,” his grandpa always
said.

So he learned how roots could go as deep in the ground as
a tree’s branches grow tall. ‘

How they suck up nutrients from the earth like a boy slurps
a milk shake through a straw. How the bark protects the tree’s
insides like skin protects people.

How being a tree is the best thing going in the plant world.
People expect trees to be strong and steady and give good
shade.

Tallness is packed with great expectations.



He picked up his duffel bag, remembered what he’d for-
gotten to pack.

Now that he was living every other week at different
houses, he always forgot to pack something.

His warm gloves were at his mother’s house.

His good sneakers were, too. He needed them for basketball
practice, but it would take a lot more than sneakers to make
him good at the game.

He couldn’t remember if he packed underwear.

Probably not.

His personal park squirrel, Nuts, came a foot away to greet
him. Nuts had half an ear, so he was easy to spot. He was more
nervous than the other squirrels. Tree always wondered what
happened to him. A dysfunctional childhood, probably.

“Hey, Nuts.” Tree took out a bag of almonds, tossed one to
the squirrel. “How’s life in the park?”

Nuts shook a little, ate the food.

“You being treated okay? Because if anything’s hassling
you, you give me a call.”

He threw the squirrel another nut.

A strong, cold wind whipped through the park. He’d been
playing here, walking here for so many years. But since his
parents got divorced, it felt like a different place.

Up the stairs to the north was where he’d go when he was
staying at his mom’s new house.

Across the footbridge to the south was where his dad and
grandfather sull lived.

So much had changed since the summer.



Including the white oak.

Its fat green leaves had turned red in the fall, then shriveled
up. The acorns had fallen off, picked up by squirrels getting
ready for winter.

It was winter in his life, too, and not just because it was De-
cember.

He started walking toward his father’s house, past a lone
Salvation Army trumpeter playing Christmas carols. Fished in
his pocket, found a dollar, put it in the red bucket.

Mrs. Stench’s dog, Fang, trotted toward him, barking mean.

“Fang, be nice.” Mrs. Stench yanked on the expanding
leash, lurched forward. '

Fang ran up to the white oak, lifted his leg, and peed on the
noble gray bark.

Tree sighed deep; cold air came out.

Being a tree isn’t easy.



CHAPTER Two

Tree sat at the computer in his father’s dining room.

Typed in heymom.com.

Up on the screen came the smiling face of his mother. A
bouncing bird flitted across a cloud that read Thought for the day.

The cloud morphed into Divorce ended our marriage, but our
loving family will never end.

This was a big theme that Tree’s parents were trying to get
across.

A little Christmas tree appeared on the screen. An elf was
underneath it.

19 Days Till Christmas appeared over the tree. [ can’t wait.
The elf giggled.

Tree sighed.

This would be the first Christmas since the divorce.

The computer screen flickered.

Up popped his mother’s schedule. She was in Boston for
three days teaching computer seminars, but she was reachable
by beeper, cell phone, and e-mail for anything he needed.



He pictured his mother beeping, ringing, and whirring all
at once.

Remembered all the hours she put in when she was going
to school to become a computer whiz. She’d sit at this ma-
chine, working late into the night.

Went from teaching aerobics to running computer semi-
nars in three and a half years. Once his mom got interested in
something, she’d learn everything about it that she could.

She’d done that with divorce, too.

A letter from his mother appeared on the screen.

Dear Curtis, Larry, and Tree, it began.

Curtis and Larry were his big brothers, both away at college.

I've been collecting thoughts about Christmas. I'd like us to talk
about our feelings in the midst of so much change.

Tree didn’t like talking about his feelings.

A wreath came up on the screen.

Then the words: Change is part of life. It is the healthy family that
learns to adapt to change that prepares each member for our ever-
changing, complex world.

And here’s the first question we can discuss. How are we all feel-
ing this Christmas season?

In the response section was a three-word reply from Larry,
a freshman at Penn State.

I've got gas, Larry wrote.

Tree started laughing. He could see his mother’s smile get-
ting tight when she read that.

Very funny, she’d replied. Humor is one of the ways to diffuse feel-
ings of alienation and frustration at the holidays.



Then up on the screen was a response from his brother
Curtis, a sophomore at the University of New Hampshire.

Tve got move gas than you.

Tree really laughed now. He knew his mom was trying to
reach out, but how she did it sometimes was hard.

His mother wrote, I£’s certainly nice you're learning such cogent
ways of communicating ar college. It’s certainly nice that you've both-
ered to respond at all.

Tree tried to think of what he could write back. He ate
some barbecue potato chips, burped twice. Maybe /'ve got more
gas than anybod).

Tree really broke up at this and wished his best friend,
Sully Devo, was here. Sully had the best laugh of anyone Tree
knew. Sully would laugh so hard, he'd fall off a chair and say,
“You're killing me, you’re killing me,” then he’d pull himself
together, sit down, and start cracking up all over again.

He clicked on the elf. “Deck the Halls” began to play in that
computer-generated musical way.

He shut the computer down. Watched his mother’s cyber
self disappear from the screen.

On-line quality time, she called it.

He looked at the empty wall where the big hutch used to be.

His mother had taken it when she moved out. The shadows
of where it had been remained. His dad said they were going
to get a new hutch, but they hadn’t yet.

His dad said they were going to repaint the downstairs so the
darkened places on the walls where the pictures had hung—the
ones his mother took when she moved out—would be gone.
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They hadn’t done that, either.

Divorce casts so many shadows.

Tree and his brothers had helped her move out.

Their old dog, Bradley, kept going up to Tree’s mother to
get rubbed, and every time he did, she’d start to cry. Bradley
tried to climb in the U-Haul truck, but Tree’s father dragged
him back into the house.

Tree’s grandpa spoke for everyone: “My God, Jan, I'm
going to miss you like crazy.”

It was like a sci-fi movie where someone is there one
minute, gone the next.

Poof.

Curtis said he’d seen the breakup coming.

Larry knew Mom was going to leave Dad, too.

Tree sure hadn’t. It was like watching floodwaters burst
through a dam he’d always expected to hold.

Tree tried to understand how his parents went from seem-
ing okay, but kind of bored and crabby, to living in different
houses.

They’d waited to get divorced until Larry had gone to col-
lege.

Why hadn’t they waited for Tree to go, too?

He stretched his long legs out. His muscles were sore,
which meant he was growing more.

He wondered when he’d stop. He’d been wondering that for
years.

In first grade when he sat on a stool for the class picture
while the other kids stood around him.
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In second grade when Mr. Cosgrove had to add another
panel to the “How Tall Am I?” poster just for him.

In third grade when he got stuck in a desk and Mr. Cos-
grove had to pry him out.

In fourth grade when he played a kind tree in the school
play and no one had to sit on his shoulders to be the branches.

In fifth grade when he was Frankenstein at the Women'’s
Auxiliary’s House of Horrors and scared Timmy Bigelow’s
sister so bad, she peed in her pants.

In sixth grade when he was taller than his teachers and the
principal.

And this year, seventh grade, when he just sat in the back at
the table because he was too big for the desks.

The back table wasn’t so bad.

Bradley padded over, put his paw in Tree’s hand. Bradley
understood when people needed comfort. The older and
slower Bradley got, the more he seemed to know.

“Good dog.”

Tree scratched Bradley’s head, massaged his neck like the
vet showed him.

“We've got to practice your trick.”

Tree walked into the kitchen, Bradley followed. Tree got
out a large dog biscuit from the canister.

“Bradley, sit.”

Bradley sat.

“Good dog.”

Tree got the picture he’'d drawn of a sitting dog balancing
a biscuit on his nose. He showed it to Bradley, who looked at
it. Tree had invented this method of dog training,



“Okay, that’s what you're going to do. Ready?”

Tree balanced the biscuit on Bradley’s nose, put his hand
out in the stay command. Bradley sat still, balancing it, as Tree
timed him with his watch.

People think you can’t teach an old dog new tricks, but an
old dog is going to pay attention when you're doing some-
thing serious.

After forty-five seconds, the biscuit dropped, Bradley ate it.

“Good dog.”

He made Bradley his dinner, put it on the floor. He made
two serious submarine sandwiches with extra meat and cheese,
put them in a bag.

A car horn outside.

“That’s my ride, Bradley. I've got to go see Grandpa.”

Bradley looked up, wagged his tail.

Seeing Grandpa was the best part of the week for just about
anybody.



CHAPTER THREE

“Is that man behaving himself or being difficult?”

Mrs. Clitter half shouted the question over the phone.

Tree held the receiver, looked at his grandfather lying in
the hospital bed at the VA with half a leg all bandaged up.
The VA is a special hospital for people who've served in the
military.

“She wants to know if you’re behaving yourself.”

“Tell her 'm dead.”

“Grandpa . ..” Tree covered the receiver.

“Tell her I have amnesia.”

“She’ll come and take care of you.”

“Tell her I escaped.” He motioned for Tree to hang up.

Tree sighed, phone to his ear. “He’s behaving. But he’s got
to get some sleep, Mrs. Clitter.”

“Let me just say good night.”

Tree extended the phone. Grandpa shook his head, made
snoring noises.

Tree: “He’s already asleep, ma’am.”
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“You tell him I'll call in the morning.”

Tree hung up the phone.

Grandpa raised a tired hand. “That woman needs a hobby.”

“Sounds like she’s got one,” said Wild Man Finzolli,
Grandpa’s roommate. “You.”

A loud groan from the old soldier.

Tree scrunched down in the vinyl chair that had been
designed by a short person, rearranged his body to get com-
fortable.

~ Sometimes it seemed like the whole world had been de-
signed by people shorter than him.

Airplane seats were misery.

Mattresses were never long enough.

Regular clothes didn’t fit—he had to shop at the Big Guy
Shop in Baltimore. \

Regular shoes were out—he had to order from the Big Foot
catalog.

The pediatrician had run tests to see if Tree had some kind
of condition that made him so tall, like Marfan’s syndrome or
giantism.

He didn’t.

“You're just unusually large,” Dr. Flemmer said, like that
explained it.

Tree shoved his long legs out.

He couldn’t imagine losing a leg.

A young nurse came in to change Grandpa’s bandage.
“How are you, Mr. Benton?”

“It’s getting harder for me to sneak up on people.”
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She laughed, unrolled the bandages down to the stump.
Tree didn’t want to look, but he did. The leg stamp looked bet-
ter than it had the first day—a big raw wound with staples. It
still looked pretty angry.

But his grandfather wasn’t into bellyaching.

Hadn’t been since the Vietnam War, when his leg got shot
up with shrapnel when he was on a night patrol in the Mekong
Delta. There had been multiple surgeries to try and fix it, but
like the Vietnam War, that leg just wouldn’t behave.

“Take it off,” Grandpa finally said to his doctor. “It’s more
trouble than it’s worth.” '

And the long road back to healing began.

First, he'd be in a wheelchair.

Then, he’d get around with a walker.

Months later, he’d be fitted for a prosthetic leg—a leg spe-
cially made to take the place of the old one.

Tree’s grandfather wanted that new leg bad.

The nurse put on a fresh bandage and left.

Grandpa slid to the end of the bed, sat up. His arms were
strong. He nodded to Tree, who brought the walker over.

They’d been practicing this.

Good leg on the floor.

“Lean on me, Grandpa.”

He did. Tree took the weight. If there was ever a reason to
be a too-tall seventh-grader, it was so you could help your
grandpa get walking again.

Tree’s grandpa steadied himself as Tree held on tight to the
walker. Slowly, Grandpa moved it forward.
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“Awright, Leo,” Wild Man shouted. “Reach for the stars.”

“I lost my leg, Finzolli, not my arm.”

Slow moving to the door and back. Grandpa plopped down
on the bed.

“That’s a couple miles, right?”

“At least,” Tree said, smiling.

Grandpa grinned back. “You want to take apart an ugly
lamp and make it uglier?”

Tree really wanted to do that.

He got the trunk out from under the bed, opened it to his
grandfather’s tools of the trade—pliers, wires, sockets, plugs.
Grandpa was a master electrician who repaired lamps in his
workshop above the garage. He'd brought this to the hospital
so he wouldn’t go crazy.

They worked for two hours, not counting the time it took
to eat the two submarine sandwiches and the two bags of bar-
becue potato chips Tree had brought with him. They took the
lamp apart, laid the pieces on the bed, examined the insides.
Talked about how the wires had been broken and the power
couldn’t get to the bulb.

“When that happens, nothing works,” Grandpa said. “Kind
of like life.”

They glued nails around the base. Grandpa searched in the
trunk, held up a rubber tarantula.

“T've been saving this bug for the finishing touch.” He hung
it off the lamp’s side.

They rigged up a little motor that rotated the lamp and
shot the tarantula’s shadow against the wall in creepy red light.
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It was the best lamp in the universe.

“That,” said Belle, the night nurse, “is disgusting”

Tree was so proud.

Disgusting is what they were going for.

Belle folded her arms across her chest. “You’re not sup-
posed to have tools in the room, Leo. You know that”

“Belle, 'm saving you grief. Let me tinker around here, or I'll
get so bored, I'll start taking this hospital apart piece by piece.”

“Someone already beat you to it,” shouted Wild Man, look-
ing at the peeling paint, the broken TV.

Tree couldn’t wait for his grandpa to come home.

Tree’s father was late picking him up at the hospital. He'd
never been too punctual, but since the divorce, he was so late
for everything.

Tree’s mother had been the time sheriff.

It was one of the things Tree’s parents always fought about.

Nine pM. Visiting hours had been over for a half hour. Tree
was getting nervous that something had happened to his dad.

Things made him more nervous these days.

At nine-thirty, a nurse going off duty said Tree had to
leave.

Tree got really upset at that.

“Put on one of those patient robes,” Grandpa told him.
“Those awful things that flop open in the back. Sit on the
empty bed and look wounded.”

Tree did this, feeling strange. A hospital attendant came in
at ten, stared at Tree. “I don’t remember you here before.”
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“He just got transferred,” Grandpa explained.

“Where’s his chart?”

“On its way up,” said Wild Man.

Tree slumped his shoulders, tried to look wounded.

The attendant walked closer. “Where’d you come from,
soldier?”

Tree tried to think of a recent war and couldn’t, so he said,
“Canada.”

The attendant looked surprised. “Canada?”

“It was a secret mission,” Grandpa said.

“It saved the Republic,” Wild Man whispered.

Tree tried to look brave and humble.

“This one’s got some stories to tell,” Grandpa added.

Tree sniffed. “I got a few.” He'd heard a cowboy say that in
a movie once.

Then, thankfully, the attendant’s beeper went off and he
headed for another room.

His grandpa gave him a thumbs-up; Wild Man said he
seemed so much like a real soldier, he could have fooled a
five-star general.

A regular-sized kid couldn’t have pulled that off.

Tree’s father rushed into the room like he’d driven a hun-
dred miles an hour to get there.

“Sorry. There was a problem with the computer at the
store, we had a shoplifter, my best checker quit.”

He managed a sporting goods store, or maybe it managed
him. ‘

He looked at Grandpa. “How you doing, Pop?”
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“They’re going to paint my stump green for Christmas so
we don’t have to look at the purple lines anymore.”

He laughed. “That’s good, Pop.”

He looked at Tree in the robe.

“What'’s this?”

“ saved the Republic,” Tree explained, and went into the
bathroom to get dressed.

“Hold this here, Dad.”

They were in the bathroom of their house, putting up rails
around the toilet so Grandpa would have something to hold on
to when he came home.

Father and son looked at each other, wondered how the
other was doing.

“You okay?” Dad asked, looking up. Tree’s father was five-
eleven.

Tree nodded.

“Good.” Dad slapped Tree’s back, relieved.

He so wanted Tree to be okay. To look at this boy, it was
easy to believe he was handling things.

How could someone so big not be fine?

“You okay, Dad?”

Weak smile. “I'm just tired. Christmas, you know.”

Tree knew.

Christmas for retailers was crazy—the late hours, the dif-
ficult customers.

But Tree’s dad was tired down deep.

He tried to explain it with sports.
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“All this change, Tree, is kind of like trying to bat left-
handed when you've been a righty all your life.”

Tree mostly struck out. He could barely bat right-handed,
much less left.

“Divorce is like being in the fourth quarter with ten seconds
left on the clock. They throw the ball to you and you get
pushed back from the goal. You can’t make it over. You don’t
make the play-offs.”

Tree had always been one of those linemen anyone could
get by—even a small child—but he knew that not makmg the
play-offs was a bad thing.

Curtis and Larry were athletes. They spoke Dad’s language.

Tree wanted to speak it, too. “It’s like you don’t get your
contract renewed. Right, Dad? You get sent to the minors.”

“Not exactly....”

Dad went to bed.

Getting ready for bed, watching the clock tick off the sec-
onds, minutes. On Saturday, Tree had taken the clock apart to
see how it was made, and when he put it back together, there
were two parts left on the table. He didn’t trust the clock much
after that.

He got into his queen-size bed, lay at an angle, covered him-
self with two blankets. Angle sleeping gave him more room.

He had heard that people grow when they sleep, so last
year he'd tried to stay awake to stop his bones from expanding.
He was so tired, he kept tripping over Bradley, who up to that
time had felt safe sleeping in the hall.
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A cold draft blew into the room. He hadn’t minded a drafty
room as much when his parents were still married, but his
room seemed colder these days.

He tried to sleep. Couldn’t.

Got out the cool laser pen his father had gotten him from
the sporting goods show at the convention center.

Took out the insides. Put each part on the desk. Studied the
laser section—it was so small to make such a big light.

There was a beauty in seeing how things worked, machines
in particular.

Grandpa taught him that.

He put the pen back together piece by piece, saw the clean
lines of each ink cartridge, the small tunnel for the laser beam
that had to be fixed on the little battery just so. The batteries
had to be put in the right way or the flashlight wouldn’t work.
There was no other road to take in the battery world—the
negative and positive ends had to be touching.

He turned out the light and shone the laser on the wall,
making circles and slashes like a space warrior.

He wished life could be simple like a laser pen—with clean

lines and a clear purpose.
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CHAPTER FOuURr

“Men...”

Coach Glummer walked slowly across the basketball court
in the Eleanor Roosevelt Middle School gym and studied the
faces of his team, the F fghting Pit Bulls.

“What, men, is the purpose of basketball?”

This seemed like a trick question to Tree. Most of his
school day had been filled with them.

What is the purpose of an adverh?

Why is grammar important?

Who was the thirty-second president of the United States?

Coach Glummer looked for an upturned face. “Darkus?”

Steven Darkus, who was as bad at basketball as Tree, took
a wild stab. “To make the basket?”

“That’s it, Darkus. The purpose of basketball, the purpose
of this team, is to make the basket again and again. We have -
failed in that purpose—with two exceptions.”

The exceptions were Jeremy Liggins and Raul Cosada, the
best players.

23



He walked past the team. Stopped by the plaque the PTA
put up after last year’s pitiful season—words of encourage-
ment from Eleanor Roosevelt herself:

No one can make you feel inferior without your consent.

Coach Glummer had always felt that Eleanor Roosevelt, a
tall person, had untapped basketball potential.

“There is hidden talent on this team, and we’re going to
find it.” He stood in front of Tree and gazed up.

“There’s gold in you, kid.”

“There’s not, Coach. Really.”

“You’re a Pit Bull for a reason.”

The reason, thought Tree, is that I need six sports credits to
graduate from middle school.

Coach Glummer put the ball in Tree’s huge hands. “I know
talent when I see it.”

And Tree so wanted to tell him that being big didn’t mean
being talented. Being big didn’t mean extra special or super-
human or athletically gifted.

It just meant large.

Every coach Tree had ever known believed that some-
where he had athletic ability.

“Keep your eye on the ball,” coaches had shouted to him
over the years.

Tree tried. He focused on basketballs, footballs, baseballs,
golf balls, soccer balls, tennis balls, Ping-Pong balls, but they
rarely went where they were supposed to go.

“Trust your instincts,” they told him.
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Tree tried. But his basic instinct was to avoid sports alto-
gether.

“Use your strength,” they’d advise.

Tree knew he was strong, but he couldn’t figure out how to
use it. He could lift a couch by himself, but that didn’t come in
handy except when his mother was rearranging the furniture.

“Keep practicing,” they’d shout.

Tree kept practicing and stayed mediocre.

“I'm not real athletic,” he told coach after coach.

But they weren’t listening. They were remembering the
trophy years when Tree’s brothers, Curtis and Larry, carried
their teams to victory.

Tree’s father came back from those games a proud man.
Curtis and Larry got college sports scholarships.

Tree’s dad came back from Tree’s games saying, “It’s not
about winning, it’s about playing your best.”

That’s what winning athletes always say to losers.

Tree hoped there were college scholarships for height.

He wished Coach Glummer could see him help his grand-
father. He could steady a one-hundred-and-eighty-pound
man by himself, fold up and carry a wheelchair one-handed,
but that didn’t count on the basketball court or in grammar or
much of anywhere.

He bounced the basketball in his hands.

Bounced it again.

Mr. Cosgrove was fixing the scoreboard.

Someone had taken some letters off again. Instead of PIT
BULLS it read PITS.

Last week it read BULL PITS.
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Mr. Cosgrove stood on a tall ladder, added the BULL,
moved the S, epoxied them in place. Held them down till the
glue set. Those letters weren’t going anywhere.

Nothing like epoxy to make a thing right.

Tree bounced the ball, kept his eye on the net. Shot.

Missed.

He tried five times.

Coach Glummer shouted, “You're so close to the net, kid, how
can you keep missing?”

Because, Tree thought, I'm not good at this.

Mr. Cosgrove walked off, carrying his ladder; smiled so
kindly at Tree. Just last week, he'd fixed the door in the li-
brary—rescued Mrs. Asher, the librarian, who'd been stuck in
the media center for two hours.

Jeremy Liggins made an easy basket, smirked at Tree.

Tree wanted to make baskets, too, but even more than that,
he wanted to go home.

“There are big things in store for you, boy.” Tree’s uncle
Roger always told him this. “Big things.”

What are they?

That’s what Tree wanted to know.

VA Rehab Center. Six p.m.

Grandpa was tired, but he wasn’t going to admit it. He stood
at the parallel bars. There were mirrors all around. Tree put a
riser in front of him. Dad was supposed to be here tonight, but
there’d been a problem at the store again.

Mona Arnold, the physical therapist, wore a white jacket
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and white pants. She’d been born in Ethiopia in eastern Africa,
came here as a girl.

She stood alongside Grandpa. “Learning to move without
that leg is going to feel different than when you were walking
with an injured one, Leo. Our brains are wired to have all our
limbs working. I want you to take it slow and not be a hotshot.”

“Check.”

Grandpa didn’t like going slow. He grabbed the bars, slid
forward, up on the riser and down again. Over and over. Tree
watched.

“That’s good, Leo. How does that feel?”

“Like the leg’s still there and hurting.”

He'd have sworn last night it had never gotten amputated
at all.

Mona nodded. “That’s called phantom pain. It’s very
normal.”

Grandpa muttered that it might be normal, but it sure felt
weird having a ghost for a leg.

“The big goal,” she said to Tree, “is to get your grandpa
strong so he can get his new leg. I need to teach him how to do
things with half a leg that lots of people take for granted. Get-
ting on the toilet. Taking a bath. Getting dressed. Getting in
and out of a car, maneuvering around the kitchen, carrying
food from one room to the next. The more you understand
how this works, Tree, the more you can help.”

Tree nodded, brdught the walker over. Grandpa wheeled
himself to an exercise pad, hopping on his good leg. Tree
helped him lie down, strapped a leg weight to his stump.
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Other men were exercising, t0o.

“Lift, Leo,” Mona said. “Hold it for eight.”

Grandpa struggled with this.

Luger, a huge vet who'd lost a hand, was practicing holding
a cup with a prosthetic hand. He kept dropping the cup. Over
and over he tried to pick it up.

“You almost got it, Luger,” a soldier in a back brace shouted.

“How’s that leg feel, Leo?” Mona asked.

“Like I've got a lead weight attached to a sore stump. You’re
a cruel woman.”

She smiled. “I get meaner. Three reps on that. Then switch
to your good leg. Five reps. We've got to strengthen the good
leg because it’s going to be taking more of the weight. All
through this process we’re going to strengthen the best you’ve
got. So, what have you got, Leo?”

Grandpa looked at his half leg. It was easy to see the loss of
it. He was a one-legged man; disabled.

But he wasn’t going to concentrate on that.

“T've got every part of my body working except below my
right knee. I've got a decent mind, a big-time stubborn streak,
and a world-class grandson.”

Tree smiled bright.

“That’s a lot, Leo.”

A few more reps, Grandpa switched the weight to his good
leg. This was hard work.

Luger dropped the cup again, frustrated. He'd been a
drummer. He sure couldn’t do that now.

He shouted out like a drill sergeant, “Men, are we having
fun yet”
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“No, sir!” the vets cried out.

“Men, are we going to fight this like soldiers or fools?”

The vets looked at one another, grinned.

“Like fools, sir!”

Everyone laughed.

Luger dropped his cup again, but this time he kicked it
hard across the room.

I can still kick!”

And everyone in rehab worked a little harder.

Tree took it in, thinking about his oral report he had to
give tomorrow on the Vietnam War.

Tree hated oral reports.

Jeremy Liggins smirked at him, made him forget things.
Once Jeremy held up a sign when Tree was giving a report on
wolves.

BEHEMOTH Boy, it read.

Tree forgot a whole section of his report that day.

“Gargantuan Gargoyle”—that was Jeremy’s latest name for
Tree.

Tree took the names apart. Decided Jeremy had his
species confused—he could be either a boy or a gargoyle, not
both.

Tree wasn’t going to look at Jeremy tomorrow.

He’d look at Sully, who would seem interested even if he
was bored stiff. Sully wore a hearing aid and #ever turned it off
when Tree was giving a repoft.

That’s the kind of friend he was.

Tree had never worked so hard on areport in his life.

He hoped he could change Mr. Pender’s C-minus opinion
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of him as a public speaker. He always got a C minus from Mr.
Pender.

“More energy, Tree.” Mr. Pender always said this. “Make
eye contact. Make that delivery snappy. Show us you care.

Make us care.”
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CHAPTER FIVE

“What is the purpose of war?”

Tree said this loud to the class; tried to make eye contact,
nervous as anything.

“Sometimes the answer is clear. In the Revolutionary War,
the United States wanted freedom from taxation from Eng-
land. In the Civil War, the country fought over slavery. In
World War Two, countries came together to stop Hitler’s in-
vasion across Europe. But the Vietnam War was different. To
many people, the purpose of that war is still unclear.”

Tree felt his mouth get chalky; he looked at Mr. Pender,
who actually looked interested. Sully leaned forward in his
seat. ’

Tree turned to the first poster he’d made—showing antiwar
demonstrations and soldiers fighting in the jungle.

“Our country was divided about Vietnam. Some people be-
lieved the war should go on and some people felt it was wrong.
It was a new kind of war, too, because people could see it on

their TV screens and watch people die in battle. It was a dif-
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ferent kind of war because of the military weapons that were
used.”

Another poster. This one of unusual words.

“The Vietnam War had its own language. A ‘Bird’ was a
plane. A ‘Big Boy’ was a tank. ‘Bug Juice’ was insect repellent.”
The class laughed. Tree felt strong, way above C minus.

“‘Greased, ” Tree said solemnly, “meant killed.”

He talked about the U.S. presidents who oversaw the war—
Eisenhower, Kennedy, Johnson, Nixon, Ford. He talked about
President Jimmy Carter, who gave amnesty to the draft
dodgers, men who left the country instead of fighting in a war
that they didn’t think was right.

He talked about how so many vets felt like unwelcome
strangers when they came home because the country had
changed while they were gone.

He showed them pictures of the Vietnam Veterans Memo-
rial in Washington, D.C., which had every name of every sol-
dier who had died carved into a wall.

He talked about putting a wreath by his grandfather’s good
friend’s name.

“When you go there, you can see your reflection in the
black stone of the wall,” Tree explained. “It makes us all part
of the experience.”

Tree held up a photo of Leo looking sharp in his uniform.
“My grandfather served in Vietnam. He was wounded in bat-
tle. T asked him what he thought kids should know about the
war.”

Tree pressed PLAY on the tape recorder. Grandpa’s voice
boomed through the classroom.



“The people who went to fight that war, for the most part,
did their best to fight an enemy that was harder to figure out
and more dangerous than any of us knew. Most of us were
kids—nineteen, twenty—I was twenty-five. We thought we’d
kick butt and everything would be over fast. We'd win. We
didn’t win. I think we stayed too long and made some really
bad mistakes. But we did things right, too. I think important
things are worth fighting for, but there’s nothing glorious about
battle, nothing cool about holding a gun. It’s scary and lonely,
and too many people die young. Never be a person who wants
war—hate it with everything you've got. But if you’ve got to
fight to protect people, try to do your job the best you know
how. Protecting people is the only reason to ever fight.”

Everyone was quiet after hearing that, even Lucy Pulaski,
who had the biggest mouth in the whole seventh grade.

Tree forgot the quote he was going to use at the end. So he
just said, “That’s my report.”

Mr. Pender led the applause.

Sully whistled loud and Mr. Pender glared at him, but he
kept clapping.

Jeremy Liggins yawned and stretched. -

Tree sat back in his seat, shaking from the stress.

Glad it was over, proud he’d stood the test.

A

Fat and red. It sat there on Mr. Pender’s evaluation sheet of
Tree’s report.

Tree felt like shouting.

Then the VA said Grandpa could come home on Friday.



What a great week.

Tree was going to make this the best homecoming ever for
a Vietnam vet. Grandpa said he hadn’t felt too welcome when
he got back from the war.

“I was at the train station in my wheelchair, wearing my
uniform,” Grandpa had told him. “A woman stormed up to me
and said, ‘Was it worth it?’ I didn’t know what to say. She kept
shouting that Vietnam was an unjust war; we had no business
being there. She walked away like I smelled bad. I had plenty
of friends who served and some who went to Canada to avoid
the draft. But I've just learned to throw the circuit breaker on
all that. Let the whole mess go dark.”

Tree tucked his right knee back and hopped through Dad’s
kitchen as Bradley followed, confused. He was remembering
what Mona Arnold had told him.

“Think about everything you do each day, and then think
about doing it with a disability.”

It was hard to hop in the house without falling.

Sully was at the dining room table, researching sedimen-
tary rocks on the computer for their earth science report. Sully
looked up. “What are you doing?”

Tree made it to a chair, eased himself down like Mona
Arnold was teaching Grandpa to do.

“Butt down and slide,” she instructed.

Butt sliding was a big part of rehab.

“That’s what my grandpa’s got to do when he gets home,
Sully.”

Sully nodded. He didn’t know what it was like to have half
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aleg, but he knew what it was like to have bad hearing. You have
to try harder to understand what people are saying; watch what
they do, not just what they say. Sully adjusted his hearing aid.

Tree looked around the room, thinking.

Homecomings should be fun.

He saw it in his mind. The best ideas are simple.

He grabbed a piece of paper, drew a clothesline on a pul-
ley hung from the kitchen to the living room. A big basket sus-
pended from the line, delivering food to wherever his grandpa
was sitting.

Sully glared at the computer screen. “Who cares if sedi-
ment is mechanical, chemical, or organic? Knowing this will
not help us later in life.”

“Unless we drill for oil. I'll be right back.”

Tree raced through the kitchen, into the garage, past the
bikes and the lawn mower, past the old Chinese gong that used
to hang on the back porch. His mother would ram it with a
mallet to call him and his brothers in for dinner.

That sound shook the neighborhood.

It was out of commission now, like a warship in dry dock.

On a shelf he found a pulley, an old clothesline.

He grabbed his tool kit, too, ran back inside. Lugged forty
feet of line past Sully, who shouted, “Whar are you doing?”

Tree was on a step stool, pulling rope through the pulley, when
Dad came home with Chinese food.

“I can explain,” Tree said. He and Sully tugged on the rope
to make sure it was tight.
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“Good.” Dad stared at the clothesline stretched from
kitchen to dining room.

“Dad, do we need the hanging lamp in the living room?”

“I'm kind of fond of it.” Dad speared a dumpling with a
chopstick.

“Can I just try something?”

“You should let him, Mr. Benton. This is more educational
than homework.”

Dad raised an eyebrow.

Tree took the hanging lamp off the hook, handed it down.

He fastened the pulley to the hook. Checked the weight,
balance. “Grandpa won’t be able to reach it here. It’s got to be
lower. Untie the rope, Dad.”

Dad walked over, chewing, untied it.

“If T bolt it on the beam, Dad, it will be steady. Okay?”

Dad laughed. “I'm a sport.”

“This is going to be so cool, Mr. Benton.”

Bolt screwed in, pulley and rope adjusted.

Dad watched, smiling.

Tree ran to the kitchen, stuck a package of Mallomars in a
basket, clamped the basket on the rope.

“This is how we can deliver food to Grandpa when he gets
home, Dad.”

Swoosh.

Tree pulled the rope through the pulley. The basket made
alow loop in the dining room—he’d have to fix that—Bradley
tucked his tail low and slinked away. The basket stopped right
over the couch.
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Bradley barked.

Tree beamed.

Dad grabbed it, laughing. “Terrific!”

Sully gazed respectfully at the invention. “My mother
would croak if we tried that at my house.”

Tree and Dad nodded.

Occasionally something awful, like divorce, can have a good

side.

It was late. Dad was asleep.

Tree stood in the driveway in front of the basketball hoop.
The air was cold; his breath rose like steam.

He bounced the ball.

Tried to rise up on his toes like Curtis taught him.

Took a shot.

Missed.

Another.

Almost.

He dribbled the ball up and down the driveway.

The neighbors couldn’t see how bad he was at night.

He wasn’t graceful like Curtis, who could dribble a ball
past anyone to make the basket.

He wasn’t easy with himself like Larry, who could pick up
a bat and hit a home run on the first pitch.

He wondered why he was not like his brothers.

Curtis and Larry were coming home on Friday, too.

Curtis took time to do things with Tree. They'd play bas-
ketball together. And unlike his coaches, who always told Tree
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what he was doing wrong, Curtis shouted out what he was
doing right.

“Good move on the hands.”

“Good bounce on the ball.”

“Good focus, you almost had that basket.”

Larry was a pain. “Giant tree sloth,” that’s what he called
Tree.

Tree tried to take the insult apart, find the good. Giant he
could live with, but s/o#h didn’t have an up side.

He got out the can of deicer, sprayed the front steps,
watched the ice evaporate. The ice had to be gone so Grandpa
wouldn’t fall when he came home.

He wondered if deicer would work on Larry.

Then he remembered.

Everyone was coming home, but he was supposed to stay at
his mom’s next week.

Curts and Larry got to stay at Dad’s for their whole win-
ter break. Mom was supposed to turn her attic into a bedroom
for them, but she couldn’t yet. Money was tight.

Tree threw the can down.

He had to be there when Grandpa and his brothers came

home.

38



CHAPTER SIX

Tree’s mother . ..

In workout clothes.

At the kitchen counter.

Typing on her laptop computer while studying fabric
swatches for the couch.

Looking up occasionally to make eye contact with Tree.

Uttered the Big Question: “Honey, what would you like
most to happen on Christmas Day?”

What Tree wanted most was for it to be the way it had al-
ways been.

He didn’t know how to say that.

The Christmas Schedule: “Your dad and I have worked it
out. You and your brothers are going to be there for Christmas
Eve, and then early in the morning he'll bring you all over
here.”

There and here.

It sounded so easy when she said it.

“I'm going to make apple, pecan, and pumpkin pies and
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roast beef and get those dinner rolls you like. The tree will be
up and it’s going to be okay, honey. It’s going to be fine.”

Tree looked down.

He wasn’t sure about fine. He knew it was going to be dif-
ferent.

A blur of memories flooded Tree:

Grandpa’s Christmas lights strung around his house in
Baltimore—the house looked like Santa Claus himself lived
inside.

The blinking sign on the roof—MERRY CHRISTMAS,
EVERYONE!

The crowds walking by.

Bradley’s reindeer outfit that one year. Bad idea.

The Christmas the stove broke and they had to eat at that
all-you-can-eat buffet.

The Christmas Larry threw up on their grandmother’s lace
tablecloth and they finally figured out he was allergic to turkey.

The Christmas Mom broke her leg and lay on the couch,
shouting instructions for where each ornament was to be hung
properly on the tree. A

Mom had stopped typing. “If I could, honey, I would fast-
forward us all to a few years down the road when we’ll be more
comfortable with this, even though I'd be older.” She laughed,
looked at the fabric swatches on her lap. “Green, I think.
Stripes get tired.”

Tree didn’t understand how stripes could get tired.

His mother used mysterious words when she decorated.

“Curtis and Larry are coming home on Friday,” he said.
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She smiled. “I know.” She was clipping coupons now.

“Grandpa’s coming home then, t0o.”

She looked up. “So soon?”

Big breath. “And, Mom, you know, I promised I'd help when
Grandpa got home. He’s going to need a lot of help.”

She knew that. She loved Leo, too.

“It’s not that I don’t want to be here.” He looked down;
didn’t like lying.

“It’s just that you want to be rbere” she said flatly.

She wished she hadn’t said it that way.

“T'll come visit, Mom. I promise.”

She threw down the coupons. “I don’t ever want you to feel
like you're just visiting me. I'm doing everything I can to make
this house our home.”

Tree looked at the freshly painted light green walls.

The yellow curtains at the windows.

The scented dried flowers that would make his father
sneeze.

Conan, the little gray terrier she got after the divorce, was
barking with irritation.

“I'll let him out, Mom.”

“He’s just saying hi.”

Conan looked like he wanted to kill someone.

Mom smiled weakly. “Hi, baby. Hi.”

Tree tried to feel at home, but there weren’t any memories
here.

The rooms were cramped, the ceilings were low, the dog

was too small.

41



He'd walk through the door and divorce would hit him in
the face.

He stood up, cracked his head on the low-hanging ceiling
light.

“Oh, honey.” His mom checked the cut. “Let me put some-
thing on that”

The pain stung.

She dabbed the cut with cotton and peroxide.

He didn’t know the house well enough to remember where
to duck.

Ducking is a key survival skill for the too tall.

Tree and Conan were standing in Ripley Memorial Park in
front of the great white oak. Conan didn’t appreciate this tree
like Bradley, who would lie down in front of it in dog rever-
ence. People said this oak had been there close to two hundred
years. Just growing all that time.

Trees never stop growing; he’d read that somewhere.

To most people, that’s an interesting fact. To him, it was
grim news.

“We're going to have to raise the roof if you get any taller,”
Uncle Roger always said.

Having to raise the roof was one of Tree’s greatest fears.

He touched the wound on his head, remembered the story
Grandpa told him about the USS Constitution, a battleship. The
ship had been made from wood of the white oak. That wood
was so hard, cannonballs bounced off it during battles at sea.

Old Ironsides, the boat got named.

42



Tree would like to be made of such tough stuff.

His grandpa sure was.

No matter what happened to him, he kept on going.

When his wife died of cancer seven years ago.

When he had to sell his electrical business because his leg
got so bad.

Tree had heard the big story so often—the one about
Grandpa in the hospital in Vietnam when his leg had been
shot.

So scared.

Sure that leg was going to go.

Men dying all around him.

“I'wasn’t strong enough to handle it,” Grandpa said. “Then
a chaplain came over, asked how I was doing. I told him. A
nurse was calling him to come quick to the bed of a soldier
hurt worse than me. But he grabbed my hand and said the
shortest prayer: ‘Lord, let this man’s best years be ahead of
him” He ran to the other soldier’s bed. But that prayer just
stuck. I couldn’t shake it. I got home a month later. I've never
had much luck with the leg, but I say that prayer close to every
day”

A cold wind blasted through the park. Tree pushed up his
hood, shivered. Conan whimpered.

Tree took out the blue-and-yellow schedule his mother
made for December.

Blue was for Bradley and Grandpa.

Yellow was for Conan the Crab.

Blue was when he got to feel real.
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Yellow was when he didn’t fit.

Curtis and Larry were too old to have plasticized sheets.
Too old to be told where to go, where to sleep.

When you're twelve, everyone tells you where to go, what
you need.

He wanted everything he cared about under one roof.

What Conan wanted was anybody’s guess. This dog was
barking weird.

“You want to walk some more?”

Conan wouldn’t budge.

“You want me to rub you?”

Conan backed away.

“You want to be a famous, rich dog on television?”

Conan moaned, couldn’t take the cold. Tree picked him
up, stuffed him inside his coat, his little head sticking out, and
walked back to his mother’s house.

House.

He turned the word over in his mind.

I'm going to my house.

I'm going to my mother’s house.

House was a word he’d always taken for granted.

He knew there was a big difference between a house and a

home.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Mocha pecan frosted brownies wrapped in cellophane with a
plaid bow. Sitting on Mom’s kitchen counter.

Grandpa’s favorite.

Tree knew she was going to let him stay at Dad’s.

“Give these to Leo,” Mom said. “I know this is an important
week for all of you. I called your grandpa. We had a good talk.
We hadn’t talked for . ..” She started to cry, stopped herself.

“Thanks, Mom. I'll come and—" He was about to say visiz.
“I'll come over and tell you how everyone is doing and Curtis
and Larry will come, too, and maybe Bradley even.” He looked
at Conan, who couldn’t care less.

She touched his arm. “I know you have things to do to get
ready.”

“I love you, Mom.”

“I love you, t00.”

He looked down; she looked up. She was five-nine.

He bent down to give her a hug. Took the brownies, al-
most dropped them.
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Clutched the tray, walked carefully out the door.
He didn’t see her fold her arms tight, lean against the re-
frigerator, and start to cry.

Curtis and Larry barreled into the house, tossed duffels in the
hall.

“You look old enough to go, you might as well have one.”
Curtis threw a University of New Hampshire sweatshirt to
Tree.

Tree put it on, beaming. “Thanks.” Smiled at Larry, who
looked upset. “Hi.”

“Hi.” Larry stood extra tall, didn’t smile back. “Did you
grow more?” Larry was five-eleven.

Tree shrugged. “Probably.”

“You’re the little brother now.” Curtis laughed, poking
Larry.

“Shut up,” Larry snarled.

Curtis, six-one, looked at Tree: “How tall will he become?
Stay tuned for the late-breaking news.”

Tree slumped a little. “Come on, you guys.”

Dad came racing home in the Kramer’s Sports Mart van
and they all headed to the VA to pick up Grandpa.

But Grandpa couldn’t get in the van—it was too high.

Curtis and Larry tried to lift him. Grandpa cracked his
head on the door.

“I'm going to need move surgery and I'm not home yet.”

Tree, on hands and knees, a human step. Curtis and Larry
lifted Grandpa up on Tree to the passenger seat. Curtis
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stepped on Tree’s right hand. Larry stepped on Tree’s left
hand, and Tree shrieked right there in the hospital quiet zone.

“We'’re going to grab hold of the first rule of electrical
power,” Grandpa hollered. “You need a negative charge and a
positive one to get something moving. We've got the negative;
we’re going to find the positive if it kills us.”

Swoosh.

Tree had just put a submarine sandwich in the basket and
let it ride to Grandpa in the living room. Curtis timed it.

“Thirteen and a half seconds,” Curtis shouted.

Grandpa laughed. “You could earn money with this rig!”
He pulled the rope from his end, shot the basket back. “You
forgot the chips,” he yelled.

Tree grabbed the basket that was racing toward him, stuck
chips inside, hurled it back.

“I can get used to this,” Grandpa shouted.

Curtis and Larry took over, trying to get the kitchen—to—
living room run down to ten seconds.

Bradley stayed in the hall.

A knock on the door. Mrs. Clitter walked in, holding a bas-
ket; gave Grandpa a lovesick smile.

“Leo, this must be such a difficult time. I'm here to help in
any way I can.”

“Hello, Dorothy,” he said miserably.

Swoosh.

- She looked up, saw the ropes, the basket hurtling toward
her.
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“Duck,” Grandpa ordered.

She did.

The basket flew by, stopped by Grandpa’s arm.

“What s that?” Mrs. Clitter held her basket tight.
“State-of-the-art in-house food delivery by an up-and-

coming genius.” He sent the basket back.

Tree was so proud.

She stayed low. “I brought . .. cookies”

“That’s kind of you, Dorothy. You want to see my scar?”
“Actually—"

He leaned down to unroll the bandage. “It’s still pretty ugly.

It might be oozing pus or something worse.”

“I'll come back later, Leo.” She left the basket on the table,

raced out the door.

Bradley barked.

Everyone laughed, ate the cookies.

Grandpa tried to get comfortable on the couch. Couldn’t.
Tree could see the pain in his face.

“Are you okay?” Tree kept asking.

“I'm okay,” he kept answering over the next few days as he

did his exercises, practiced with his walker, strengthened the

parts that were weak and were strong.

“How much time do I have left?”
Grandpa asked it, huffing and puffing on his exercise mat

in the living room. He was doing his abdominal exercises twice
a day like Mona Arnold told him.

Tree checked the stopwatch. “Ten minutes.”
“I've been doing this for half a day.”
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“It’s been two minutes, Grandpa.”

Tough soldier face. Sucked in his gut, kept going; picked up
the hand weights on the table.

Tree wished there were exercises to help you get strong
after your parents got divorced.

He and his brothers could use them.

Larry was hardly ever home—when he was home, he’d just
lie on the couch, watching T'V.

Curtis didn’t seem to want to do much.

They hadn’t gone to a movie yet.

Hadn’t practiced basketball together.

Tree wondered if divorce was like war and always had a
lasting effect on the people who went through it.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Sophie Santack was standing at the popular-eighth-grade-
girls’ table in the Eleanor Roosevelt Middle School cafeteria,
determined to make a point. She looked smack into the beau-
tiful face of Amber Melloncroft.

“I'm not here to make trouble. I just want to know how
come, ever since I showed up at this school, you look at me like
I fell off a garbage truck.”

A gasp rose from the popular girls assembled as Amber,
their leader, looked at all of them like she couldn’t believe
this. . ..

Sophie gripped her tray. “I just want to get one thing clear.
You're not any better than me. I'm not crawling with bugs or
have green slime running down my neck. I'm a person just
like you.”

Amber made a shocked noise of disgust and all the other
girls made the exact same noise.

“I've moved around a lot. What’s at this school isn’t all that
different from other places. We don’t have to be friends, but we
don’t have to be enemies, either.”
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And with that she walked off and sat at the back of the
lunchroom by herself.

It was near the table where Tree sat with Sully Devo and
Eli Slovik—far away from Jeremy Liggins, who used to “acci-
dentally” spill chocolate milk on Tree.

Sophie was looking at her lunch and, it seemed to Tree, try-
ing not to cry. A mean laugh rose from the popular-girls’ table,
followed by whispers, giggles, and stares at Sophie. Tree hated
it when girls did that. He thought Sophie had been brave. Tree
knew that Amber would get back at Sophie every chance she
got. Sophie had started at the school a few months ago and
didn’t have any friends.

Tree knew what that was like. Sometimes it felt like every
seat in the world was saved for somebody else.

He looked at Sophie and said something he’d never said to
a girl. “You want to sit with us?”

Sully and Eli looked shocked because, first of all, they were
seventh-graders, and a seventh-grade boy never sat with an
eighth-grade girl. And second of all, Sophie was weird.

Sophie shook her head.

“We’re not crawling with bugs or have purple slime run-
ning down our necks.” Tree surprised himself by saying this.

Sophie half smiled. “It was green, the slime I mentioned.”

“Slovik’s got green slime on his neck, but he’s done eating.”
Eli punched Tree in the arm. “So, you want to eat with us?”

“Okay, well .. .”

They only had seven minutes before the bell rang, but in that
time Sophie told them close to her whole life story.
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“Okay, so the last place I lived was in the Bronx—we were
there for three years—and then my aunt Peach and my mother
decided it was cheaper to live here, so we moved, and we’re all
living in an apartment, which is torture, over by the railroad
station—ime, my mom, my cousin, my aunt, six cats, and my
iguana, Lassie. There should be a law that makes trains be
quiet so people can get their sleep. When I'm a lawyer—if
that’s what I do—I'm either going to be a lawyer or have my
own talk show. I haven’t decided. But, one way or the other, I'm
going to take care of problems. We don’t know what the fu-
ture’s going to bring, but I figure law and talk aren’t going
away. And I was just born with a big mouth—my aunt Peach
tells me that all the time—so I guess I'm going to use it. They
named me Sophia because it stands for wisdom. I usually say
what people are thinking and don’t have the guts to say.” She
took a bite of her sandwich. “This is the worst food of any
school I've ever been at. We should do something about this.
Demand justice. People have more power in this world than
they think.”

Tree had never heard anyone talk like this.

Sully and Eli hadn’t, either.

“Okay.” Sophie was moving her head back and forth in a
kind of rocking motion, like she was listening to music that only
she could hear. “So, here’s how it is. Here’s my motto: Speak
your mind and ride a fast horse. There’s just one problem.”

“You don’t have a fast horse,” Tree guessed.

“You got it. What’s your name?”

“Tree. That’s what they call me.”

“What’s your motto?”

57



Tree thought about that. “I don’t have one.”

“You'’ve gotta have a motto.”

Tree looked at Sully and Eli. They didn’t have mottoes,
either.

“How do you know what you're about?” Sophie slurped
down the last of her milk.

Tree, Sully, and Eli weren’t sure how to answer.

That’s when the bell rang.

Sully and Eli got up gratefully.

Tree said to Sophie, “I'll think about it . . . the motto
thing. ...”

“Dad, do you have a motto?” Tree had been thinking about this
most of the afternoon.

“Well .. .7 Dad looked at the coffee mug he was holding
from his store: Kramer's Sports Mart: We Will Not Be Undersold,
“I've got a slogan, does that count?”

“Not really.”

Curtis and Larry weren’t home to ask.

Grandpa said, “T always liked what the POWs held to. Re-
turn with honor.”

“That’s good, Grandpa.”

Tree went into his room, sat at his desk, took out paper
and a pen. Wrote the mottoes he knew.

Speak softly and carry a big stick.

The buck stops here.

You can'’t teach an old dog new tricks—Tree knew that was a lie;
he wasn’t sure if it was a motto.

Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.
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That was a decent thought, but it didn’t sound cool like
Speak your mind and ride a fast horse.

Tree tried to edit the words, make them better.

Finally he came up with Trear people the way you want to be
treated.

He wondered if that was good enough to be a motto.

He looked at the Tyrannosaurus rex model on his desk. He’d
put it together with Grandpa when kids were teasing him
about his size in fifth grade. Tree related to dinosaurs, but
wasn't too thrilled about the extinction part.

“They died off because they were too big,” Jeremy Liggins
would taunt him. “They died because they were slow and stu-
pid and they needed too much food.”

Tree remembered gluing all the teeth into place, how
Grandpa sanded the pieces of the tail when Tree told him
what Jeremy had said.

“So, how do you want to be treated?” Grandpa asked.

“Just like I'm regular. Like I'm not so big”

“The problem is, you're not a regular size. How do we work
around that?”

Tree didn’t know. He just wanted to be regular.

“How about wanting them to treat you with respect, even
though your size makes you stand out?”

Tree nodded.

“How are we going to get them to do that?”

“I don’t know.”

“I think the only way it can happen is if you try to treat
them with respect first.” Grandpa fastened the last tail part
on with glue, held it down with his thumb.
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That wasn’t the easy answer Tree was looking for.

“You’ve got to just think of yourself as a farmer laying
down seeds. There might be some storms and weeds that
choke what you’re trying to grow. But you'll get a crop even-
tually. | guarantee it.”

Tree looked at his motto sheet, underlined Treat people the
way you want to be treated.

He wondered if dinosaurs had mottoes.

Probably Ear your enemies before they eat you.

“So, I guess people say a lot of stupid things to you about your
. height”

Sophie said this to Tree in the hall when he was slurping
deep from the drinking fountain. He was so surprised, he half
choked. She threw down her flute case and punched him on
the back.

“Breathe, or I call 911.”

Tree waved her off, coughing.

“You know why people do that?”

Tree coughed. “Do what?”

“Say stupid things.”

“I'm not sure.”

“My aunt Peach says they say them because they don’t
know better, and if they do, it makes them feel like they’ve
got one up on you.”

Tree hadn’t thought of it that way.

“So, what do they say?” Sophie was looking up at him.

“They say, ‘How’s the weather up there? ”

“That’s dumb. What do you say?”
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“Usually nothing.”

“Spit on them. Say, ‘It’s raining.’ ”

Tree laughed. “They ask me if I take a lot of vitamins.”

Sophie was shaking her head.

“They ask if my parents are tall, what size my shoes are.”

She looked at his substantial feet. “What size are they?”

“Sixteen double E.”

“So, you've got a presence. You show up, people notice.”

Tree smiled. “I guess so.” He liked thinking about it that
way.

“There are worse things.” She picked up her case. “I've
been playing the flute since I was eight. ’'m close to being a
musical genius except for when I've been blowing for an hour
and my mouth gets full of spit.”

That’s when Laurie Fuller and Char Wellman, two popu-
lar eighth-grade girls, walked up to Sophie, snickering.

“So, did you?” Char asked Sophie, and she and Laurie
giggled.

“Did I what?” Sophie held her case tight.

“Fall off a garbage truck?” Laurie asked, and they both ex-
ploded in laughter. “Is that how you got here?”

Sophie looked right at them. Tree felt his whole body go
stiff.

“I got here in a Chevy,” she said quietly.

The girls ran off, triumphant. The dirty deed done.

Tree stood there, shocked.

“I gotta go,” Sophie whispered.

And she went.
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CHAPTER NINE

Tree stood in the same place in the hall by the drinking foun-
tain for so long, it seemed like he’d grown roots. He was think-
ing of all the things he could have said to defend Sophie, but
none of them were any good. ‘

He remembered how Jeremy Liggins once said that Tree
was “a giant freak that shouldn’t have been born.” Tree knew
this wasn’t so. He knew his parents and grandpa loved him. But
some words and the way people say them are like grenades ex-
ploding on a battlefield.

“Never try to outrun a grenade,” said Grandpa. “Just leap
away from it, hit the ground, and pray youre far enough
away.”

VA Rehab, 0800 hours (8:00 A.M., military time).
Grandpa came here three times a week to work with Mona.
“I'm just a little concerned, Leo, with you playing Santa
Claus this year.”
The Trash King, one of Grandpa’s best friends, said it. He
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ran a trash pickup business. They’d served together in Viet-
nam. He’d driven Leo and Tree here in his truck.

Grandpa cranked hard on the arm machine. He’d been
Santa Claus every year at the children’s hospital when the
Vietnam Vets Association did their annual show.

“Kids are going to want to crawl on your lap, Leo. You han-
dled it last year, but I knew you were hurting.”

“Santa Claus knows no pain.” Grandpa said it tough; a stab
of pain hit his leg. |

King studied his old, stubborn friend. “You could branch
out. Be an elf.”

“I don’t want to be an elf.”

“You could be a reindeer.”

“Mona,” said Grandpa, “I've kicked butt on this machine.
Give me something harder”

She laughed. “Take a break, Leo.”

“Why?”

“Because you're making me tired.”

Tree laughed, helped Grandpa get off the machine. He
didn’t need as much help as last week.

Of all his grandpa’s Vietnam buddies, Tree liked the Trash
King best. He worked for him sometimes, moving old, busted
furniture like couches, lamps, and tables. King would sell them
to “people who had vision.”

“You give me a person with vision,” he’d say, “they can take
the most broken-down piece of junk and turn it into some-
thing beautiful. They don’t let a few scratches worry them.
They see to the heart of the piece.”
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Tree pushed the wheelchair in place. Grandpa plopped
down, chuckled. “Santa Claus in a wheelchair could start a
new trend.”

“You could get hurt, Leo.”

“Mona,” Grandpa shouted, “tell this man what disabled peo-
ple can do.”

Mona Arnold folded her arms, shouted back, “Just about
anything.”

Luger, who'd gotten decent at holding a cup, grabbed it
with his mechanical hand and raised it high.

King knew when he was outnumbered. “All right, Leo.
You’re on deck. But the elves are watching. If you can’t handle
it, they’re moving in like Green Berets.”

Men..."

Coach Glummer walked slowly before the Pit Bulls. “I've
been given a revelation that will have a lasting effect on this
team.”

The Pit Bulls looked concerned.

“Basketball is like a dance, men. We need to find the rhythm
of the game, flow more as a team. Move from side to side like
you’re dancing.”

Tree had never danced. Most of the Pit Bulls hadn’t.

“Like you're dancing with a girl, you know. Going across
the dance floor.”

Tree didn’t know. He'd never danced with a girl.

He tried to picture the basketball like a girl, but no girl he
knew would appreciate being dribbled.
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“Try some flowing movements.” Coach Glummer began
to sway back and forth.

Tree moved an inch.

“Throw your body into it.”

Tree didn’t want to do that with his body.

“Ballroom dancing,” Coach Glummer announced. “It’ll
teach you balance, how to move across the floor with a part-
ner, how to trust your body, and ultimately”—he looked at the
basketball net—“how to win on this home court and beyond.”

The Pit Bulls turned to stone.

“My cousin Sheila is starting a class at the Y. Tuesday
nights from seven to nine. Maybe you got the flier.”

All the Pit Bulls had gotten the flier. They had thrown them
into the garbage in a great show of team unity.

“I want you to sign up. That’s an order. You’ll thank me for
this in the weeks and years to come.”

He blew his whistle. They were dismissed. But they all
stood there desperately trying to think of why Tuesday nights
couldn’t work.

“I take allergy shots on Tuesday and, you know, Coach, I
can puft up,” said Petey Lawler.

“Tuesday nights I've got to watch my little sister,” Ryan
Trout pleaded.

Colin Renquist had the best line. “Dancing makes me
puke.”

The Fighting Pit Bulls exploded in laughter.

Coach Glummer was unmoved. “Bring a bucket, Renquist.”
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Tree’s father had been carrying a bucket since he got home
from work, sure he was coming down with the stomach flu.
Sure he was going to start heaving any moment.

Tree was worried about him. “Is there anything I can do to -
make Christmas easier, Dad?”

He put the bucket down, looked monumentally sad. “We're
just going to get through it.”

Tree had hoped for more than that.

Dad touched Tree’s shoulder. “I'll be okay, buddy. I've just
got to work things out.”

“I think Mom made a big mistake when she left.” Tree had
never said that out loud before.

Dad leaned against the wall. “It wasn’t just her, Tree. I could
have done a lot of things better. I could have tried to under-
stand her more. I wasn’t too good at that.”

“Do you think you guys could . .. maybe ... decide this isn’t
a good idea?”

Dad half smiled. “Your mom thinks the divorce is a good
idea.”

Tree looked down.

“It takes time,” Dad said, “to get used to all this.”

How much time, Tree wondered.

It was midnight. The sounds of handball echoed in the base-
ment.

Thump.

Thwack.

Tree hadn’t heard those sounds in a long time. His dad had
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been a handball champion back when he lived in New Jersey.
But he was too busy to play these days; too tired.

Tree headed to the basement to watch.

Thump.

Dad hurled the little handball against the basement wall;
stepped back to cup it in his right hand as it bounced toward
him. The best thing about this house was the high basement
ceiling.

Thwack.

The wall had ball marks on it. The marks had always both-
ered Tree’s mother, who wanted to paint the wall yellow.

Handball walls are gray.

Any guy knows that.

Thump. Thwack.

There’s a thythm to handball.

Tree sat at the top of the basement stairs and watched. It
seemed to Tree that his dad was always happier when he was
moving. Tree was happiest when he was taking things apart.

It’s funny how life gets so complicated, you don’t get to do
the thing that makes you happy. You have to concentrate on
the things that are expected.

His dad should have been a coach.

Run a sports camp for kids.

Thump.

His dad had helped Curtis and Larry all through school
athletics. He'd tried to help Tree, too, especially in football.

“Size-wise, Big Man, you’ve got the potential to be one

mean defensive lineman.”
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“I don’t know, Dad.”

“Just crouch down and hold your arms out. There’s no fi-
nesse required.”

If Tree could have changed one thing about himself, it
would have been that he was better at sports and shared that
with his father.

He looked at the glass case on the other side of the base-
ment. Curtis’s and Larry’s sports awards were there: most valu-
able player certificates, athlete of the year trophies, Larry’s
medal for most home runs in a season.

Tree had never once won an award.

The little handball spun off the wall. Dad made a low catch.
Gently threw the ball on the wall with English. Looked up, saw
Tree watching him. Did his famous triple ball bounce off two
walls and caught it behind his back.

That move used to drive Tree’s mother bonkers. She’d run
to the basement door and shout, “Is everyone all right?”

Funny the things you miss when you don’t have them
around anymore.

Dad threw the ball easy to Tree, who missed the catch.

It bounced off the stairs and rolled beneath the washing
machine, where handballs go to die.

“Sorry, Dad.”

Now the thunder of older brothers racing down the base-
ment stairs. Older brothers who were good at handball. First-
string.

“Come on,” Dad said to Tree.

“T'll just watch.” He didn’t want to look stupid.
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Dad served. Larry caught it low, spun it on the wall. Curtis
caught it between his legs, returned the bounce strong.

Thump.

Pow.

Thwack.

Larry went all out for every ball; grunted, groaned.

Curtis had more confidence, but Larry played harder.

Larry could lie on a couch for hours looking half dead, but
put a ball in his hand and he’d catch fire.

They were having so much fun.

They wouldn’t, probably, if Tree joined in. He always felt
he slowed things down.

He felt like a woolly mammoth in a world of tigers and
antelopes. |

A giant sloth moving slowly up a tree when all the squirrels
and monkeys had gotten there first.

He sat at the top of the stairs like he’d done most of his life.

He acted like he didn’t mind.

But he did.
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CHAPTER TEN

“Choose how you'd die,” Sully said. “Shark attack, alien ab-
duction, or”—he shuddered— ballroom dancing.”

It was the first night of ballroom dance class. Sully, Eli, and
Tree were standing behind the big bush near the entrance to
the Y. From the front, Sully and Eli couldn’t be seen; Tree
poked out like a giraffe in a necktie.

“Not dancing,” said Eli, who'd offered his parents half of
his $123 life savings if he didn’t have to take this class.

“Maybe an alien,” Tree said.

Sully loosened his tie; his mother had yanked it tight like a
noose. “I'd take the shark. But I'd need to have a heart attack
first.”

Cars were pulling up to the entrance. Girls in dresses got
out excitedly. Boys in badly fitting suits slumped in misery
toward the front door.

“It could be worse,” Sully said. “We could be dead.”

“We could all just not go,” Eli suggested. “Who’d know?”

“Okay,” said a familiar, tough voice from behind. “You guys
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going in or what?’Cause the sooner we get started, the sooner it’s
going to be over. Those were Aunt Peach’s parting words to me.”

Tree turned around, and there was Sophie looking very
pretty in a purple dress, her hair done up in a barrette, and her
black eyes flashing total attitude, which is exactly what you'd

want in a dance partner.

Coach Glummer’s cousin Sheila looked at the eighty-seven
seventh- and eighth-graders assembled in the gym of the
YMCA. Her teacher’s heart fluttered with care for her stu-
dents. She wanted to become a trusted person in their lives, a
teacher not just of the fox trot, the waltz, and the tango, but a
role model of enduring memory.

But Sheila knew that eighty-seven seventh- and eighth-
graders could turn on her at any moment. So she stood on
center court and shouted, “I'm the law in this room. That
means what I say goes. If you disobey, you're out, and I keep
your parents’ money. Do we understand each other?”

Eighty-seven heads nodded grimly.

“Ballroom dancing can be one of the most fun things you’ll
ever do. For that to happen, you have to listen like your life de-
pended on it. Are you still with me?”

They were.

“We begin dancing like we begin most new things—by tak-
ing a risk. I'm going to demonstrate a simple step that will get
you through most wedding receptions. This is as easy as life
gets. Watch. Right foot forward, left foor matches, right moves back
and left detaches. You try.”
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The Fighting Pit Bulls looked at one another glumly. Tree
glanced over at Sophie, who was looking at the ceiling.

“Right foot forward, left foor matches. Right moves back and left de-
taches.”

No one got it right.

They moved into dance circles. Sheila’s Romanian dance
partner, Lazar, who swayed constantly even when there wasn’t
music playing, worked with the boys.

“Okay now, young mens.” Lazar tossed his head, swaying.
“I'm gonna teach you how, you know, to go with it.”

Lazar did a few slow steps. “You see from that? You see to
just move and go with it> Okay, mens, let’s slide.”

The Pit Bulls were particularly bad at sliding,

The evening went downhill. Sully and Eli were sticking
their fingers down their throats, pretending to vomit.

“We’re going to put some of these steps together.”

Partner time. The popular boys raced for Amber and her
friends.

Sully said he was sick.

Eli said he had to get a bucket for Sully.

Tree hoped that dancing with someone would be better
than dancing alone.

He walked slowly up to Sophie, who was studying the floor.

Cleared his throat.

Waited.

She looked up. “Well?’

“I'm here,” Tree said.

And?
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“I was going to ask you to, you know ...” He looked around.
“Dance.”

“You need to say the words. Would you like to dance?”

“I would,” Tree said.

“No—you ask me.”

“Right. Would you ... like to dance?”

She took his hand, smiled bright. “I'd be delighted—and
I’m not just saying that.”

They walked onto the middle of the floor. Tree was ab-
solutely the tallest person in the room. Lazar and Coach
Glummer’s cousin Sheila locked into position, which seemed
easier for shorter people.

“Good posture,” shouted Sheila. “If you get lost, just watch
me and Lazar”

Tree bent down to reach Sophie’s waist. Her head came up
to his chest. He took her hand gently; didn’t want to squish it.
He wasn’t sure his left foot could detach at this angle.

He could either dance or have good posture—not both.

Sophie laughed. She had a good laugh. Solid, not tinkling.
“You look like you're at a funeral.”

“I'm sorry.” _

“Aunt Peach dragged me here by my nose hairs, but it’s not
as bad as I thought.”

Tree nodded.

Dumb music started playing.

Tree took the deepest breath of his life and forgot every-
thing he’d been practicing for the last ninety minutes. Sophie
was right there with him, messing up.
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Tree had no idea how this would help him in basketball or
in years to come. But it sure was nice to be so close to Sophie.

“It’s weird here now, huh?”

Tree took his tie off and said it to Curtis, who was lying on
the couch at Dad’s with an empty pizza carton over his face.

“I mean, with Mom and Dad and everything. ..."

“It’s weird,” Curtis agreed, not moving the carton.

Tree flopped into the chair.

“I'm here 4/l the time.” Tree wanted to make this point. He
felt like a soldier that had been fighting a battle on his own, just
waiting for fresh troops to come in and give him a hand.
“Sometimes I'm not sure what to think.”

“I'm not, either.” Curtis took the carton off his face, looked
inside, ate the last bit of cheese. “We went to Mom’s house
tonight. Me and Larry. Larry called it Munchkinland.”

Tree nodded.

“We helped her trim the tree.” Curtis sighed. “She told the
ornament stories. This one we got on that Christmas farm in
Iowa. This one we got in Bermuda.”

He didn’t mention it was like being at a funeral, remem-
bering the dead.

Didn’t tell Tree the next part, either.

How Mom kept asking them, Are you all right?”

What do you say?

“No,” Curtis had said finally. “I'm not. I'll be all right. But
this is hard, Mom.”

“Why did you buy this house?” Larry asked her.

69



“It was the only one I could afford!”

“Why did you get this dog?” Larry wouldn’t let up.

“Because I wanted company! You're blaming me for this
divorce, and that’s not fair!”

Tree took his shoes off, studied his big toe sticking out of
his sock. Looked at Curtis. “Why do you think they got di-
vorced?”

Curtis crushed the pizza carton. He wanted to get back to
school, where things seemed normal. Tree looked kind of piti-
ful to him. As the oldest, he’d seen and heard more of the
fights. The ones about his father’s job were always loud.

“Why,” Mom would shout at Dad, “are you content just run-
ning a sporting goods store? You have so many gifts that you've
never developed.”

“I like sports.”

“That’s not an explanation.”

“Not everything in life has to have an explanation!”

And she would storm off saying that she wasn’t going to
just settle for whatever came. She was going to improve herself.

“Go for it,” Dad would yell.

The next morning, they would be in the kitchen with faces
like cement.

Curtis sighed. “I don’t know how it happened. They just
changed. They stopped doing things together that they used to
do. They stopped laughing. They began to have really differ-
ent lives. Dad worked mostly; Mom worked, went to school,
and rearranged the furniture.”

Tree half laughed. “Remember that time Dad came home
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and sat where his brown chair had always been, and fell down
and started shouting?”

“I thought he was going to punch a hole in the wall.”

“And then I'd meet him at the door when he came home
and tell him if Mom had changed stuff around while he was
gone.” |

Curtis nodded. “You were always good at things like that.”

They looked at the scrunched-up pizza box.

“Do you think,” Tree asked, “they’ll change their minds? I
mean, if Dad learned to understand her more, they could get
back together maybe. It’s not like they hate each other.”

“I don’t know, Tree Man. I don’t think so.”

“I wish they’d waited till I was in college.”

Curtis smiled. “They might have killed each other by then.”

“Do you know the secret to fighting a war?”

Grandpa asked Tree the question as they were folding the
laundry. Grandpa always dove deep doing laundry.

Tree didn’t know.

“You've got to hold on to the things you know to be true, set
your mind to a higher place, and fight like a dog to keep it
there. War can be so fierce, you can forget the good. Forget
what you’re about in this world, what’s really important.
There’s always going to be somebody who wants to try to make
you forget it. Don’t let them.”

Tree wasn’t sure how you do that in seventh grade.

He folded a towel and remembered the day his mom

moved out.
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August twelfth, a bright, sunny day. A day where you
wouldn’t think anything bad could happen. He'd just come
back from helping her move. There in the dryer was a full load
of her clothes she’d forgotten to take. He gathered the clothes
in his arms, started up the basement steps, couldn’t handle it.
He dropped the pile and ran into his bedroom, crying.

A knock on Tree’s bedroom door.

He was madly drying his face with his sleeve. Grandpa
came in.

“You okay?”

“Yeah.”

“Convince me.”

Tree told him about the clothes.

“I would have cried, too, if I'd seen that.” He limped over—
his leg was so bad—sat on the bed. “It’s the things we don’t ex-
pect that just rip the scab off.”

“She was supposed to pack everything.”

“She meant to. It’s been a hard day. People do all kinds of
things they wouldn’t normally do when they’re fighting each
other. I'll help you fold that laundry, then you call her, let her
know it’s here.”

Tree walked to the basement steps, gathered up the clothes.

His mother had used fabric softener. Her yellow robe was
soft and smelled nice. He half buried his nose in it like Bradley
snuggled his old towel.

He lugged the laundry to his room. He and Grandpa folded
each piece like it had cost a fortune. Tree called Mom at her
new house, and she started crying. She'd come over and get it,
she said. She hadn’t meant to leave it.
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Tree hoped he wouldn’t think about this every time he did
the laundry.

“It’s tough around here now, I know.” Grandpa held up five
unmatched socks, looked in the hamper for the others. “We've
all lost a piece of ourselves. War does that—it blows things up
and leaves an empty place where something important used
to be.”

“Is that how you feel about your leg, Grandpa?”

“Yep. Is that how you feel about your mom and dad?”

Tree looked down. “Kind of.”

“I'll tell you something about empty places. They don’t get
filled in right away. You've got to look at them straight on, see
what’s still standing. Concentrate on what you’ve got as much
as you can.”

Grandpa dug around the hamper, couldn’t find the missing
socks. He started laughing. “I don’t need a pair of socks. I just
need one. Doing the laundry gets easier when you're not so
particular.”

Tree laughed, too.

You've got to love a man who can teach you to laugh at

war.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

“Okay, Aunt Peach, so this is my friend Tree.”

Tree was standing in the hallway of Sophie’s apartment. It
was cramped and dark.

Piles of laundry all around.

Lassie, the iguana, in a cage on the dining room table.

Cats on the couch; cats in the hall.

Aunt Peach was chasing one of the cats that had just clawed
the drapes.

She stopped, gazed up at Tree, way up. “You're a big one.”

Tree slouched a little.

Aunt Peach ran off. “Dimples, I'm going to break your furry neck!”

Tree and Sophie were going to take the bus to the Midas
Muffler shop in Baltimore where her dad worked. She was
going to give him her Christmas present.

She knew he wouldn’t have anything for her.

“He’s not so good at presents,” Sophie said.

“He’s not so good at life,” her mother added from behind
the bathroom door. “Don’t expect much, Sophia.”
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Sophie put on her coat, tucked a little wrapped present in
her backpack. “I expect the bus’ll get us there, Ma. I expect it'll
be cold outside. That’s it.” ,

A flush. “Don’t take the wrong bus.”

“I've done this before.”

Running water. “Don’t stay long.”

“He gets a fifteen-minute break.”

Bathroom door opened. Sophie’s mother stared up at Tree.
She looked just like Sophie except for being older and rounder.
“If he asks about me, tell him I'm dating three movie stars.”

Sophie laughed.

“You deserve a better father.”

“But he’s the one I got.” Sophie pushed Tree out the door.

The Midas Muffler shop was packed with people drinking
coffee from Styrofoam cups and checking their watches. So-
phie pointed to a big man with his head inside a car engine.

“That’s him. The big guy. You’ve got something in common
already.”

Sophie’s father seemed satisfied with what he’d done; he
motioned for another man, who got in the car and drove it
out. He walked toward the glass door—didn’t smile, didn’t
frown—pushed it open.

Sophie got nervous, her hands went in every direction.
“Okay, Dad, so this is my friend Tree.”

Sophie’s father looked at Tree. “How old are you?”

“Twelve.”

A snort. “You think I'm stupid?”
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“No, sir. I'm really tall for my age.”

“You're tall for my age.” He stepped closer. “You know how old
she 152

“Dad—"

“No, really.” Tree grabbed his wallet, got his seventh-grade
ID. He had a copy of his birth certificate, too. His mother
made him carry it.

Sophie stepped in. “Okay, so we know you're busy, Dad,
and we don’t want to mess up your schedule here.”

Sophie’s father studied the ID, handed it back.

“I brought you a present, Dad, on account of it’s Christmas
soon.” She handed it to him.

“ left yours at home.” He always said that. He lit a cigarette,
blew smoke rings out slow.

“I recorded some Christmas music for you on my flute. I got
your favorites. ‘God Rest Ye Merry, Gentlemen’ and ‘Jingle
Bells.” ” She’s talking faster, too fast. “I call it Sophie’s Greatest
Christmas Hits. The last half of ‘O Little Town of Bethlehem’
got cut off *cause my cheeks were getting exhausted from all
the blowing.”

“T'll play it in the car”

“I hope you like it.”

“You still got that flute, huh?”

“Yeah. I practice a lot.”

He put the cigarette in his mouth, gave her a good pat on
the shoulder.

“Vinnie!” Another man shouted it. “You on vacation or

what?”
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He looked at Sophie, softer this time. “I gotta go.”

“Sure,” she said quietly.

“Hey, Soph, we'll get together.”

“Anytime, Dad.”

He patted her shoulder again. Shook Tree’s hand. He had
a killer handshake.

“Size matters, kid. Wear it proud.” He pushed through the
glass door.

Tree stood straight.

Sophie’s mother was right.

She deserved a better father.

“He can take a muffler out faster than any man alive,” So-
phie said. “They had a contest here last year and he won by
three whole minutes.”

“It was nice, what you gave him.” Tree didn’t know what
else to say. He couldn’t imagine having a father like that.

“I'm glad you think so, because it’s the exact same thing
you're getting for Christmas.”

“My dad doesn’t know how to love people,” Sophle explained.
“He drove my mother crazy.”

The bus was late. They stood there shivering.

Tree clapped his hands together to stay warm. “I guess my
parents drove each other crazy, too.”

Sophie marched in place so her feet wouldn’t freeze. “I got
sent to a therapist about it. She told me I had hidden anger at
my father and it was coming out when I was with other people.
I'told her no way was there any anger hiding in me. ‘Open your
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eyes,’ I said. ‘It’s all here on the surface.” But I figure I've got it
better than a lot of kids. At least I know where my dad is.”

Tree had never once thought of that.

The bus pulled up. She climbed inside.

“You coming or what?”

Tree got in the bus, hit his head.

She laughed. “You need a bus with a sunroof so you can
stick your head out.”

Tree didn’t think that was funny.

Sophie elbowed him. “You've gotta laugh. If you don’,
you'll cry.”
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CHAPTER TWELVE

Getting Grandpa in the Santa suit reminded Tree of the time
when his mother had bought an outfit for Bradley—a sweater,
hat, and booties—and Tree had to put it on him.

“Standing’s not an ability I've got right now!” Grandpa tried
to steady himself as Tree tried to pull the big red pants over
his legs.

“It would help,” Tree said, “if you’d stop moving so much.”

“It would help if I had rwo working legs.”

“Let’s go with what we’ve got, Grandpa!”

Finally the pants were on. Grandpa looked at the floppy
pant hanging loose over his half leg.

The Trash King adjusted his elf cap, cigar in his mouth.
“You could say a reindeer chewed it off.” King put on his
pointy elf shoes, struck a pose. “Am I hot or what?”

“Scorching,” said Grandpa. “But lose the cigar.”

“It’s not lit.”

“You've got to be a role model.”

King put the cigar in his pocket. “And you’ve got to be
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careful, Leo. We tell the kids you’ve got to save your strength
for Christmas Eve, when an angel’s gonna come down from
heaven, touch you with a magic wand, and your leg’s gonna
grow back.”

Grandpa looked in the mirror Tree was holding up, put
rouge on his cheeks, fastened the big white beard. “We're going
to ruin this holiday for hundreds of children.”

King picked a cigar leaf from his teeth.

“Ho, ho, ho,” said Tree halfheartedly, folded the wheel-
chair, and carried it to the truck.

“The thing about Christmas,” the Trash King said, driving his
truck to the children’s hospital, “is how I didn’t understand
what it was about until I got to Vietnam. You remember
Christmas in Nam, Leo?”

Grandpa sighed. “I was in the hospital.”

“That’s right. You didn’t get to see the show.” King turned
the corner. “They brought in a big show from the States with
singers and dancers. There were hundreds of us out there
watching. A couple guys had made a Christmas tree out of
bamboo and painted it green. | was feeling sorry for myself be-
cause I wasn’t home.

“And then we started singing. Just singing the songs. ‘Silent
Night, Jingle Bells, ‘We Wish You a Merry Christmas,” ‘Hark,
Those Herald Angels Sing” And I could have sworn—and a
few guys in the Signal Corps would back me up on this—that
there was a star in the sky a little brighter over where we were.
And I thought, We get these holidays all wrong. We think it’s
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what we get and how we feel and how warm and cozy we are,
but Christmas came to all us slobs that night and most of those
guys weren’t expecting it. Some of us hadn’t even washed.
Now, I'll tell you how this helps me in trash. .. .”

King pulled up to the hospital parking lot. Grandpa groaned.
“Save it, King, for the ride home. We've got a job to do.”

Tree got the wheelchair from the back, placed a red throw
blanket over it. Carefully eased Grandpa out of the truck and
into the chair.

“Santa has landed,” said King.

“You bet your boots, EIf Man.”

Grandpa adjusted his beard, waved them forward like a
lieutenant leading a platoon into battle. “Let’s take this hill.”

He grabbed the chair’s wheels with his strong arms and
pushed through the emergency doors that swung open at the
miraculous power of Christmas.

“Ho, ho, ho,” Grandpa bellowed to young and old who
looked up excitedly.

“The Big Guy’s here!” the Trash King shouted. “We’re
going to party tonight!”

Tree laughed and waved and shook all the hands of all the
kids who came up to him. Down the hall they went with the
ho-ho-hos booming. Kids in wheelchairs were following them.
Tree handed out candy canes; King had a bag of toys over his
shoulder. They turned the corner, saw three vets dressed like
reindeer. Luger marched forward dressed like a toy drummer,
beating a snare drum with his good hand.

Rat tat tar.
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Rat tat tar.

Rar a tat. Rat a tat.

Tat tat.

A doctor took them into the rooms of the children who

were too sick to come out.

One little girl had an IV in her arm and looked gray. Her

mother was sitting in a chair by her bed. When Grandpa rolled

in, that child lit up like a Christmas star.

“Santa,” she whispered.

“You've got it, kid.”

“You’re in a wheelchair.”

“Life isn’t perfect, is it?”

King pulled a stuffed bear out of his bag, gave it to her. She

hugged it, smiled at Tree.

“Santa, would you tell me a story?”

“Sure.”

“Would you tell me ‘The Night Before Christmas’”
“Sure. Where’s the book?”

She looked concerned. “Don’t you know it?”

Grandpa looked at Tree and they both looked at the Trash

King, who sniffed and said, “He knows it.”

Grandpa desperately tried to remember the poem. The lit-

tle girl hugged her bear and smiled.

“Okay, here goes. ... Twas the night before Christmas, and

all through the house, not a creature was stirring, not even a

mouse.” He stopped dead.

“The stockings,” the little girl said.
“Were hung by the chimney with care,” said King.
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Grandpa grinned. “In hopes that Saint Nicholas soon
would be there.”

Silence.

Tree whispered about the kerchief, the cap, and the nap.

They got through it, helped by the little girl and her
mother, and they had to call in two nurses to get the names of
the eight reindeer right. King insisted the front reindeer were
Dasher, Dancer, Prancer, and Nixon.

“Vixen,” shouted the older nurse.

“Jeez. They named a reindeer thas?”

They didn’t miss a room that night.

Didn’t miss a child.

Dozens of children lined up to see Santa. First in line, a boy
in a big leg brace. He looked at Grandpa’s half leg. “What hap-
pened to you?”

“I had an operation.”

“Does it hurt?”

“Sometimes.”

“Mine hurts, too. I wouldn’t want anyone to sit on it.”

So he stood next to the wheelchair and told Santa how he
wanted a complete model train set, not like the one he got last
year, like the one Billy Buckley got with the cool engine and the
miles and miles of track.

Grandpa motioned to King. “Take that down.”

I didn’t bring any paper.”

“Elves,” said Santa, shaking his head.

They had a party in the cafeteria for the kids who could get
there; everyone sang Christmas songs. Only a few stalwart be-
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lievers sat on Santa’s knee, and he managed. Then a little girl
climbed up on Tree’s knee and told him that she wanted her
lung to get better for Christmas.

Tree didn’t know what to say.

Then she whispered, “I know you can’t really give me that.
[ just wanted to tell you.”

And she hugged him like he was the genuine article.

It made Tree feel about a foot taller, which was really say-
ing something.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Tree didn’t need much more of Christmas to happen after
that.

Except it would have been nice if Larry stopped yelling at
Bradley, who, according to Larry, wasn’t moving fast enough to
get out of his way.

“Take it out on somebody your own size!” Tree shouted.

“Like you?” Larry shouted back.

Tree stood tough. “I'm bigger than you!”

Larry’s face darkened. “Maybe I could do something about
that!”

But he never did. Larry was a screamer, not a fighter.

Twice he’d come home at night really late. His voice
sounded different, he swayed when he walked. Grandpa said
he'd been drinking. Larry got grounded, but he snuck out again
anyway. When Larry staggered into the house at 2:00 a.m. with
beer on his breath, Grandpa said, “What you’re doing isn’t
making the hurt go away.”

Larry stood there, quiet.
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“Booze doesn’t help. Talking does. Time. And I'll do what-
ever I can to—"

Larry shouted at him to mind his own business.

Grandpa said that anything that had to do with Larry was
his business.

Larry raced up the stairs, flopped onto his bed. A few min-
utes later, Bradley pushed the door open and stuck his old
snout on Larry’s arm. -

“Get lost!”

But Bradley wouldn’t. He just sat there with his big trust-
ing eyes waiting to help. Finally Larry hugged Bradley around
the neck, buried his head in that good, old fur, and cried his
eyes out about his parents’ divorce.

Right after that, he sank to his knees in front of the toilet

and vomited up beer until his insides felt raw.

Eight pm., December 24.

Tree, Curtis, Larry, and Grandpa looked at the half-bare
living room.

Tree hadn’t realized how important Christmas trees were
until he didn’t have one.

Larry said, “Some Christmas.”

Curtis said, “Shut up.”

They’d been at each other all day.

Grandpa grabbed his walker, struggled up. “We’re going to
change things here. We’re going to form a squad—tough and
unified. And don’t tell me it can’t happen. I saw it happen in
Nam. Saw different people with nothing in common work to-
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gether to a common goal and become strong friends. So strong,
you’d do just about anything to make sure your buddies stayed
alive.”

He rolled the walker to the middle of the living room.
“That’s what it comes down to sometimes—forgetting how
you feel; being brave in front of your friends.”

Curtis, Larry, and Tree were quiet.

Bradley, who understood about friendship, trotted in from
the hall.

“We need a Christmas tree,” Larry said finally.

Grandpa nodded. “That would help.”

“We could get one at the store,” Tree suggested.

“The stores,” Curtis snapped, “are closed.”

Grandpa grinned. “Guess we’ll have to steal one.”

In the car.

Curtis driving too fast, yelling at Tree to scrunch down in
the backseat.

“You try scrunching down back here!”

Curtis screeched into the parking lot of Kramer’s Sports
Mart. Dad was just about to close the store down. Curtis
stopped fast. Tree’s head hit against the driver’s seat.

Wheelchair out. Too many arms to help Grandpa.

“Wait,” said Larry, “T lost my grip.”

“Dear God . ..” said Grandpa, sliding butt to the door.

Wheeling toward the store. Tree ran ahead, opened the doors.

Their father at the cash register, trying to clear out for the
holiday. He looked up, shocked.
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“This is a stickup,” Grandpa boomed cheerily. “Just hand
over the tree and nobody gets hurt.”

“What?”

Grandpa pointed to the Christmas tree in the middle of
the store, complete with lights and ornaments.

“You're closing. You don’t need the tree. We do.”

“Pop, it’s not my tree. It’s the store’s tree.”

“You're the manager.” Grandpa motioned to the boys, who
started unplugging the tree, arguing about the best way to get
it out.

“I need it back on the rwenty-sixth when we open.”

Grandpa looked around. “We’ll take that wreath and that
fake holly.”

Tree got the wreath. Larry got the holly.

“Pop...”

Grandpa wheeled himself toward the door.

“It’s Christmas, Bucko, we’re going to start acting like it.”

Tree lay across the seat with the tree placed over his body.
Sports ornaments dangled in his face.

“Drive carefully,” Grandpa ordered Curtis, “or he’ll be
scarred for life.”

Tree groaned all the way home to make the point.

They got the tree up.

It filled the empty spaces of the living room.

Dinner cooking. Dad and Grandpa in the kitchen, getting
in each other’s way. :

Huge steaks. A dozen fat tomatoes. Three loaves of bread.
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Four tins of pound cake. Frozen strawberries. Endless cans of
whipped cream. ‘

Bradley looked longingly at the tree.

“Don’t even think about it!” Curtis gave Bradley a push out
the door.

Then Dad remembered he left his presents for everyone at
the store, and Tree remembered he left his presents for every-
one at Mom’s house, and Curtis and Larry remembered that
they should have gone shopping, but didn’t. And Grandpa said
they didn’t need presents, they just needed to let Christmas
come natural, like the first one.

Bradley started barking at the front door. Tree let him in.
Bradley headed right over to the Christmas tree, lifted his leg,
and peed and peed.

“See,” said Grandpa, “if we had presents under there, they’d
be ruined.”

And Bradley slept soundly in the hall.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

“Pommerantz!” shouted Mom. “Don’t eat that. Bad dog!”

She ripped a celery curl with chutney cream cheese from
Pommerantz’s tiny teeth.

Aunt Carla, Mom’s sister, came over to defend him. She
and her dog were visiting from Florida for the holidays.

“He’s not a bad dog, Jan. He just doesn’t understand. Do
you, Pommie?”

This was almost more than Tree and his brothers could
stand.

Conan started barking. His territory had been invaded.

You learn the flexibility of the human spirit when you have
two different Christmas experiences in less than twenty-four
hours.

“How’s your . .. father?” Mom asked in that edgy way.

“Okay,” Tree, Larry, and Curtis said together.

“Grandpa?”

Same response.

She looked at the Serenity Fountain, a gift she had given to
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herself. Gentle, gurgling water cascaded over small, peaceful
rocks. This is what her life would become. Someday.

She was trying now to be conversational with her sons.
“How was your Christmas Eve?”

“Pretty good after we stole the tree,” Curtis offered.

“Whar?”

Tree hit Curtis in the arm, told her the story, tried to make
it light. He left out how he had to lie underneath the tree in
the car.

“Your dad loves to do things last-minute.”

She looked at her decorated kitchen with the little wreaths
of basil over the sink, the Christmas music playing softly, the
three kinds of vegetables, the perfect pies. Last night she had
finished decorating the house with garlands, pmecones and
blue and white bows.

She’d strung popcorn, for crying out loud.

She’d pictured everyone smiling and happy, but instead her
sons seemed distant and sad. “Let’s talk about our feelings.”

“That’s a good idea,” Carla chirped.

Three distinct male groans.

Mom wiped away a tear. “We all know it’s different this
Christmas. We're still in the fresh pain of the divorce, the
awkward parts of how to be with each other.” She looked at her
sons. “Don’t you think?”

Tree nodded.

Curtis and Larry didn’t commit.

“We can make this work if we talk. If we don’t talk, we'll
never know what’s going on.” She grabbed the supersize bot-
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tle of Motrin she kept by the sink, gobbled three pills, looked
at the gurgling Serenity Fountain. “You can tell me anything,
and I promise I will listen. I love you guys more than I know
how to say. There is no wall between us, and there never will
be. I want to know all that’s happening in your lives.”

Three pairs of shuffling male feet. Larry looked up finally.

“I'm kind of flunking two courses, Mom.”

Apron flung off, gums back like Conan. “What are you saying
to me?”

“You wanted to know what was happening!”

“You’ll lose your scholarship!”

‘I can’t concentrate. I don’t know.”

“Flunking? Not even a D?”

“Yeah! I get up every morning and say, How can I really screw up
today? ™

Larry stormed out of the room.

Carla said, “He’s acting out his feelings of frustration and
anger, Jan.”

Mom turned in fury to Tree and Curtis.

Curts had overdrawn his checking account again, but he
was taking that news to his grave.

Tree thought about mentioning how he’d taken apart the
blender a couple of weeks ago and there were two parts miss-
ing and he wasn’t sure it worked, but his mother was standing
in front of it now with a handful of walnut halves—she put
them inside the blender and everything in Tree wanted to
shout, Don’t.

She flipped on cHoP.

Nothing.
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She checked the plug, tried again. The blender made a
sound like a sick duck. Dark fury came over her face. She
turned to Tree.

Tree was famous for doing this.

He took the answering machine apart when his mother was
looking for work.

He took the remote control apart when his father’s com-
mercial was running during the Army-Navy game.

“You will #ever do this again.”

Tree gulped. “I promise.”

“I think a fire in that pretty new fireplace would be nice,”
said Carla, running from the room.

Mom furiously chopping the walnuts by hand.

Then concern hit her face.

“Was the flue up or down?”

“I think we've got a problem here!” Carla’s voice was an octave
higher.

“No!” screamed Mom.

They all ran into the newly painted living room and
watched as billows of black smoke blew into the room while
the logs crackled in the fireplace.

“Guess it wasn’t open,” said Curtis.

Tree grabbed a broom from the closet, knelt down by the
fireplace, breathing smoke, coughing as his lungs filled with it.
He shoved the broomstick up to where the flue should be.
Shoved four times, finally felt it pop open.

“Open the windows!” Mom screamed. “Open the door! Open
everything!”

Larry ran down the stairs. “What happened?”
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“Doom,” Curtis said solemnly.

“Oh, God, Jan, I'm so sorry!” Carla was opening windows,
batting smoke from the air.

Pommerantz was barking pitifully in the kitchen.

“Oh, poor Pommie. He must be so scared.”

Pommerantz ran into the hall, stood shaking on the little
yellow-and-white hooked rug, and puked up the celery stick
with cream cheese.

“Pommerantz,” screamed Mom, “sit on a tack!”

“I think that’s excessive, Jan.”

It was then that the smoke alarm in the kitchen went off.

Mom stood on a stool by the freshly baked pies, trying to
turn it off; the siren blared.

She yanked it from the freshly painted ceiling.

Ripped out the batteries.

And finally, quiet came upon them.

Except for the gurgling drips from the Serenity Fountain.

Mom crumpled on the floor in a woeful heap. The aroma
of perfect roast beef wafted from the oven.

“Smoke alarm works,” said Curtis, who was known for hav-
ing a firm grasp of the obvious.

Tree, Curtis, and Larry half laughed from relief.

She didn’t think that was funny.

Tree scrunched down next to her, put his arm around her
shoulder. “You'’ve got to laugh, Mom. If you don’t, you'll cry.”
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