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I hook my arm over Patsy’s fence one last time. 
***
When I was five-years-old, her backyard was our makeshift softball field. Part of living along Janebar Circle, if you were a girl, was being on the high school softball team, and whenever possible, practicing in Patsy's backyard diamond. Only, at five years old, I was too young for the softball team, too young for school even. But their attitude of “girls gotta stick together” was my ticket into Patsy’s backyard. 
On that particular afternoon, as the ball girl, I was positioned at the back fence to retrieve balls slamming off the slats. During a game pause, the team gathered at home plate to chew over the last play—
“That was obstruction!” 
“You got mascara in your eyes. It was a clear path .…”
While they refereed themselves, I perfected my cartwheels. They were awkward at first, but got better. Just as the talk quieted, I reluctantly glanced at my hand. Ew! Is that old dog poo? 
As I wiped my hands on my jeans, I checked who was up. 
Libby! 
The sight of The-Ball-Crusher at the plate sent my legs pumpin’. I was outta her line of fire and at the back of Patsy’s house, ducking behind a long-empty dog house—safe from that hurtin’ ball.
A sequential groan—first the catcher, then the pitcher, finally the entire outfield—brought me to my feet to see what was going on. Libby’s softball shot straight to the sun—above the backyard fence…ripping through old sheets hung to capture homerun balls…until it sailed over the cliff at the edge of Patsy’s yard.
Someone yelled, “That’s our last ball! If those stupid boys find it, they’ll throw it into the pond!”
Patsy’s shoulders slumped in resignation when she grabbed the old machete—kept sharp just for this reason—and trudged down the well-worn path into the jungle of tiny, but annoying trumpet creepers. We followed. While we kicked through the previously cut vines, Patsy hacked away new space. 
“Found it!” Libby held up the ball.
But Patsy paid her no mind. Instead, she yelled at bushes shaking ahead of her. “Trouble, you fink, get outta here!” His real name was Karl, but “Trouble” suited him better.
Patsy held her machete high as she ran after him. Trouble struggled out of the bushes and stumbled toward a nearby house. Libby, even though she seemed too far away, couldn’t resist a clear shot at the most obnoxious sixth-grade boy in the neighborhood, so she threw the recovered ball as hard as she could. A solid hit on the shoulder.
“Ouch!” he yelled and kept running. 
I couldn’t believe my eyes. Whenever Libby threw a ball, it ripped through everything in its path. Only heavy softball mitts could stop it. I was sure the ball would have left a hole in Trouble that would whistle whenever the wind blew. While I stood stunned with amazement, the girls rained rocks around him. None hit but kept him running away from our precious softball. 
Patsy, the first to reach the ball, grabbed it, and we gathered around her. “Okay team, we've had enough for one day. Let's repair the barrier later. Go home.”
The girls grumbled about the rat fink, namby-pamby, turd-face Trouble. Libby walked me home, past the danger of my archrival’s house. 
***
I shift my stance for one last look at my own backyard. The apple tree is dead, but otherwise everything looks the same as it did eleven years ago.
***
Back then some of the team would come to my place after church. On a day deep into summer, I waited for them in the cool shade of the apple tree. Four of the team came from behind me: Blondie-C, our fielder; Martha-Green-Eyes, our catcher; Patsy, our first-baseman and keeper of all things practical; and Libby, our pitcher and the brains of the club. 
They stood around me, then their four fannies sequentially plopped, kerplunked, slid, and eased onto the grass. Blondie-C and Martha-Green-Eyes discussed the “most beautiful things on Earth”—guys on the varsity team. Patsy stared at the grass, lost in thought, no doubt thinking about how to repair the torn sheets of our softball field. Only Libby looked at me.
“How's it goin’, kid?” Libby’s voice was light, but she stared at my arms and legs as though reading a sad story. When my bruises were fresh, I covered them with long sleeves and pants. Today was hot, so I threw on shorts and a tank top without thinking. I forgot about the dark spots. I looked like a leopard. 
“Who did this to you?”
I looked away. 
Blondie-C: “You know who did this.”
Martha-Green-Eyes: “Trouble. He always spies on us. Why don’t we go over there and watch him and his misfits? See what they’re up to. We can’t let him do this to her.”
“Picking on the youngest girl in the neighborhood! We can’t let this happen. This is war!” Blondie-C declared it as though it were a lark. But even as a kid, I knew it wasn’t. War on television was guys crawling in the dirt … yelling … explosions everywhere … terrifying. I wanted nothing to do with it. Yet, there I was—outside Trouble’s backyard fence, peeking through a knothole, while the team, towering above me, put their eyes to the spaces between the slats.
Inside the fence in the center of a patch of dirt, stood Trouble. He threw a knife at a yellow smiley face nailed to the north fence. Each time he hit it dead center, giving it a hideous nose.
In the shadow of the south fence, a gang of preteen boys, each sitting on a wooden crate, huddled around a game of cards. In the deepest shade at the back of the house stood the smallest boy of the group, Eddy.
A guy with spiky hair glanced over his shoulder at Eddy. “Scram! Look at someone else’s cards.”
Across from him, a giant beanstalk hunched over his cards. “Nah, Shrimp, stay right there.”
A muscular boy with his back to Trouble called loudly to him, “Hey, Runt, what d'ya seeing at the girls’ place?”
A kid with blue eyes asked, “Yeah Pygmy, what’s the action over there?”
Spiky hair asked, “What do they wear when it’s hot?”
The giant beanstalk: “I bet they don’t wear nothin’ at all!”
The four laughed too loudly as each boy shifted trying to find comfort in the uncomfortable but tantalizing subject of girls. Trouble scowled at the boys as if he detected insubordination. I’d never realized how small he was. He and Eddy were the smallest in the yard. 
“We’re not going to talk about girls. We’ll talk about what I want to talk about.” Trouble held his weapon high.
The beanstalk jutted out his chin, “Whatcha gonna do if I don’t?” 
Ironically, in the face of this hostility, the other boys relaxed as though they were more confident with violence than with the subject of girls. Trouble walked to the back of his house with steps so forceful I was surprised the ground didn’t tremble. He snatched Eddy. I sighed. This was how Trouble “showed” bullies—by picking on smaller kids. Before Trouble could work him over, Eddy squealed, “You know what Libby called you?” He spat out the rest, “A coward!”
Despite the afternoon heat, everyone froze in the yard. Above me, I heard Libby snort in disgust. Of course, she wouldn’t waste her time with Trouble. Nonetheless, all was still—and waiting—for so long, maybe I was missing out on something that only older kids knew about. I heard about telepathy on television. Was this it? Before I could take the thought further, Trouble sprang into action—spun and hurled his knife across the yard. Only the smiley face, with a knife blade stuck in its eye, looked happy.
“Libby called me a coward, huh? I’ll show her.” With legs spread apart, Trouble looked like an angry wishbone. “We’re gonna get the pipsqueak!” 
Uh oh. That “pipsqueak” was me.
The boys tramped like stiff-legged honey badgers as they rounded the corner of Trouble’s house. They stopped short when they saw my friends waiting for them in the front yard. The girls, who were well into their teens, towered above the boys. To my amazement, the guys scattered like buckshot. Even Trouble darted up his front steps and slammed the door. The front lawn was empty of thugs.
Blondie-C laughed. “That showed ’em!”   
Martha-Green-Eyes: “That was easier than I thought.”
I picked up a rock, chased Trouble’s retreat up the steps, and hammered on his door.  A curtain moved in the front window. 
“You chicken! Come out!” I pounded until his door was dented and paint-chipped, until my inflated indignation sagged with fatigue. 
During my walk home, Libby caught up to me and told me, “Kysa, you’re smaller than him. Keep away. If you don’t, he’s gonna damage you.”
***
Eleven years later, with suitcase in hand, I walk across the street from my mother’s house and wait in front of Trouble’s. I have tried my whole life to find a speck of good from either of those two. Maybe on the moon we will find all things lost on Earth. Until then, there is little good on Janebar Circle for me—outside of my friends. 
The local bus arrives. I board it to go to the train station. From there, I’ll travel to my father’s house two states away. Contentment has been a hardscrabble emotion for me, but now this bus feels like it’s soaring on wings.
If there was a golden time in my childhood—a time when everything was quintessential, a time when life was a delight—it was summers spent with my father’s family. Days were filled with bicycle riding with my half-sisters past Amish fields, evenings playing croquet, and nights sharing a bedroom with a sister and giggling until one of us fell asleep. 
I step carefully into this world to make sure I don’t break the magic.
I am sixteen now, and after sixteen years of painful court battles, my father has been granted full custody. I never wanted to go back to my mother’s house. This was what I had been whining, crying, and cajoling for since my first visit when I was five. Now it has come to pass. But for me, it has a hitch—what if I do something to anger my dad’s family, and I have to leave? Where would I go then?
I am settling in. While rummaging through our library for a book to read, I find Dad’s old college textbooks. A book about vectors looks
 like a manageable puzzle. I try to understand one small piece every evening after dinner with the hope that in time the puzzle will come together on its own—and that it will show me safe passage into my father’s heart, securing my place here forever.
Tonight while my sisters watch Dallas, I ponder ordered pairs. Dad peeks in. He’s not wearing his usual amusement at my strange pastime, instead his face is blank. He closes the door, sits, and regards his clasped hands. “Kysa, I have something to tell you. There’s been a fire in your mother’s house. All is gone.” My father’s voice is even and patient as though we were discussing math.
“Where will she live now?”
“Kysa, all is gone.”
I watch him to understand how to react, and what this means, but it exhausts me. I go to bed. Under my favorite tattered comforter, I think about my mother—more than I ever had before. 
I never saw much of her. Usually after she pulled into the carport, she went directly to her bedroom and locked the door. But one weekend morning when I was ten, a noise in the living room woke me. When I investigated, I found her at the table eating an egg and toast. This was the first time I had ever seen my mother sitting in our living space. Compared to her, the room looked dusty and forgotten. She was clean and shiny, appearing like a treasure in a trash can. Her hair was thick, glossy, and held in place with bobby pins. She wore a knit dress. The knit dipped and peaked like a mountain range wrapped around her. She was magnificent. 
I eyed the egg. “How do you make that?”
“You can figure it out.” Her face never turned to me—always she looked away. 
Food! I raced into the kitchen and found in the fridge a carton of eggs, margarine, and sliced bread. Usually there was no food in the kitchen. During the week, I ate at school. But weekends were hungry days. I figured out how to fry the eggs. And did so as fast as I could so that I could sit with my mother. But when I carried my plate into the living room, she was gone. She took her car, but left her dirty dish and coffee cup stained with red lipstick. 
This is my most enduring memory of my mother.
I stay in bed all of Saturday and miss church on Sunday morning. In the afternoon, my father knocks on my bedroom door. 
“Kysa, get up and shower. There’s lunch on the table for you. After that, you’re wanted in the greenhouse.”
Careful with each step and each motion, I do as I’m told—get up and shower. But I can’t eat. Instead I drink a glass of milk. In the greenhouse, my stepmother, Joy, stands by propagation trays, watering the soil. She shows me her trays, plastic flats filled with soil labeled with wooden stakes: Kentucky Wonder green beans, loose-leaf lettuce, beefsteak tomatoes. At the far end of the greenhouse, she stops at two trays.
“These are dahlias for your sister, Coco. They bloom during her birthday, so we’ll have cut flowers then. These are Ellen’s favorite, sunflowers.” Next to the trays are flower bulbs. “I don’t know what your favorite is, but your birthday is during the winter. I ordered these bulbs, so that we’ll have flowers inside for your birthday. After they bloom, you can decide which is your favorite.”
This is so beautiful and fine. I have never encountered anything of the like and I’m afraid I’ll react incorrectly. I feel as ungainly as a crane fly, which knocks against walls with its long clumsy legs and is presentable only when it stops. I stare at her, lost. She smiles and hugs me. I have seen her hug her daughters to comfort them. When they’ve had enough, they pull away from her.
I will never pull away.


