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For “Mel,” wherever you are
.

There was promise in your eyes,
and you left me wanting to write that possibility into existence
.

I hope I have done you justice
.
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1
Starting Over
“Girl,” Cecily said as they sped away from the curb, “we’re going home!”

Mel turned and stared at Cecily, not quite believing the word had slipped so easily from her mother’s lips.

And the way that Cecily said the word
home
left Mel wondering. Cecily said it like she meant that place you can always go back to, “that” kind of home. Mel knew Cecily wasn’t referring to the last place they’d lived. She always called that place The Dive.

And so Mel repeated the word out loud. “Home?”

“I’ve been thinking it just might be the right time to go back home to Gladys’s in Riverview,” Cecily said.

Mel sat in a mixture of shock and silence. It was the eleventh time they’d moved in four years. But this time they weren’t being evicted, or finding a new place with cheaper rent, or moving in with a friend of Cecily’s. This time they weren’t just leaving with nowhere to go. They were going to her grandmother’s.

Mel didn’t remember what Gladys’s place looked like, or, for that matter, what Gladys or Tux, her grandfather, looked like. The last time Cecily and Gladys had spoken, Mel was four. She only knew that Tux had died. That was almost nine years ago, and, for as long as Mel could remember, Cecily had refused to tell Mel much about anything that related to her grandparents, the city of Riverview, or the first three years of Mel’s life.

As Mel stared out the car window into the dark, vacant streets, she thought about the events of the last hour. She’d woken to Cecily and Craig arguing again. Only this time, it seemed louder and seemed to go on longer than usual. Then the front door slammed – hard. The yelling continued in the street until finally she heard Craig tear out of the driveway on his motorcycle. Cecily had raced back into the house and stormed into Mel’s room. Mel had sat straight up in bed. Cecily had grabbed an armload of Mel’s clothes from the floor and piled her blanket and pillow on top of Mel’s lap, and then she ordered Mel to go and get in the Pinto station wagon.

As Mel stood in the doorway leading into the living room, she looked at the clock that sat on the floor next to the TV. It was 3:39 a.m. She watched as Cecily raced around in a frenzy, gathering her things and stuffing them into a black plastic garbage bag. Mel kept glancing at the front
door while Cecily rummaged through Craig’s jacket, digging out a pack of cigarettes and some loose change. Then she went into the kitchen and grabbed what was left of a loaf of bread and a jar with the last little bit of peanut butter.

It wasn’t until Cecily was trudging out the front door herself, one hand dragging the bag, the other carrying her guitar case, her handbag clenched between her teeth, that she noticed Mel.

Letting her handbag fall to the floor, Cecily yelled, “I told you to get in the car! Now!”

Mel ran. And, as she ran, she had to keep gathering up the unruly heap of clothes, blanket, and pillow that seemed determined to fall from her grasp.

She was glad to be leaving Craig’s place. They’d only been living with him for two months, but it was the worst two months Mel could remember.

They hadn’t driven more than ten blocks and were just pulling onto the highway when Mel realized that her journal and small collection of books were still in her room.

“We need to go back!” Mel shouted.

Cecily gave Mel a quick look as she merged the Pinto into traffic. “Can’t do that, kiddo,” she said.

“No, you don’t understand. My books and my …”

“Listen, Mel,” Cecily said without taking her eyes off
the road. “We can’t. Craig is probably back at the house by now.”

Both the book set and the journal had been a gift from Cecily for Mel’s twelfth birthday. It was one of the few times Cecily had been able to afford to get Mel the gift that she had wanted. It had felt too good to be true. In the weeks since her birthday, she’d read all of the books except one,
The Last Battle
, the final book in the series. She’d been saving it.

What Mel also knew was that with the pillow and blanket now off of her bed, anyone walking into the room would see the outline of her journal under the sheet that covered the mattress. What Cecily didn’t know was that the journal had become a place for Mel to express things she couldn’t say to anyone else.

“I’m doing this for you, Mel,” Cecily said, interrupting Mel’s thoughts.

Mel turned around and leaned over the front seat to pull her blanket and pillow out of the heap of clothes that were strewn across the back.

Cecily found a song she liked on the radio, and began belting out the words as though she was singing live for a thousand people.

The thought of Craig finding her journal left Mel feeling weak.

2
Dreaming
Cecily continued to drive through the night with the hope of reaching Riverview by the next afternoon. Mel tried to sleep, but much of the drive was spent in and out of a series of nightmarish dreams.

In the first dream, Craig ripped her bedroom apart. He’d found her journal. He was reading aloud the words she’d written. “I hate him. I hate everything about him.”

Then he saw her standing in the doorway. He sneered.

Mel tried to run. Her feet stuck to the floor. She tried to scream – nothing.

She woke up to find herself in the car, with Cecily’s hand stroking her hair. She cuddled up to Cecily, who instinctively put one arm around her as she continued to drive.

Mel quickly fell back to sleep, maybe for a minute or maybe an hour, but Craig was back again. This time he was ripping out the page about the police, about Mel’s plan to call the police and tell them that Craig was
dealing drugs. As Craig ripped the pages, Mel’s dream took a turn. It left the scene of Craig and Mel, and it turned to Cecily, Craig, and the police.

The police had Cecily.

Mel was pleading with the them to let her go, but the police weren’t listening. They were leaving. Cecily was in the car. Craig wouldn’t let Mel run after her.

And it had felt so real – too real. When she woke up this time, the car was stopped on the side of the road. Cecily was holding her.

“Do you want to talk about your dream?” Cecily asked.

“No. But do you think Craig will come looking for his car?”

“This car is half mine,” Cecily said as she looked back over her shoulder. “So don’t worry. And I’ve already put three hours between him and us.”

Cecily pulled the car a little farther off the highway and made space in the back for the two of them. With Cecily close, Mel felt safe, and the nightmarish dreams felt far away. She couldn’t help but hope that this time things were really going to work out. They both slept until morning, when the sun made the car too hot for sleeping.

3
A Trick to Remember
It seemed to take forever to reach Riverview. And the expectation of seeing Gladys, who Mel hadn’t seen in almost a decade and couldn’t remember, left her feeling anxious. The rate at which Cecily was finishing one menthol cigarette and then lighting another increased until she was chain smoking, lighting the next cigarette from the last one before she butted it out.

Mel read the sign out loud as they crossed the city limits. “Welcome to Riverview, Home of the Wildcats. Population: Forty-five thousand five hundred.”

“Here goes nothing,” Cecily said.

“Gladys knows we’re coming, right?” Mel asked.

“Uh, well, not exactly. I was going to call once we were on the road, but, well … there’s no point calling now.”
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