If These Wings Could Fly

Set in small-town Pennsylvania, If These Wings Could Fly is a powerful debut YA
novel by Kyrie McCauley that blends realism with magical elements. The story follows
Leighton Barnes, a high school senior living in a house haunted not by ghosts, but by
the ongoing threat of her father’'s domestic violence. Despite the trauma, their home
mysteriously repairs itself after each of his violent outbursts—a subtle touch of magical

realism symbolizing the repeated cycle of abuse and survival.

Meanwhile, thousands of crows have inexplicably descended on the town, a surreal
presence that mirrors the chaos in Leighton’s life. As she prepares to graduate and
considers leaving for college, she grapples with guilt over possibly abandoning her
younger sisters. And just as Leighton begins to find solace in a budding romance with
Liam, the violence at home intensifies—forcing her to make impossible choices

between freedom and protection.

Chapter One

The chapter opens with a tense atmosphere, as the narrator reflects on an oppressive
silence that fuels fears about their mother’s wellbeing. The setting is a small town
suffering from a relentless drought, where rain symbolizes not only relief but also
renewal and forgiveness. The narrator’s window is open, inviting a non-existent
breeze, and the night is heavy with humidity and thick clouds. Amidst this uneasy
calm, the narrator’s protective instincts emerge as they comfort their two younger

sisters, trying to shield them from the underlying tension that permeates their home.



This fragile sense of safety is shattered by the presence of a volatile figure, the
narrator’s father, whose anger is as loud and destructive as the classic rock music
blasting through the house. The father’s rage is sparked by financial stress—an
upcoming mortgage payment and soaring energy bills during a scorching August. The
narrator’s fear is compounded by the knowledge that a gun is within easy reach,
introducing a menacing threat of potential violence. The mother, caught in the turmoil,
is physically pushed yet remains silent, emphasizing the family's cycle of fear and

endurance.

As the conflict escalates, the narrator takes decisive action, planning to seek help
despite the phones being disabled by the father. The siblings are moved to the roof of
their home, a precarious refuge that offers a brief escape and a semblance of
adventure amid the crisis. The narrator draws on memories of courage to bolster the
youngest sister’s shaken spirit, highlighting the emotional resilience required to
survive such nights. This moment of bonding and bravery underscores the children’s

struggle to maintain hope and security in an unstable environment.

The chapter closes with a vivid image of crows gathering ominously in the yard,
intensifying the foreboding mood. Despite the lack of wind, the trees sway under the
weight of the birds, symbolizing the pervasive tension and impending storm both
outside and within the family. The narrator’s leap from the roof signals a critical
turning point, a leap into uncertainty driven by necessity and protective love. This
opening chapter sets a somber, suspenseful tone, inviting readers into a story marked

by fear, resilience, and the quest for safety amid domestic chaos.



Chapter Two

The chapter opens with a vivid portrayal of a morning overshadowed by the unsettling
presence of crows, symbolizing an ominous atmosphere that permeates the
household. The narrator, Leighton, observes the birds as a metaphor for the tension
that lingers with the return of a troubled figure in her life. This return disrupts the
fragile normalcy she strives to maintain, especially as she prepares for school, hoping

to keep peace despite the underlying turmoil.

Leighton’s relationship with her family reveals deep strains, particularly with her
mother, whose smiles have lost their warmth and genuine connection. The presence of
scarlet roses, a small gesture from the returning figure, contrasts starkly with the
gravity of past pain and unresolved conflicts. The mother’s dismissive attitude toward
Leighton’s concerns underscores a dynamic of avoidance and resignation, highlighting

the emotional distance growing within the household.

The physical environment of the home mirrors the instability and tension experienced
by the family. Objects like tilted picture frames and a palpable sense of pressure
create a vivid backdrop that reflects the emotional and psychological strain. Leighton’s
reflections on a photograph of two teenagers crowned as king and queen evoke a
longing for forgiveness and resilience, qualities she questions whether she shares,

emphasizing her internal struggle and desire for healing.

In the closing moments, the chapter touches on the limitations and control within the
family through the symbolism of the outdated house phone, representing a lack of
freedom and safety. Leighton’s act of plugging in the phone and noting the return of
the dial tone suggests a small but significant moment of connection and hope amidst
the pervasive uncertainty. This scene encapsulates the chapter’s themes of

endurance, protection, and the search for normalcy in a fractured environment.



Chapter Three

The chapter opens with a contrast between the typical high school experience of
summer as a time of freedom and the protagonist’s own reality, where summer offers
little respite. Returning to Auburn High, the narrator finds comfort in the predictability
of school life, knowing that her daughters, Campbell and Juniper, are safe and that for
a few hours, normalcy prevails. This sets the tone of the chapter, emphasizing the
protagonist’s struggle to maintain stability amidst personal challenges, even as the

school year begins anew.

Early in the day, the protagonist reconnects with her friend Sofia, whose joyful and
lively demeanor provides a striking contrast to the narrator’'s more burdened state.
Their casual conversation about summer reading, school schedules, and upcoming
classes highlights the everyday concerns of high school seniors. Sofia’s cheerful
personality and their shared experiences create a sense of camaraderie, underscoring

the importance of friendship as a source of support during difficult times.

The chapter also touches on typical high school dynamics, such as course selections
and extracurricular activities, with the two friends discussing their classes and the
possibility of collaborating on the school newspaper. Their banter about gym class and
AP English adds a lighthearted element to the narrative, illustrating the blend of humor
and routine that colors their daily lives. This interaction reinforces the theme of

navigating adolescence amid personal and social pressures.

The chapter concludes with an eerie and symbolic image: thousands of crows covering
the soccer field and football stadium, a striking and unsettling sight that draws the
characters’ attention. This ominous gathering of birds contrasts sharply with the
ordinary school setting and hints at deeper, possibly foreboding undercurrents in the
story. The narrator’s reflection on why creatures capable of flight would choose to

remain in Auburn adds a layer of mystery, suggesting that the town—and by



extension, the characters—may be trapped in circumstances beyond their control.



Chapter Four

In Chapter Four of *If These Wings Could Fly*, the protagonist, Leighton, discovers that
her senior year locker is located in the junior hallway, a subtle but stinging reminder of
her outsider status. This placement excludes her from the cherished Senior Wall
tradition, a social hub where seniors congregate and assert their status. Leighton
reflects on the normal high school experiences she has missed due to her difficult
home life, underscoring her sense of isolation. Despite her attempts to downplay the
significance of the Senior Wall, the moment highlights her yearning for connection and

a typical senior year.

Leighton’s solitude is interrupted when Liam McNamara, a popular senior and student
council vice president, mistakenly tickles her, confusing her for his cheerleader friend.
Their awkward exchange introduces Liam as someone who embodies the privileged,
charismatic side of high school life—football star, socially well-connected, and with a
seemingly polished future. Yet, Leighton’s guarded perspective reveals she has
witnessed a harsher reality beneath such charm, hinting at complexities in Liam'’s

character and the social dynamics at play.

As they converse, the interaction shifts from initial discomfort to a surprising moment
of camaraderie. Liam carries Leighton’s heavy calculus book, and they bond over their
Advanced Placement English class and the summer reading selection, *Beloved*. Their
discussion about literature reveals deeper themes of representation, cultural
awareness, and disillusionment with traditional romantic narratives. Liam’s candid
critiqgue of *Romeo and Juliet* and his perspective on love contrast with Leighton’s
guardedness, revealing the nuanced ways each navigates personal and societal

expectations.

The chapter closes with an undercurrent of tension and reflection. While their

conversation is lighthearted, Leighton’s mind drifts back to the violence she endures at



home, juxtaposing the safety of school with her turbulent personal life. This contrast
deepens the reader’'s understanding of Leighton’s resilience and vulnerability, setting
the stage for the challenges and growth she will face throughout her senior year. The
encounter with Liam hints at potential new connections and complexities ahead,

blending themes of identity, belonging, and the search for normalcy.



Chapter Five

Chapter Five delves into the complex character of Campbell Grace Barnes, portrayed
as a deeply thoughtful and serious young girl whose mind remains largely inscrutable
even to those closest to her. Despite her reserved nature, Campbell reveals a rare,
carefree side when riding her bike through a nearby affluent neighborhood. This
activity offers her a precious escape from her otherwise intense inner world,
highlighting the contrast between her contemplative persona and moments of youthful

freedom.

The narrative tension arises when Mrs. Stieg, a kindly but judgmental elderly neighbor,
confronts the family about damage to her prized rose garden caused by Campbell and
her mostly male friends. Mrs. Stieg’s disapproval of Campbell’s choice of companions
underscores themes of gender expectations and social scrutiny. The protagonist’s
defense of Campbell’s friendships as simply “friends” rather than conforming to

traditional gender roles illustrates a subtle challenge to societal norms.

In response to the garden incident, Campbell and her sister take responsibility by
agreeing to help repair the damage early the next morning. The detailed description of
their laborious effort to clean up the thorny bushes, despite the physical pain inflicted
by the thorns, symbolizes the struggle within Campbell’s character—a blend of
vulnerability and resilience. The rose bush, with its beauty and inherent defenses,
serves as a metaphor for Campbell herself, suggesting that nurturing her will be a

difficult but necessary endeavor.

The chapter closes with Mrs. Stieg’s grudging acceptance of their apology and a
cautionary message to Campbell about respecting elders and the consequences of
reckless behavior. Campbell’s quiet acknowledgment of this advice, coupled with the
narrator’s internal skepticism, adds complexity to the story’s dynamic. Overall, the

chapter explores themes of identity, responsibility, and the often-painful process of



growing up within a community that holds firm expectations.



Chapter Six

In Chapter Six of "If These Wings Could Fly," the narrator and Campbell pass by Mrs.
Stieg’s house on their way to the bus stop. The narrator notices a severely damaged
bush in the far corner of the garden, distinct from a previously broken bush nearby.
This new damage is more extreme, with the bush pulverized to the point that only
disturbed soil, crushed crimson petals, and shattered branches remain. The vivid
description emphasizes the extent of destruction, setting an atmosphere of tension

and curiosity surrounding the incident.

The narrator points out the damaged bush to Campbell, who reacts with a nonchalant
shrug. However, the narrator perceives something deeper in Campbell’s
expression—her large brown eyes gleam with a subtle pride. This detail hints at
Campbell’s possible involvement in the destruction, suggesting a hidden layer of
complexity in her character. The narrator’s observation creates an unspoken
understanding between them, adding intrigue to their relationship and the unfolding

story.

Despite the strong suspicion that Campbell’s bike might carry traces of the crushed
petals, the narrator chooses not to investigate further. This decision reflects a
deliberate restraint, possibly to avoid confrontation or out of a desire to preserve their
friendship. The narrator’s internal conflict is subtly conveyed, revealing the nuanced

dynamics between the characters and the unspoken boundaries they navigate.

Overall, this chapter uses a brief but impactful scene to explore themes of damage,
secrecy, and the complexities of adolescent relationships. The focus on small
details—the crushed bush, the crimson petals, and Campbell’s proud gaze—builds a
layered narrative that invites readers to consider the underlying motives and emotions
at play. The chapter’s tone remains observant and subtly charged, maintaining

coherence with the book’s introspective style.



Chapter Seven

The chapter opens with the narrator grappling with feelings of uncertainty and
isolation, finding solace in literature, a passion inherited from her mother. While her
mother cherished classic literature and poetry, the narrator now struggles with the
tragic endings so common in these works, preferring the straightforward truth of
journalism over romanticized grief. Despite this, she remains tethered to literature
through her required class, where she is introduced to *Tess of the d’Urbervilles*. This
backdrop sets the tone for her internal conflict between embracing emotional

vulnerability and maintaining a guarded exterior shaped by past experiences.

In the classroom, the narrator observes her peers, particularly Liam and Brody, who
represent different facets of high school social dynamics. Liam, though often
accompanied by a girlfriend, appears somewhat isolated, while Brody embodies the
confident, popular archetype, notorious for his entitlement and antagonistic behavior
toward the narrator. The narrator’s self-imposed emotional barriers contrast sharply
with Amelia’s warmth and social ease, highlighting her struggle to connect despite a
desire to be more approachable. This social landscape underscores the complexities of

teenage identity and interaction within their small-town setting.

The chapter’s central discussion unfolds around the theme of feminism, sparked by
their teacher Mrs. Riley’s enthusiastic lesson on gender inequality in the nineteenth
century. Brody’s dismissive and mocking attitude toward feminism contrasts with the
narrator’s firm, articulate defense of the concept. Liam’s awkward but earnest
attempts to engage with feminist ideas add nuance to the conversation, revealing
differing levels of understanding and acceptance among the students. The interaction
also serves to highlight the narrator’s sharp wit and resilience in the face of Brody’s

persistent provocations, reinforcing her strong, independent character.



As the class returns to literary analysis, the narrator’s attention remains partially fixed
on Liam, whose protective gesture toward her during the confrontation with Brody
hints at a deeper connection. This subtle moment of alliance suggests the potential for
new relationships and personal growth, contrasting with the narrator’s usual caution.
The chapter ends with an air of curiosity and tentative openness, as the narrator
begins to reconsider her guarded stance, drawn in by Liam’s genuine demeanor and

the possibility of change amid the familiar social routines.



Chapter Eight

The chapter opens with the narrator in her room, struggling to focus on her calculus
homework amid the rising tension downstairs. The atmosphere in the house is heavy
and foreboding, as a volatile argument begins to unfold between her parents. The
narrator describes a complex mix of fear and curiosity that compels her to listen
closely, knowing that once the confrontation starts, it will eventually end, bringing a
temporary but uneasy relief. This emotional turmoil is underscored by vivid imagery of

her surroundings and the mounting dread she feels.

As the conflict escalates, the narrator observes her father outside, dealing with a truck
covered in crow droppings—a symbol of neglect and decay that mirrors the family's
struggles. Despite his pride in the family construction business, financial hardship and
unfulfilled dreams weigh heavily on him. The father’s frustration spills over as he
angrily throws trash bags into a tree, an act that exposes the family's turmoil to the
neighborhood. This scene highlights the father’s internal conflict, shaped by past

disappointments and present failures.

The narrator’s interaction with a crow named Joe offers a brief moment of connection
amid the chaos. She taps on the window, seeking comfort and perhaps understanding,
but the fragile glass cracks, symbolizing the fragile state of her world. Despite the
crack disappearing mysteriously, the narrator’s longing to see it again reflects her
desire to confront and process the pain she experiences. This moment provides a

poignant contrast to the harsh realities unfolding within the home.

The chapter culminates in a violent outburst as the father shatters dishes in the
kitchen, escalating the tension and fear within the household. The mother tries to
maintain calm, but his rage intensifies, leading to a physical confrontation. The
narrator’s plea for him to stop reveals her desperation and the deep impact of the

domestic violence on the family. This intense scene captures the destructive cycle of



anger and fear that dominates their lives, leaving the reader with a powerful

impression of the family’s fragile and volatile existence.



Chapter Nine

In Chapter Nine of *If These Wings Could Fly*, the protagonist, Leighton, encounters
Liam McNamara at lunch, where he casually joins her and Sofia at their table. Liam’s
easygoing and humorous demeanor contrasts with Leighton’s guarded attitude, as she
pushes away her cold tater tots and tries to maintain her focus on schoolwork and
college preparations. Despite Liam’s playful banter and his defense of Leighton against
a classmate’s rude behavior, she remains hesitant to engage socially, revealing her

deep commitment to her academic goals and the pressures of senior year.

The chapter highlights the subtle tension between Leighton’s desire for connection and
her resolute priorities. Liam’s attentive and genuine interest in Leighton stands out,
offering a refreshing change from her usual interactions. Even though she recognizes
the charm and kindness he displays, Leighton is reluctant to entertain the idea of
dating, concerned that it would distract her from her immediate responsibilities. The
leather bracelet she wears serves as a poignant symbol of family and loss, grounding

her in the reality of her situation and the urgency she feels to protect her sisters.

Leighton’s inner conflict is palpable as she acknowledges the fun and lightheartedness
Liam brings into her life, yet she remains weighed down by the challenges she faces at
home. The chapter conveys her sense of duty and the emotional walls she has built
around herself to avoid additional pain. Her reflections on the fragility of love and the
inevitability of heartbreak deepen the narrative, underscoring her fear of vulnerability

and the sacrifices she believes she must make to ensure her family’s safety.

Ultimately, this chapter portrays a moment of tentative connection amid personal
struggle. Liam’s persistence and Leighton’s guarded responses create a dynamic that
is both tender and realistic. The story captures the complexities of teenage
life—balancing hope, humor, and heartache—while setting the stage for Leighton’s

ongoing journey toward self-discovery and healing. The chapter closes on a



bittersweet note, with Leighton acknowledging the harsh truths of love and loss that

shape her world.



Chapter Ten

Chapter Ten opens with a vivid portrayal of an overwhelming presence of crows in the
town of Auburn, their watchful eyes seemingly observing every move of the residents.
The narrator describes the birds as both a nuisance to many townsfolk and a strangely
comforting constant in their lives. This recurring motif of the crows sets a tone of
unease mingled with fascination, reflecting the unsettled atmosphere enveloping the
narrator’'s world. The chapter immediately establishes a symbolic connection between
the birds and the ongoing emotional turmoil experienced by the narrator and their

family.

The narrative then shifts to a deeply personal reflection, recounting the impact of the
grandfather’s death two years prior. The family’s dynamic, once stabilized by visits to
the grandparents’ farmhouse as a refuge from the father’s anger, is now fractured.
The grandmother’s decline and the sale of the farmhouse to fund assisted living mark
a significant loss of safety and familiarity. The narrator’s plea to move in with the
grandmother is met with refusal, causing a rift with their mother and highlighting the

growing tension and instability within the family structure.

Visits to the grandmother’s assisted living apartment provide the narrator with
moments of warmth and connection amid the broader family struggles. These
encounters reveal a tender bond, where conversations flow freely without the barriers
present in other relationships. The grandmother’s mix of sharpness and vulnerability
offers a glimpse of hope and continuity. Yet, despite these comforting interactions, the
narrator senses an underlying sadness and an unspoken acknowledgment that the

family’s challenges are far from resolved.

The chapter closes with the narrator’s solitary journey back to Auburn, a town marked
by its pride and small population but overshadowed by the omnipresent crows. The

sign welcoming visitors contrasts with the narrator’s internal search for reassurance



and signs of hope from the past, particularly from the late grandfather. The pervasive
presence of the crows symbolizes the persistent difficulties and watchful eyes that
dominate the narrator’s life, leaving an impression of unresolved grief and the longing

for stability and peace.



Chapter Eleven

In Chapter Eleven, the narrator reflects on the allure of brand-new notebooks,
appreciating their untouched perfection and boundless potential before they become
marked and filled with personal stories. This metaphor extends to the narrator’s own
aspirations and challenges as she embarks on writing her first newspaper column.
Despite having secured this coveted role, she struggles with the pressure of deadlines
and finding a compelling theme. The local high school football team, steeped in
tradition and community passion despite repeated losses, serves as a backdrop to her

thoughts, highlighting the town’s enduring spirit and the weight of expectations.

The chapter also explores the narrator’'s complicated feelings about Liam McNamara, a
classmate with whom she shares a growing but undefined connection. Their
interaction, marked by casual locker-side conversations, contrasts with her usual
intense focus on academics and future ambitions. Her friend Sofia playfully probes into
the nature of their relationship, revealing a lighter, more youthful side to the narrator
that she normally keeps guarded. This dynamic adds depth to her character, showing

the tension between personal desires and professional goals.

Amidst these personal developments, the narrator’s attention shifts to a practical
concern: a local scholarship essay contest. The scholarship represents a crucial
opportunity to fund her dream of attending New York University for journalism,
diverging from her parents’ wishes for her to stay local. The prompt, “What does
Auburn born, Auburn proud mean to you?” challenges her to reconcile her hometown
pride with her ambition to leave and forge her own path. This conflict underscores the

broader theme of identity and belonging that permeates the chapter.

Finally, the narrator finds inspiration for her column in the persistent presence of crows
around the baseball fields, symbolizing both continuity and mystery in her small town.

This idea offers a tangible focus amid her uncertainties, blending local color with her



journalistic curiosity. The chapter closes with a sense of tentative hope and
determination as she prepares to pitch her idea and face the challenges ahead,

capturing the blend of youthful optimism and the realities of growing up in a close-knit

community.



Chapter Twelve

Chapter Twelve explores the contrast between structured, logical writing and the
emotive freedom found in poetry. The narrator reflects on the school-taught
importance of beginning with a thesis statement, appreciating its clarity and focus.
This approach demands that every subsequent word support the initial claim,
providing a sense of order and purpose. In contrast, the narrator’'s mother embraces
poetry’s disregard for rules, valuing its raw emotional expression and freedom from
conventional grammar, which allows feelings to be felt deeply rather than logically

explained.

The narrator expresses a preference for journalistic writing, which prioritizes truth,
proper grammar, and factual accuracy over emotional expression. This perspective
highlights a tension between the objective and subjective modes of communication,
emphasizing the narrator’'s commitment to clarity and logic. However, the chapter
reveals a personal shift when the narrator begins a literature assignment, choosing to
start with a personal thesis statement rather than an academic one, signaling a move

towards integrating personal goals and emotions into their writing.

The personal thesis the narrator adopts is a determination to leave their hometown of
Auburn and attend college. This declaration becomes a guiding principle, much like the
academic thesis statements they are accustomed to crafting. It transforms their
actions and decisions, such as writing a winning essay for a scholarship contest, into
deliberate steps that support this goal. This shift illustrates how personal ambition can
be framed with the same clarity and purpose as academic arguments, bridging the gap

between logic and feeling.

Ultimately, Chapter Twelve emphasizes the power of a clear, focused purpose in both
writing and life. Whether through the structured logic of a thesis or the emotive force

of poetry, the chapter underscores how meaning and direction can emerge when one



commits to a central claim. The narrator’s journey reflects a blending of these
approaches, suggesting that personal meaning and ambition are best pursued with

both clarity of intent and emotional authenticity.



Chapter Thirteen

In the quiet, unsettling hours of early morning, the narrator is abruptly awakened by
the creaking of her bedroom door, her heart pounding with fear. Despite the lingering
terror of a nightmare, she reassures herself that her family is safe. The tension in the
household is palpable as she hears agitated voices downstairs, signaling a troubled
night ahead. Her younger sister, Juniper, seeks comfort and asks to sleep with her,
while the older sister, Campbell, remains elusive and distant, embodying a mix of

anger and resignation born from their difficult circumstances.

The narrator attempts to soothe her sisters by engaging them in a comforting game
called "Anywhere But Here," which serves as a mental escape from the harsh reality
surrounding them. They imagine themselves in faraway, peaceful places like the
Galapagos Islands and London, weaving vivid scenes to distract from the distressing
sounds and fears that permeate their home. This shared imaginative play is a fragile
sanctuary, momentarily lifting their spirits and allowing them to bond amidst the

chaos.

As the situation escalates with noises from downstairs, the sisters seek refuge inside
their grandmother’s large armoire, transforming it into a cozy, protective hideaway.
Equipped with a kerosene lantern, a cherished heirloom, they create a warm and
adventurous atmosphere that shields them from the tension outside. This small,
enclosed space becomes a place of safety and imagination, where the girls can
momentarily forget their troubles and embrace the roles of explorers and astronauts,

united in their resilience and hope.

The chapter closes on a tender note as the sisters play shadow puppets, a simple yet
meaningful activity that highlights their closeness and the narrator’s role as a
caretaker. Despite the challenges they face, their interaction is filled with warmth,

humor, and a sense of normalcy. The narrator’s dedication to protecting and



comforting her siblings shines through, offering a glimpse of strength and love that

persists even in the darkest moments.



Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fourteen unfolds on a bustling Saturday morning at the Auburn Diner, a local
hub where the Barnes family’s deep roots in the town are evident. The narrator
reflects on the family legacy, built by her grandfather’s construction company, which
physically shaped much of Auburn. Despite this proud heritage, there is an underlying
tension, as the narrator begins to question the dual nature of her father—his public
persona versus the private reality within their home. The family’s interactions reveal

the complexities of maintaining appearances amidst personal struggles.

During their breakfast, the family encounters familiar faces, including Christine, a
waitress and old friend of the narrator’s mother, and Officer DiMarco, a longtime family
acquaintance. These interactions highlight the father’s growing isolation as he subtly
discourages his wife from socializing, effectively pushing away those who might
support her. The father’s attempt to smooth over tensions by treating the family to
pancakes contrasts sharply with the narrator’s inner turmoil, underscoring the fragile

veneer of normalcy they strive to uphold.

The chapter deepens as Officer DiMarco mentions a recent professional setback for the
father, who lost a bid for a library renovation project. This news unsettles the family,
particularly the mother, who senses the strain beneath her husband’s composed
exterior. The father’s physical gesture toward his wife, a grip on her shoulder that
seems both reassuring and controlling, reveals the complicated dynamics of their
relationship. The children, especially Juniper, watch closely for cues on how to respond,

illustrating the family's silent endurance.

The narrator’s personal distress culminates in a visceral reaction to the breakfast,
symbolizing the emotional weight she carries. Despite the outward smiles and polite
farewells, the chapter closes with her fleeing to the restroom to vomit, a raw

manifestation of her grief and fear. This poignant moment captures the painful



contrast between the family’s public facade and the private suffering that defines their

reality, leaving a lasting impression of vulnerability beneath the surface.



Chapter Fifteen

The chapter opens with a serene scene of the narrator and Juniper enjoying an autumn
morning in their backyard, embracing the lingering warmth of summer in
Pennsylvania. While Juniper reads and the narrator juggles calculus homework and art
assignments, their attention is drawn to the abundance of crows nearby. The narrator
researches similar crow invasions in other towns, uncovering that migrations from
Canada have led to massive flocks, sometimes numbering in the tens of thousands,

causing concern and prompting expert interventions elsewhere.

Amid their quiet study, the narrator shares news of the local football team’s
unexpected success, a rare bright spot in the town’s routine. The presence of the
crows and their gathering behaviors prompt a conversation about the town’s wildlife
management efforts, including the use of flares, loud noises, falconers, and even a
crow-hunting season in other regions. This discussion reveals a tension between
appreciating the birds and the harsh measures taken to control their numbers,

reflecting the community’s complicated relationship with nature.

Juniper’'s worry about the crows, especially concerning a crow named Joe, brings a
personal dimension to the story. Her loss of a symbolic leather cuff adds a note of guilt
and concern, which the narrator tries to soothe. Their exchange highlights themes of
care, connection, and the emotional ties people form with animals. The narrator’s
attempt to distract Juniper with a cherished book of fairy tales introduces a moment of

warmth and nostalgia, bridging past and present through shared stories.

The chapter closes with Juniper engaging creatively by inscribing her name in the book
and writing letters to Joe, imagining a dialogue with the intelligent crow inspired by the
fables. Though skeptical about receiving replies, she hopes for signs of Joe’s presence,
symbolizing a hopeful and imaginative bond between human and nature. This intimate

interaction underscores the chapter’s blend of everyday life, environmental reflection,



and the enduring power of storytelling.



Chapter Sixteen

In this chapter, the narrator reveals a deep-seated insomnia triggered by a seemingly
innocuous feature of their home: a crawl space in the basement. Although the crawl
space is just a small, dark hole behind the staircase, it captivates the narrator’s
imagination and becomes a symbol of hidden fears. The space’s dark, damp nature,
combined with its obscured location, fuels a growing unease, prompting the narrator to
lie awake at night, fixated on what might be concealed within or what it might

represent.

The narrator explores the emotional turmoil that accompanies this insomnia,
highlighting the underlying reasons for their fixation. Despite the crawl space’s
mundane appearance, it embodies a sense of lurking danger and secrecy. The
narrator’s restless thoughts seem to be amplified not just by the physical space but by
their own distressing circumstances. This combination of external environment and
internal anxiety creates a vivid portrayal of how physical spaces can become

repositories for fear and uncertainty during times of personal hardship.

Throughout the chapter, the narrator contrasts moments of temporary calm with the
anticipation of violence and chaos. Even when external conditions appear
stable—when moods improve, finances stabilize, and fleeting moments of affection
occur—the narrator remains unable to find peace. Instead, they brace for the
inevitable outbursts of anger and destruction that shatter any semblance of security.
This tension between hope and dread underscores the narrator’s profound

vulnerability and the oppressive nature of their environment.

Ultimately, the chapter conveys a haunting sense of fear not just of the dark or the
crawl space itself, but of survival. The narrator’s insomnia stems from a visceral worry
about their very existence and safety, fearing that the crawl space could one day

become a grim hiding place for their remains. This chilling thought encapsulates the



chapter’s exploration of trauma, fear, and the psychological weight of living with

unpredictable danger within one’s own home.



Chapter Seventeen

The chapter opens with the protagonist struggling to focus amid a tense and stressful
weekend at home, where unresolved family issues weigh heavily on her mind. She
juggles a large stack of printed research on crow myths and folklore from various
cultures and historical periods, indicative of her dedication to a demanding
extracurricular project. The pervasive tension in her household, compounded by recent
problems such as a lost construction bid and a broken bike, creates an atmosphere so
thick with worry that it feels suffocating, affecting her ability to concentrate and

function normally.

An accidental collision with Liam, a familiar classmate and football player, interrupts
her fraught thoughts. Their ensuing conversation reveals a budding friendship
grounded in mutual respect and shared academic ambitions. Despite their different
social roles—Liam balancing sports and schoolwork, and the protagonist immersed in
journalism—they find common ground in their college aspirations. Their easy banter
and Liam’s genuine compliments highlight a growing connection, hinting at deeper

feelings beneath the surface.

As they reach the newsroom, Liam’s offer to be a supportive listener underscores his
kindness and understanding, contrasting with the protagonist’s guarded demeanor.
Though she is tempted to confide in him, the weight of her personal
responsibilities—particularly her commitment to her younger sisters—prevents her
from fully opening up. Her honest admission about the complexities of her life and the
sacrifices she must make adds emotional depth to the narrative, illustrating the

challenges she faces beyond school.

The chapter closes on a poignant note, with Liam expressing empathy through his own
family experience, yet respecting her boundaries. The protagonist’s internal struggle

between desire for connection and duty to family resonates strongly, emphasizing her



resilience and maturity. Ultimately, she chooses to prioritize her siblings’ needs over
personal relationships, reinforcing the theme of sacrifice and responsibility that

permeates the chapter.



Chapter Eighteen

In Chapter Eighteen of *If These Wings Could Fly*, the protagonist, Leighton, receives
her progress reports and is dismayed to find a disappointing grade in her art class, a
subject she had considered a refuge from her demanding academic schedule. Despite
excelling in her other classes, the C in art feels like a significant setback, stirring
frustration and self-doubt as she navigates the crowded school hallways. This grade
threatens her carefully balanced routine, highlighting the tension between her

academic aspirations and personal interests.

Leighton’s mood shifts when Liam, a charismatic and confident classmate, approaches
her offering support and teasing her about the art grade. Their interaction reveals a
budding connection, as Liam suggests tutoring her to help improve her art skills.
Although initially reluctant and defensive, Leighton agrees, recognizing a desire to
spend time with Liam outside of school. This exchange marks a subtle but meaningful
moment of vulnerability and openness in Leighton’s character, as she tentatively steps

toward new social possibilities.

The chapter also explores the social dynamics and pressures of high school life. Liam
invites Leighton to a football game and a subsequent party, events she hesitates to
attend due to her reserved nature and fear of losing control. Her internal conflict
between wanting to be social and maintaining her sense of self is palpable. The
narrative captures the complexity of teenage relationships and the challenges of

balancing personal identity with social expectations.

Ultimately, the chapter closes on a hopeful yet cautious note. Leighton commits to
meeting Liam for art tutoring on Sunday, firmly asserting that their interaction is not a
date. This boundary underscores her determination to maintain her independence
while cautiously exploring new friendships. The chapter deftly portrays the nuanced

emotions of adolescence, blending academic stress, social anxiety, and the tentative



steps toward connection and self-discovery.



Chapter Nineteen

The chapter opens with a vivid scene of young boys practicing flag football under the
stern eyes of coaches and anxious fathers, highlighting the intense pressure placed on
children to excel and be "the most" in various ways. This competitive environment,
while seemingly innocuous, sows seeds of fear and disappointment that can evolve
into deeper feelings of failure and anger as the boys grow older. The narrator reflects
on their own detachment from football, contrasting it with their father's destructive
passion for the sport, and questions why such a game holds so much power over

people's lives.

Despite this skepticism, the narrator acknowledges the undeniable local enthusiasm
for the team, as evidenced by frequent newspaper coverage and their sister Sofia’s
involvement in cheering and reporting on the games. Motivated by a desire to
understand this community spirit and support Sofia, the narrator tentatively expresses
interest in attending a game. This decision marks a subtle shift from avoidance to
engagement, suggesting a willingness to explore new perspectives despite personal

reservations.

The family dynamic is tenderly portrayed through a shared dinner scene, where
moments of calm and laughter provide a contrast to underlying tensions. The father's
steady but exhausting construction work and the family's financial improvements bring
a sense of stability. Conversation about a school project involving an interview with
their grandmother, Nana, evokes a mixture of hope and unease, hinting at past

struggles and the complexity of their familial relationships.

In preparation for the game, the narrator experiences a small but meaningful
exchange with their sister Campbell, who helps with wardrobe and hair in a gesture of
care and camaraderie. This interaction underscores the support and bonds within the

family amidst external challenges. The chapter closes with a light-hearted moment



about a private joke, reinforcing the narrator’s tentative steps toward embracing

community life and the uncertain yet hopeful path ahead.



Chapter Twenty

The chapter opens with a vivid scene at a bustling Auburn football stadium, where the
protagonist, Leighton Barnes, arrives midway through the first quarter with her family.
Despite the cold weather and crowded parking, the atmosphere is lively and filled with
community pride. Leighton’s younger sister, Juniper, is excited by the food trucks,
especially funnel cakes, highlighting the casual family moments amidst the sporting
event. The family settles near the fence, away from the packed bleachers, setting the

stage for Leighton’s interactions and observations during the game.

Leighton reconnects with Sofia, a cheerleader who enlists her help to watch a standout
player, number thirty-six, Liam McNamara. This task introduces a subtle tension for
Leighton, who is drawn into the social dynamics of the game and the local community.
Campbell, a peer, joins Leighton, and their brief conversation about the changing
season and the game’s mood adds depth to the setting. Their camaraderie contrasts
with Leighton’s occasional feelings of detachment, emphasizing her complex social

position.

As Leighton moves into the bleachers, she encounters Amelia, whose lively enthusiasm
for the game contrasts with Leighton’s more reserved demeanor. Through Amelia’s
spirited cheering and Leighton’s quiet observation of Liam’s impressive performance,
the chapter explores themes of belonging and personal interest in community events.
Leighton’s reflections on Liam’s family cheering him on further underscore a sense of

normalcy and connection that she seems to both appreciate and distance herself from.

The chapter culminates in a brief but meaningful exchange between Leighton and
Liam as the game progresses toward halftime. Their interaction hints at an ongoing
relationship and personal history, adding a layer of intrigue. The narrative balances the
excitement of the game with underlying character dynamics, capturing a moment

where public spectacle and private connections intersect. Overall, the chapter paints a



rich portrait of small-town life, youth, and the subtle complexities of social

engagement.



Chapter Twenty-One

In Chapter Twenty-One, the protagonist receives a call from Liam, who invites her over
as promised. Though her mother cautiously allows her to go, the protagonist prepares
with a mix of excitement and apprehension. In the bathroom, her younger sister
Juniper watches her apply makeup, curious and slightly suspicious about Liam's role in
her life. Juniper probes, trying to understand whether Liam is more than just a friend

helping with art homework, reflecting the innocent yet perceptive nature of childhood.

The interactions between the protagonist, Juniper, and their older sister Campbell
reveal underlying family dynamics. Campbell teases Juniper for being a tattletale but
also expresses concern about Liam’s intentions. The protagonist reassures Campbell
with honesty, promising to be careful with Liam, which eases Campbell’s tension. This
exchange highlights the protective instincts within the family, as well as the challenges

of growing up and navigating new relationships while maintaining trust among siblings.

As they prepare to leave, the protagonist comforts Campbell, who is upset about losing
her bike and feels guilty for past conflicts with Juniper. Their conversation delves into
themes of karma and justice, with Campbell wrestling with the idea of whether bad
actions deserve punishment. The protagonist offers a more pragmatic perspective,
dismissing the notion of a cosmic ledger keeping track of good and bad deeds,

emphasizing the complexity of human experiences and relationships.

The chapter closes with Campbell expressing a wish for some form of justice,
particularly in relation to someone she hopes will face consequences. This moment
underscores the emotional weight the siblings carry, blending innocence with mature
reflections on fairness and accountability. Overall, the chapter explores family bonds,
the nuances of trust and protection, and the struggles of growing up amidst

uncertainty and emotional turmoil.



Chapter Twenty-Two

The chapter opens with a vivid depiction of Auburn at sunset, using the changing sky
as a metaphor for the narrator’s internal reflections. The narrator recalls a childhood
memory involving Juniper’s colorful highlighter marks on a book, symbolizing the
tension between beauty and underlying chaos. This imagery sets the tone for the visit
to Liam’s home, located in a well-maintained, affluent neighborhood contrasting with
the narrator’s usual surroundings. The transition from the town’s flaws to the polished
environment hints at social and personal contrasts that will unfold throughout the

chapter.

Upon arrival, the narrator navigates a subtle family dynamic with her mother, who
questions the tutoring story but ultimately supports her artistic struggles. The
exchange over the imperfect art portfolio reveals vulnerability and the narrator’s
acceptance of needing help, which strengthens the bond between mother and
daughter. The interaction is lightened by Juniper and Campbell’s presence, adding
warmth and humor. This moment underscores themes of growth, support, and the

complexities of familial relationships in the context of personal challenges.

Inside Liam’s home, the narrator meets his sister Fiona, whose friendly and humorous
demeanor immediately creates a welcoming atmosphere despite initial awkwardness.
Fiona’s playful teasing about Liam’s boredom and teasing establishes a relatable
sibling dynamic. The narrator’s discomfort at being mistaken for a date is quickly
diffused by the arrival of Liam’s mother, Mrs. McNamara, whose kindness and
familiarity offer a sense of community and continuity. This scene highlights the
importance of connection and acceptance within social circles during transitional life

phases.

The conversation with Mrs. McNamara deepens the chapter’s exploration of identity

and belonging. Her pride in progressive values, represented by the equality yard sign,



contrasts with the conservative environment of their town. The dialogue touches on
challenges faced by educators in underrepresented communities and the significance
of fostering inclusivity. The narrator’s anticipation of college life and broader horizons
aligns with these themes, reflecting a desire for growth and change beyond the
limitations of their current environment. Overall, the chapter balances personal

introspection with social commentary, weaving together individual and communal

experiences.



Chapter Twenty-Three

In Chapter Twenty-Three of *If These Wings Could Fly*, the narrative opens with a vivid
description of a bonfire, symbolizing both physical heat and internal turmoil. The
protagonist, Leighton, feels overwhelmed by the fire’s intensity, which mirrors her own
emotional unrest. Amidst the warmth and flickering flames, she finds comfort in Liam’s
presence, whose attentive and grounding demeanor provides a momentary refuge
from her inner chaos. Their quiet connection contrasts sharply with the surrounding
environment, highlighting Leighton’s desire to escape the discomfort and painful

memories ignited by the fire.

As the evening progresses, Leighton and Liam attempt to slip away from the group,
but their departure is quickly noticed and met with teasing from Liam’s intoxicated
friends. The interaction underscores the social tensions and discomfort Leighton
experiences within this circle, especially as she faces unwanted attention and
judgment. Liam’s apology for his friends’ behavior and his protective stance reveal a
deeper care and sensitivity, setting the stage for a more intimate and genuine

connection away from the group’s scrutiny.

Choosing to evade the confines of their small town, Leighton playfully suggests
impossible destinations, illustrating her longing for freedom and escape. Liam
responds with a proposal to simply drive around, and they venture onto dark, quiet
back roads. The absence of streetlights and the isolation of the setting create a private
space where their relationship can evolve without interruption. Their mutual hesitation
and subsequent decision to stop the car signify a pivotal moment of vulnerability and

courage, as they navigate the unspoken tension between them.

The chapter culminates in a tender and exploratory kiss, marking a significant shift in
Leighton’s self-perception and emotional openness. The physical closeness and Liam'’s

gentle attentiveness help Leighton shed her guarded persona, revealing a more



authentic and vulnerable self. Despite an internal voice cautioning restraint, she
embraces the moment, experiencing safety and warmth in Liam’s presence. This
intimate encounter encapsulates Leighton’s complex feelings of desire, fear, and the

hope for genuine connection beyond her usual defenses.



Chapter Twenty-Four

The chapter opens with the protagonist returning home, initially joyful but quickly
overwhelmed by a disturbing scene in the kitchen: shattered dishes, burnt food, and a
boiling pot left unattended. This sudden shift from warmth to dread sets a tense
atmosphere. The silence in the house is unsettling, and the protagonist’s concern
grows as they discover Campbell and Juniper huddled together, frightened and seeking
comfort. The tension hints at a recent domestic conflict, marked by anger and fear,
and the protagonist grapples with feelings of guilt for not being present when the

turmoil began.

As the protagonist tries to calm the children, they piece together the cause of the
chaos: a