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    My name is Alex Katsumoto and I’m on a subway platform in Tokyo, Japan. This city is where I’m serving my mission for the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, otherwise known as the Mormon Church. I’m twenty-one years old, have brown hair, brown eyes with a slight Asian tilt to them (I’m half Japanese), and am six feet, two inches tall. I state these facts because they seem important. Like I must repeat them or I’ll forget.


    The station is packed so that it’s hard to stand without touching anyone and the air is thick with the scent of exhaled moisture and bad breath. The man right next to me wears a surgical mask, ostensibly to protect against airborne disease, but also to afford a little extra privacy, to not have his face read by thousands of strangers on the course of his commute.


    In my hand is an unopened letter from one Hermana (Spanish for “Sister”) Lukas, a female missionary for our church serving in Lima, Peru. I know her as Madison Lukas and haven’t seen her for almost two years, but we write to each other every week. She’s got ice blue eyes and platinum blond hair and I sense this letter is dangerous. I don’t dare open it.


    Except, where is it? My hands are empty, and it’s not on the floor. A quick patdown of my pockets reveals only lint and my appointment notebook. I paw through the contents of my bag and a couple of copies of The Book of Mormon fall out and land with splayed pages. People shift around me as I jab them with my elbows.


    “You all right?” asks my companion. Elder Ito is his name, and like me, he’s an American. Both of his parents emigrated from Japan, but his posture and mannerisms are so unabashedly Western that people here startle when he speaks Japanese. They expect him to yell in English like they’re all deaf. “What are you looking for?” He shoulders people aside so he can lean down to pick up the books.


    And I still can’t find Madison’s letter. It’s not anywhere in my bag. I pat my pockets again, then claw at them, scrunching the fabric and willing it to be paper.


    “Elder Katsumoto,” says my companion. He draws my name out in a way that lets me know I’m acting weird and hands me my books. “Seriously, what’s with you? You give a two hour lecture during scripture study, say nothing for the rest of the day, and you need to take a shower tonight. I’m serious. You reek, man.”


    A cold fear pools at the base of my spine and I know, in my bones, that something very bad is going to happen. An earthquake. We’re in danger down here, walled in by the crowd.


    I force myself to stand as still as I can and reach out my awareness. Voices chatter on a higher plane and I eavesdrop, a trick I’ve taught myself painstakingly over the last few months. It used to be I could only hear the voices as whispers, but now, I hear them clearly. They’re breathy and genderless, but if I concentrate, it’s as if they speak softly right into my ear.


    “-doesn’t know what’ll happen to him.”


    “They’re standing there, sitting ducks. Standing ducks.”


    “The train is the way out.”


    “Unless you’re wrong.”


    The voices always speak in a kind of code and I do my best to piece together what’s going on. They’re plotting something, that’s clear. I bet they cause the earthquake, and the train might be the way out if I get on it, or they might be warning me to step in front of it. This might be their way of saying I’ll soon wish I were dead.


    “Never let him hear you.”


    “He’s Chosen. We may have no power to stop him.”


    I hate it when they say things like this. Any day, any minute, they’ll figure out I can hear them and then what? Will they stop talking altogether? Adopt another code? Kill me on the spot?


    “Take over the other one,” one of the louder voices says with a snarl.


    Oh no. That is not good. Not good at all.


    Elder Ito’s eyes change from brown to a swirling blue as a foreign consciousness jams itself into his brain. “Elder Katsumoto, calm down,” he orders me, his voice flat and off.


    The train is the only way out? No. There isn’t enough time to wait for it. I break away from him and shove my way through the crowd, on my way to the exit.


    “Hey,” he shouts. Only it isn’t him. I know it isn’t.


    The train arrives with a clatter and a screech and I change course to get aboard, shoving more people aside.


    “He’s getting on the train,” says one of the voices.


    “Then he goes with them.”


    “He’d better hang on.”


    I dive through the door of the carriage, grab the overhead rail, and hang on for dear life. The train shoots out of the station and I sense it picking up more and more speed. Only now it occurs to me to wonder, if I gave away that I could hear them.


    “Excuse me,” says a diminutive lady next to me. “Are you all right?”


    Now the voices are taking over the people around me to try to get me to talk, to admit that I know they exist and can overhear their conversations.


    “Sir,” says someone else.


    And then, I feel it coming like a shockwave. “Earthquake!” I shout. “It’s coming. We’re going to be crushed!”


    The crowd around me explodes with a cacophony of voices. I feel someone grab my wrist and I flail to get away. Someone’s dimmed the lights in the train and it’s hard to see. I fight my way towards the door, but a hundred unseen hands pull me down. I sense the train shoot through the next station, and the next. I sense that it’s building up enough speed to launch from the end of its tracks into space. At least I’ve managed to leave Elder Ito behind.


    A hand closes on the back of my neck, and the world goes dark.


    I come to on a narrow cot in a plain, white hospital room that smells like hand soap and detergent. There are voices out in the hallway, but I don’t bother to try to eavesdrop. I’m too wrung out for that. I’m not sure how I got here or which hospital this is, but for now I feel safe.


    The door opens inward like an explosion and a woman wearing scrubs strides in. At the sight of me alert, she pauses. “Can you tell me your name?” she asks.


    “Alexander Katsumoto.”


    “Do you know where you are?”


    “Yeah, this is a hospital.”


    “You’ve experienced some psychosis. Do you understand? What you see and hear isn’t all real. We’re keeping you here for your own safety. You won’t be hurt.”


    “Lies,” says one of the voices. “You see how they lie?”


    “Try to relax,” the nurse says. “You’ve been medicated.”


    Within hours, I can’t eavesdrop on the voices anymore. I’ve lost my special power.


    


    By the middle of the next day, I understand that there is something seriously wrong with me, and I need to stay in this facility. I am given pills which I take. It’s important to take pills. I know this.


    Lying alone in bed, without the company of those voices, my mind wanders back to two years ago, to the moment that tortures me to this day.


    


    “We have to break up,” I hear myself tell her. I’m standing on the rocky beach, my back to the crashing surf. In front of me is Madison, gazing up at me with pure pain in those ice blue eyes. Behind her is the rugged rock wall of the cliff face.


    Her hair is pulled back in a simple ponytail and the breeze stirs the wisps that frame her face. The air is cool, but not cold. “I know myself, all right?” I explain. “The moment you move on, I won’t be able to take it. So I’ve got to let you go.”


    “Don’t do this.”


    “I’m sorry.”


    “Take it back. Please. Alex, I don’t want to break up.” Her eyes are wide, like clear, crystal pools.


    “And I need you not to write to me,” I say.


    “Why?” Now she claps both her hands over her nose and mouth as if to hold back pain or tears, or whatever it is shining from her gaze.


    It takes every ounce of my control not to back down. I have to stop kidding myself and finish this. “Because, I don’t want to know the moment you move on. I just… I need you to give me space.”


    “You’re going to Japan. That’s not enough space for you?”


    “I’m sorry, all right.” I back away, stepping carefully on the rocky beach. “But it’s not like we were ever going to last.”


    “Why not?”


    That, I should think, is obvious. “Because the two of us together make no sense. You’re beautiful and popular and have guys lining up around the block for a chance to be with you. I’m a high school dropout with a criminal record and no future. You should be embarrassed to be with me. Eventually we’ll both have to grow up.” I turn away. At least I’ll have the memories.


    As I start to walk, I hear her scrabble behind me, then the rapid beat of her boots against the stony ground. “Alex, wait.” Her tone is anguished.


    I set my jaw against the pain, like I’ve stitched my own heart with a silk thread and am now yanking it hard enough to tear the organ. I keep walking.


    She grabs my hand, her supple fingers wrapping around my palm. “Stop.”


    I stop, but I don’t turn.


    It doesn’t matter because she darts around in front of me and puts one arm around my waist. The other hand she slides up my back to grasp my shoulder. Her soft curves fit against my body. It’s how she always holds me, and I can’t endure it this time. I bow my head and just let the tears fall.


    “Alex,” she whispers, touching her forehead to mine, that soft breath against my lips. “Don’t, okay? You promised you’d never hurt me.”


    At that I let out a sob. Forget saving face. She knows me for who I am anyway and now she’s wiping away my tears. “Listen,” she says, “you need me not to distract you from your mission, fine. But I’ll always be here for you, and when you come back, I’ll be waiting.” She strokes my cheek with the backs of her fingers and leans up to press her lips against mine.


    I don’t want to kiss back, but at the same time, I can’t resist. She runs her fingers through my hair and the kiss goes on and on until I’ve got both arms wrapped tight around her and I’m drinking in her essence, liquid fire that pools in my core. I have to stop this.


    But when I do, she doesn’t let me pull back. She leans in and looks me straight in the eye. “I’ll wait for you. I don’t care if you don’t believe me. Let’s not end things with a fight, okay? Let’s end it on a good note for now.”


    “Goodbye, Madison.”


    “Bye, Alex. For now.”


    “I love you.” I don’t mean to say it, but it slips out, my whisper barely loud enough for me to hear it myself.


    Madison’s chin snaps up. “What?”


    I shake my head, willing her not to press me.


    “Alex-”


    I start to pull away but she reels me back in, not by force, but with her gaze. Her eyes beg me not to leave. She puts one arm around my waist again and slides her other hand up my back. “It’ll be all right. Everything will be all right,” she says.


    It broke my heart to leave her on that beach. I was sure she’d be a stranger to me by the time I got home from my mission. She’d date someone else and move on, but six months later I got a letter from her with the Missionary Training Center in Provo as the return address. “So by the way, I got baptized after you left,” she wrote. “Once you were out of the picture, I could think more clearly about everything, and I decided I do believe in the Gospel, even if it means I have to be part of the same community as you and watch you move on. The Church also changed the age we sisters can serve missions,” she reminded me. “I’m able to go now that I’m nineteen and I’ve started my training. I’ll be going to Peru and have to become fluent in Spanish, which will take a miracle.”


    She didn’t talk about her love life or whether she’d dated anyone else. All she asked was, could we write to each other? “I miss you,” she said. “I’d love to hear from you again.” As a missionary, she wouldn’t date anyone for eighteen months.


    I sat down at once and wrote her a long letter to say that I missed her too. She replied and we formed a habit of writing regularly. I liked holding something that she’d held just weeks before and we really talked to each other in those letters. We wrote them throughout the week and mailed the latest installment every Friday.


    Through our writing, we’d achieved something that had eluded us back when we’d spent most of our time making out: friendship. Madison wasn’t just a beautiful blond with a fetching smile. She knew me now, better than anyone. We talked about our faith, our memories of growing up together in Pelican Bluffs, our mission experiences, and we kept things on strictly friendly terms this entire time, but I felt closer to her than ever. I dreamed of greeting her with a kiss rather than a handshake, and wondered if that was where we were headed. Right now, she’ll be reaching the end of her mission, and I wonder if there is any other guy she’s going home to. I don’t think she’d write so much or so often to me if there were, but I’ve never had the courage to ask.


    A week after I’m admitted to the hospital, Elder Ito and the mission president pay me a visit. We’re ushered into a little room with a utilitarian cloth couch and some chairs. It’s got the same sterile smell as the rest of this facility. I feel like a complete idiot now that I realize how insane my behavior was.


    “What do we do if he tries to strangle us?” Elder Ito asks, looking the place over. He doesn’t want to sit down, he’s so nervous.


    The mission president at least acts like he’s at ease. He sits down on one of the chairs and gestures for me to sit in the other. Elder Ito waits a moment, before sitting down on the couch.


    “Elder Katsumoto,” says the mission president. “How much do you understand about what’s happened to you?” He speaks English, as he’s originally from Utah. He’s got skin the color of cappuccino and jet black hair - I’d guess his family’s from the South Pacific - and he talks as if this is the kind of thing he’s done before. Perhaps he has.


    “I had a psychotic break,” I say. “My mother’s a schizophrenic, and I inherited it.”


    “Yes, well, Elder Ito filled me in on some of your unusual behaviors and…” He glances at my companion. “We should have known what to look for and spotted it sooner. I’m sorry. Given your family health history, we should have sent you home once the symptoms started to show.”


    “So are you going to send me home now?”


    He shakes his head. “You need to be stable, and for that they recommend at least two weeks on your medications and some tests, because they don’t know if this is schizophrenia or something else yet. They’ve already ruled out a brain tumor but they’ll want to check for other psychiatric disorders. We’ll send you home once we’re sure you’ll be all right on the journey. You’re so close to the end of your mission, odds are you’ll go home the same time as planned, or maybe even a little after.”


    “Provided they don’t think I’ll get up and scream the plane is going to crash,” I say.


    “Right.”


    “Or,” says Elder Ito, “talk about overhearing angels talking.”


    I look down at my hands, which are still scabbed over around the nails. I’d been picking at the skin, making it bleed. “I know I can’t overhear spirits talking,” I say. “I know that I can’t predict earthquakes. I know that I should shower once a day. I know that I’m here on my mission and I screwed that up.”


    “You’re ill,” says the mission president. “This happens to people.”


    I look over at Elder Ito. “I’m sorry, all right? I’m sure it wasn’t fun to watch.”


    His smile is very clearly forced, and I can’t blame him. “Listen, right before you lost it, you were looking for something. Someone in the mission office said you’d dropped this.” He holds out a letter.


    I snatch it from his hands and sure enough, it’s Madison’s letter, the last letter she would have written before she finished her mission. It isn’t one of the usual, multi-page tomes we send each other. This one is short, as if she had very little left to say. I dread opening it, but I have to.


    The mission president asks if there’s anything else I need, and then he and Elder Ito give me a blessing. I only half pay attention because of the envelope burning with significance in my hand. Once they’re gone, I tear it open to read.
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    Dear Alex,


    I’m finding it hard to concentrate on my work, which I know is a bad thing. I’m excited to go home, though, and so excited to see you again.


    Okay, I’m going to just say this, and then I’m going to send this letter before I lose my nerve.


    I love you, Alex Katsumoto, and I want to be with you forever. I want to marry you and spend the rest of eternity with you. I really hope that doesn’t freak you out. I can never tell how you feel, but I hope this huge stack of letters means that you still care about me as more than a friend.


    Write back before I give myself an ulcer, okay?


    Love,


    Madison


    P.S. Remember our first kiss? When you kissed me down the side of my neck until I went crazy and kissed you back? Feel free to do that again in a couple of months.


    


    I stare at her handwritten words until they blur in my vision. Aside from my slip the day we broke up, neither of us has ever used the l-word with each other. That might seem odd, given how long we’ve been together, but for the first part of our relationship, I went from day to day, assuming the end was just around the corner. Now that I think about it, I’ve felt the same way throughout our time writing to each other. I was only just getting used to the idea that we’d endure, that we’d become something more than the town loser and a girl going through a bad boy phase.


    She has our first kiss all wrong, though. It was nothing like that. Our first kiss went something like this: One day when I was a senior and she was a junior at Pelican Bluffs High School, back in California, I grabbed her and kissed her as a joke that is so un-funny, I’m lucky not to be in jail. She was the cutest, most popular girl in school, and I was… well, me. For the record, this is not the kiss she is talking about in her letter. I’ll get to that one. To make the whole assault stunt worse, I did it where no one saw or could come to her aid. She called me a creep – which definitely counts as being nice – and then gave me back my deceased dad’s U.S. Army jacket, which I’d lost the day before when I got arrested for smashing a police car with a rock, because I’m cool like that. I’ve made great life decisions, lemme tell ya. The officer made me take the jacket off and leave it there in the road.


    Madison had picked it up, laundered it, put everything back in the pockets, and now gave it to me. I’d never thought I was a great guy, but in that moment, I realized I was something much worse than “not a great guy”, and Madison was something better than “an angel of pure kindness.” I fled, certain she’d never so much as look at me again. Except, while she told me off, she also called me hot. Specifically, “hot, but not hot enough to get away with assaulting people.” Usually compliments about my looks were the kind of thing I only heard from women tourists who’d make catcalls at me from their convertibles on their way through town.


    A few days later, Madison came to a church activity – and I’m not going to tell the long story of how a delinquent like me ended up at a church activity because it involves me threatening Madison with a pair of scissors and then later offering to chase her down the street with a switchblade. But… anyway, I was at this activity, looking like the worst possible fit for the LDS Church in its 175 year history. She was at this activity as another guy’s date and we all went to a movie, and I noticed that I could get her to pay attention to me if I cracked jokes. I even made her laugh and got her to pay more attention to me than to her date, who was a great guy who deserved her. Yes I am a jerk.


    A few days after that, she stopped to talk to me in the street, because I totally deserved to have the most gorgeous girl on the planet stop to pay attention to me in public where any guy could see that she was talking to me and not them. She asked me about my mother, who was institutionalized at the time. When she found out that I hadn’t been to see my mother for over a week, she asked if I wanted her to come with me for moral support on a visit to her. Madison Lukas wanted to get in my car and spend an afternoon with me? I said yes. And the totally messed up thing about this is, she did it.


    She came to the mental hospital, got to know my mom, had dinner with us, and was sweetness incarnate even though the meal was sushi and Madison had never even held a pair of chopsticks before. My mother having conversations with people who weren’t there didn’t make her bat an eye. The only awkward moment was when Madison admitted that she didn’t want to have us pay for her meal, and even my not-all-there mother told her that she was our guest and would be treated like a guest. See? I did one nice thing. I bought her dinner. Go me.


    A few days after that Madison’s best “friend”, the extremely bipolar Kailie Beale, attempted suicide and I found Madison in the social worker’s office of the ER. She was scared spitless, having been the person to discover Kailie unconscious and bleeding profusely. When Madison saw me, she hugged me, which was a clear sign that she was out of her mind with shock, but wow did it feel good. For a few minutes I had her in my arms and those were literally the best few minutes of my life. Her skin was so soft, and the contours of her body so perfect in every way. She let go of me, collected her wits, and handled the rest of the situation with grace and competence because… she’s Madison. She can do anything.


    When she broke up a fight I was in at school the next day, so that I “wouldn’t go to jail,” and dragged me back to her house to wash and treat my split knuckles, I couldn’t take it anymore. I couldn’t take having a real live angel act like I was worth talking to. I wanted her and I had one strategy that might work, assuming Madison lost her senses completely. I’d try for a kiss, and if I could get her to cave in for one kiss, maybe some other day I could get another, and maybe I’d get her to cave in enough times that the kissing thing became a habit. Like that would ever happen.


    So I backed her up against the closed door of her bathroom (because that’s not a creepy, aggressive thing to do) and she held still while I kissed her forehead. The feel of her velvet skin, the herbal conditioner scent of her hair, it was all too much. I couldn’t stop kissing her, only, I’d never kissed anyone before (other than that stupid assault) so I had no idea what I was doing. I didn’t kiss her on the lips, because I knew she’d laugh. Instead, I kissed her cheek and her closed eyelid and before I knew it I had my arm around her waist, her jaw cupped in my palm, and was kissing her down the side of her neck. I finally forced myself to quit it because even someone as socially inept as myself knew that this wasn’t typically how one treated a friend, but her arms were around me by then. She lifted her chin, danced the tips of her fingernails across the back of my neck, and in the blink of an eye, we were kissing on the lips. It was a short kiss and she opened her eyes and I knew then that she’d take one look at me, push me away, and probably never speak to me again.


    I was maybe one word into planning my escape when she shut her eyes and resumed the kiss, like she meant it, and I was a complete and total goner. Even thinking about it now, I’m a goner. I was with Madison. When I ran out of oxygen and broke off the kiss, I begged her to be my girlfriend. Begged. I would have cried if I’d had to let her go, just bawled like a big overgrown baby. Nothing had ever felt so good and never had I wanted anything more than I wanted to be hers. She patiently explained to me that the kiss meant yes. She’d kissed me because she wanted to be with me, as my girlfriend.


    What was even crazier was that she stayed my girlfriend, month after month while guys fell all over themselves to get her attention. She had the class valedictorian and the quarterback of the football team and half a dozen guys from multi-millionaire families asking her out and her answer was always that she had a boyfriend. Me. During her senior year of high school, I worked as a respite care provider around town, which basically means babysitter for the disabled. Because I’m a big guy and I know how to be patient, I can handle fifty-year-old men with the mental ages of toddlers who still throw tantrums. When you’ve spent your whole life loitering, getting into fights and being arrested for underage drinking, you haven’t got much of a reputation to defend. The fact that I got seen wrestling mentally handicapped people into submission in public actually improved people’s perception of me.


    Madison, though, treated me like I was a movie star. She always walked towards me with her eyes aglow and a grin on her face. Dating her was like having some stranger give me the keys to a Ferrari. I had no idea why an idiot like me was entrusted with something so precious, but I knew I’d wreck it sooner or later.


    When I got my mission call, I decided to hang up the keys and stop tempting fate. That’s when I broke up with her and figured that was that. It was a shame to leave something so beautiful behind, but really, it could have been a whole lot worse.


    And that was the ending I’d chosen, but Madison turned it around and gave me an alternative, like the amazing, generous person she is. She opened the door to something I’d never dreamed of, a happy ending for us. I should have known it was too good to be true.


    


    My first memory of my mom’s schizophrenia is of her, locked in the bathroom of our home back in California, shrieking that “they” were coming in the windows. I was maybe four years old, and the only one able to talk to her because she always lapses into Japanese when she gets scared. I didn’t know how to call the police. I wasn’t even in kindergarten yet. I just sat outside the bathroom door and begged her to let me in. Maternal instinct won out and she opened the door, then told me to call for help. She showed me how to use the phone.


    After that, I became Mom’s protector. I was the one who made sure she took her medication by begging her to open the childproof bottles and dumping the pills into a pill sorter that put a dose in each compartment. I was the one who warded off the social workers who wanted to take her away or me away or both, by playing games and refusing to speak if they separated us. I was the one who became her legal guardian when I turned eighteen. I’ll be the one to look after her for the rest of her colorful and tortured life. Assuming I can hold it together.


    My life isn’t one I’d wish on my worst enemy. I love my mother, but her condition destroyed my childhood. Whoever ends up responsible for me is in for a similar catastrophe. There’s not much I can control about losing my mind, but I can control this: The person responsible for me will never be Madison Lukas. She deserves better than that. Even if I have to break my own heart a thousand times over to give her freedom, I’ll do it, because I love her more than she could ever imagine. She’s everything to me.


    At the end of my hospital stay, I get the tentative diagnosis of schizophreniform disorder, because schizophrenia requires the symptoms to persist for six months, and all of my symptoms disappear for me with medication. The doctors are very happy about this. It’s rare for this to happen so quickly, they say. My prognosis is good, but the condition often starts out mild. I don’t for a minute think I’m out of the woods. The psychosis will be back, worse and worse each time.


    After my stay at the hospital, I go to live with my uncle and aunt outside of Tokyo, which could have been awkward, but I stay sane the whole time. And I plan ahead. I write out detailed lists of what to do and when. In the morning, for example, I have this checklist:


    


    1. Brush teeth. One squirt of toothpaste. Rinse once. Put toothbrush away.


    2. Shower for no more than 7 minutes. Wash hair, rinse, wash body, rinse, then dry off before getting dressed.


    3. Shave whole lower half of face. Leave two inch sideburns.


    4. Read scriptures. Make sure to share thoughts with the Bishop on Sundays. If he says they sound crazy, call the doctor.


    5. Breakfast. One bowl of cereal with enough milk to be seen in between the pieces of cereal, but not overflowing the cereal.


    


    If this seems over the top and OCD, well, here’s the thing. I know all too well what a person with mental illness is like. They have no idea how strange they are, and it’s the little things that creep people out, the constant signs that you are Not Okay and Probably Need Help. The behaviors that make people twirl their fingers by their heads behind your back.


    And yes, I realize making detailed checklists about how to get ready in the morning is one of those behaviors, but I figure if that one habit blots out a handful of others, like not showering for weeks at a time and talking constantly about what the voices say when I read my scriptures, I’ll cut my losses.


    I also have a moment of frank conversation with God and explain that we have a new deal now. No visions, visitations, or theophanies. These things aren’t common anyway, and I was unlikely to ever have one, but now I have to lump them in with symptoms. If I think I’ve seen or spoken to God, I’ll want the people responsible for me to get me to the doctor, not help me do whatever the Heavenly Being asked of me. That’s just how it’s gotta be, and I expect the Lord to understand that.


    Meanwhile, therapy in Japan proves to be the same song and dance I know well from my mom’s treatment. I have to learn to recognize any triggers that might set me off. I have to develop a strong support network of people who can help me. I need to learn coping skills to deal with stress. I could recite all the right answers to people’s questions in my sleep, and some days I practically do. The big thing they harp on? Find your triggers, Alex. What precipitated your break? How will you prevent it from happening again? In my case, they guess that being away from home and in this foreign culture is my trigger, and sure, I’ll go along with that. It’s as good a guess as any, I suppose.


    I can’t bring myself to answer Madison’s letter. I tell myself that my condition is too weighty a topic for a mere letter, but deep down I know it’s avoidance behavior, because that’s how I deal with stuff. I avoid. Foresight was never my strong suit.


    Six weeks later, I’m home again in my house on the bluffs overlooking the sea. I step in the back door, dragging my suitcase, which I leave in my room, and head downstairs to the den. The whole place smells like sandalwood, my mom’s favorite scent. My body doesn’t know what time it is, but the clocks say it’s early afternoon.


    I’m so jet-lagged that reality feels like a dream. I could fall asleep right now, but I won’t. I’m only a fifteen minute walk away from Madison (my driver’s license has expired and I can’t get a new one right now with my medical history).


    “Alex?” Hiroko calls out. She’s my mom’s caregiver, and likely heard the back door open and close.


    “Yeah, hi.”


    “Grace, Alex is home.”


    I stop in the doorway of the den with its buff colored carpet and clean lines to the furniture, to find Hiroko seated on the floor, assembling Happy Meal toys. She greets me with a grin that wrinkles her turned up nose. She’s the best caregiver we’ve ever had, hands down, and it’s a bonus that she’s from Tokyo.


    Mom is seated on the couch, and she glances at me and says a distracted, “Hello,” that indicates she didn’t know I was gone, or doesn’t understand that I’m back. She seems to be in a good mood, but her gaze slides past me as if I’m nothing new or notable. I might as well be a floor lamp.


    I want to go hug her, but Hiroko returns my gaze with a gentle shake of her head.


    “She’s had a rough morning,” she explains. At times, it’s best to leave my mother alone. “How are you feeling?” Hiroko asks. She knows all about my condition and hospitalization, as she’s the one I spoke to.


    “I’m okay for now.”


    “You look good.”


    “Thanks,” I say.


    “Madison was by the other day. She left you a note. I put it on your bed.”


    “Oh, okay.” I do my best to withdraw politely, and then race up the stairs.


    The note is a simple, folded sheet of paper with Madison’s name and new cellphone number on it and the words, “Call me?” written underneath.


    I could call, but really, I should see her in person. Only, if I see her in person, what are the odds that I can tell her what’s going on without just sweeping her into my arms and kissing her?


    While I dither, the doorbell rings. My heart in my mouth, I go downstairs to answer it and find a guy a little shorter than me, with green eyes, blond hair, and skin so pale that it goes red at the slightest hint of sun. John. Madison’s older brother.


    “Come with me,” he says. “You and I are going to have a little chat.”
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    Great, a lecture. Just what I need right now. Still, I follow John out the front door and up the steps to the driveway. My house is built in the lee of a rocky outcropping, so the driveway is on the same level as the second floor, and the front door opens onto a little sheltered porch with stairs cut into the rock that lead up to the driveway.


    John’s van looks oddly familiar. It’s ancient and scratched up with a big dull spot on the side where a corporate logo was removed. The door opens with a creak, the upholstery is dried out vinyl, and the seatbelt comes through the feed with a puff of dust, but a glance over my shoulder reveals why I know this van. It’s got a wheelchair lift in it and used to belong to the local group home, an assisted living facility for the disabled.


    “You know what I’m gonna say, don’t you?” says John as he climbs into the driver’s seat. Once settled, he throws his shoulder forward to start the van with a laborious chug of the engine.


    “Stay away from Madison?”


    “All right. I’m glad we had this talk.”


    I roll my eyes and look out the window. John never liked me. I was the one hitch in his grand plan to save his sister from her previous situation here in town, and I have a ton of respect for the guy. He and Madison had been apart for fifteen years when he found out she wasn’t being treated well by their mother. When Madison made it clear she wanted to stay in town for the last year of high school, he moved from Utah to Pelican Bluffs and gave her a good home, away from all the drama.


    “So, I don’t know what your game is, not answering her last letter. The way you’ve treated her should make her want to give up on you, only this is my sister we’re talking about. You’re giving me flashbacks of the Kailie situation. You remember that whole thing?”


    Kailie, as in Kailie Beale. Do I ever remember.


    The first memory that pops into my head is of Madison being dragged off to the high school nurse’s office, both hands clasped over her face and blood dripping off her chin and onto her shirt. For weeks she had two black eyes, and while Kailie wasn’t the one to kick her, she’d incited another girl to do it.


    What made the situation worse was that a day or so after this happened, I saw Madison hug Kailie in the hallway, best friends, as if nothing had happened.


    Then there was the time Kailie texted everyone at school to say that Madison had performed a lewd act on me. That was before Madison and I were even dating.


    A few days after that, Kailie attempted suicide and Madison saved her life. She broke into the Beales’ home and called an ambulance. How did Kailie repay Madison that kindness?


    Like this: A few weeks later, after Madison and I got together, I was sound asleep in my bed when I woke up to find someone straddling me. I suppose Kailie thought this would be alluring, that I’d wake up to her body pressed to mine and her lips parted, ready for a deep kiss, and that I’d want to make passionate love to her, but my reflexes don’t work that way. I’d never been straddled by a girl before, it was always by other guys trying to beat the crap out of me. And the four point pin, where your opponent is down on all fours on top of you? That’s a nasty pin. It’s hard to break, so I didn’t just shove her off. I pulled my knees up to my chest and kicked as hard as I could. I think Kailie took to the air.


    “What is your problem?” she demanded as she picked herself up off my floor. I have a big room, and that’s the only reason why she didn’t hit a wall. She stood there wearing a lingerie something or other, her deep blue eyes indignant, her stance firm, hands planted on her hips. She wasn’t an ugly girl, but she was the kind of skinny that is only attractive because it makes women confident.


    “Put your clothes on,” I said.


    “You don’t even know what to do, do you?”


    “Yeah, I do. I’m going to give you three seconds to leave, or I throw you out the window.”


    “Madison’s not putting out. You can’t convince me that she is.”


    Kailie had this backwards. I was the one not “putting out” because I was a baptized member of the Church at this point. “You,” I said to Kailie, “are not even remotely attractive. Put your clothes on.”


    “Oh please. You don’t have to do the whole loyal boyfriend act.”


    “It’s not an act.”


    “You don’t ever want to take the edge off?”


    “Of what? My sanity? Seriously, get out before I call the police.” Kailie was the one person in town who Officer Li, our local cop, disliked as much as he disliked me. Both she and I had long rap sheets from all of our underage drinking and other stupid antics.


    “A-alex,” she sing-songed, pulling at the straps of her lingerie.


    I picked up my cellphone. “Do anything else like that and I’m texting pictures to the entire senior class, who will laugh at you. Laugh, Kailie. You’re pathetic.”


    Her eyes widened and she gave me a baleful look before she picked up her jeans and shirt from where they lay crumpled on the floor, and pulled them back on. “You could do better.”


    “There is no one better. Get out.”


    She huffed her way out my open window, which I shut behind her. Pelican Bluffs is a quiet town. People sleep with their windows open all the time, even on the first floor. It’s a little tricky to get to my bedroom window on the second floor, but it is possible. I would know, I sneaked out all the time.


    I sat down on my bed and called Madison.


    “Mmmph?” she answered.


    “Hey, sorry to wake you up.”


    “What’s wrong?”


    “Kailie was just here, in my room, in lingerie. She thought maybe she’d try to sleep with me tonight. You know, typical best friend stuff.”


    “I’m sorry.”


    “What do you have to be sorry about?”


    “Well, she wouldn’t have tried it if you weren’t with me.”


    I paused to savor those words. I was “with” Madison. We were a unit, a couple.


    “Listen,” said Madison, “don’t tell anyone else, but Kailie’s bipolar. She just got diagnosed.”


    “I’m shocked.” You may have noticed, I have a sarcasm problem.


    “Don’t say that.”


    “Bipolar disorder doesn’t make you climb into your best friend’s boyfriend’s window in lingerie.”


    “Are you mad at me?”


    “No, I’m mad at her. Why aren’t you mad at her?”


    “Because everyone’s always mad at her. She hasn’t got anyone on her side.”


    “Because she’s an awful person, okay?”


    For a moment, Madison was silent. Then I heard a sniffle.


    “Hey,” I said. “I’m sorry.”


    “You don’t know what it’s like for her. Mental illness has a stigma, and even her own parents don’t know how to deal.”


    “Come on. Think about this. I do know about mental illness, the stigma, and families not dealing well with-”


    “I’m sorry, okay? I didn’t tell her to climb in through your window.” She began to cry in earnest.


    And I felt awful. I’d made her cry when all I’d tried to do was look out for her. The simple truth was, she was so loyal to Kailie that nothing that girl did could turn Madison against her. It’d taken me the better part of an hour to cheer Madison up again and convince her I wasn’t angry with her.


    I come back to myself, still in John’s van as it rattles its way along the top of the bluffs with the deep blue ocean far below, beating itself to froth against the rocky beach. He’s driven us on a loop out of town that will pass through Sequoia Ridge, and then back to Pelican Bluffs.


    I look over at him “Madison even annoyed with me?”


    “Nope,” says John. “She’s just wondering what she did wrong. You broke her heart and then ground the pieces into dust and then dumped the dust off the end of the world and then laughed it all off.”


    “I didn’t laugh.”


    “Oh gee, that makes you so decent. Here’s another thing. Someone ended up getting sent home from his mission early. Got real bad malaria. You might have heard of him. Carson Montrose?”


    He was the guy I stole Madison from on our movie date, and is your stereotypical, clean-cut Mormon guy. Before I was baptized, he was the only male member of the Church in our age group. Every other girl vied for his attention, but he’s always had his heart set on Madison. He’s been infatuated since kindergarten.


    Even worse? He was never a jerk to me after I took her from him on that date. He wasn’t just polite to me, he was nice and decent. He didn’t even gloat when I got my mission call and ended things with her. Really, there isn’t a bad thing I can say about the guy. He’s exactly what Madison deserves.


    I shut my eyes and remember going from that ruined date of theirs to our my first kiss with Madison, when I backed her up against the door, those blue eyes looking up at me with just the slightest touch of fear. I remember the smooth skin of her cheek, the cherry lip gloss taste of her lips, the sound of her soft moan as I kissed her neck.


    “Alex,” John snaps.


    “Yeah...”


    “I’m a guy, okay? The strong, silent act doesn’t do much for me. I asked you a question. Will you promise to leave my sister alone?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “Wrong answer.”


    It’s hard to talk in this van. I have to shout to be heard. “I need to talk to her.”


    “About?”


    “Everything.”


    “Forget it.”


    I pick at a piece of lint on my jeans.


    “She’s also gotten into two good schools,” says John. “Utah Valley University and CalPoly, and she will be going to one in the fall and you will not interfere with that.”


    No point answering him.


    “And Carson is going to BYU. If things work out with them, she can go to UVU and be near him.”


    “You’ve got this all planned out, don’t you?” I say.


    “You got a better plan?”


    No point being anything but honest. I shake my head.


    “Good. Um… so… why is there a cop in your driveway?”


    I peer out the windshield; we’re back on the road that leads to my house now and even though we aren’t close yet, from here we can see what does indeed look like a police cruiser in my driveway.


    John glances at me again and I feel the van surge forward as he steps a little harder on the gas.


    As we get closer, I see that a guy in plain clothes with black hair buzzed short sits on the hood of the cruiser. He turns, and I note with shock that it’s Officer Li, the same cop we had when I left on my mission. Only I’ve never seen him like this, out of uniform, no mirror shades, and with cheeks chapped red from crying. Surely this is a delusion.


    But John shoots me a baffled look that tells me he sees this too.


    As his name would suggest, Officer Li is Asian American, full blood, and he fits the stereotype of a short macho guy, always strutting around like he’s got something to prove and treating the people he busts with callous indifference. Which isn’t to say I didn’t deserve it every time he busted me, I did. I just didn’t like it.


    John pulls the van into my driveway, next to the cruiser and I look over at him again to make sure he’s reacting as if he sees what I do. His baffled stare across the dashboard tells me what I need to know. If this is a delusion, it’s a really elaborate one. Either I’m in John’s van, in my driveway, with Officer Li parked next to us, or I’m so far gone that my body could be wandering just about anywhere while my mind has cut loose completely. I’m not sure, at the moment, which I would prefer.
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    I open my door and step out into the strong, biting wind off the sea. There are no trees between my house and the edge of the bluffs to create a windbreak, just barren rock.


    “Hey, Alex,” is all the cop says.


    I raise an eyebrow and slam the van door shut behind me.


    He purses his lips in a regretful smile and nods at something on the far side of his car. I step around, and see that the something is actually a someone. A little guy, maybe two years old, squats down at the edge of the driveway, making a long line of rocks from the corner of the garage along a groove in the concrete. He’s very slow and meticulous about which rocks he selects from the rock garden and nothing seems to distract him, not the wind, not John and me pulling up, not me staring at him, nothing.


    “Hello, John.” Officer Li’s voice is flat, as if he’s used up his allotment of emotions for the day.


    “Hi. I should go. Alex…” He sighs in exasperation. “Welcome home, all right?”


    I look back to see him get into the van and drive away, shaking his head with disgust over me, then I look at my old nemesis. The cop who arrested me enough times to have my mom’s number on speed dial. I haven’t changed my clothes in twenty hours and am in no condition to deal with whatever this is.


    Officer Li slides down off the hood of his car and jams his hands in his pockets. “I shouldn’t bother you, but I’m at the end of my rope.”


    I look in the windows of his car. There’s no carseat for this little guy, and there’s likely a story there. Officer Li doesn’t seem like the kind of guy who ignores any laws, ever.


    “You… you do work with people with… issues, right?” he says.


    The guy’s gotta know I’ve been gone for two years. Didn’t he miss slapping cuffs on me?


    “And your mom is the only other person I’ve ever known who’s like Mikey. Always off in her own world. Freaking out at weird stuff – no offense.”


    He thinks this toddler has schizophrenia? How stupid is this guy? Schizophrenia nearly always shows up in the late teens or early twenties, just like it did for me.


    “My wife stormed out on me. Because I was an idiot and said I might leave her.”


    That is way more information than I want.


    “I don’t know how to cope with this. I’m bad enough with kids. I mean, I don’t know what I’m doing. Carla always handles him, but she won’t even pick up her phone. If she leaves me, I’m screwed.” He’s on a roll now, pouring out his heart to me.


    And I really don’t want to hear it.


    “I know she’s had it rough. She’s young. Not much older than you, and she doesn’t know people here. I never had a ton of friends in this town, being the cop and trying to do my job, and-”


    “Dude,” I say. “Stop.”


    He looks at me, squares his shoulders, and I expect him to say something condescending. Instead what he says is, “Sorry. Listen, I need help. I’ll beg if you want. I’ll grovel. Please help me.”


    Not words I ever thought I’d hear out of this guy’s mouth. He returns my gaze a moment, the wind strong enough to ruffle even his close cropped hair, and then looks away. “I know. You think I’m an idiot too.”


    What I think is that this guy has shown up with a whole bunch of emotional garbage that I don’t need, and he’s interfering with my plans to go talk to Madison. The only thing that prevents me from going into the house and locking the door behind me is this toddler lining up rocks. He didn’t ask for any of this.


    I squat down next to him. Mikey, his dad called him. Now that I can see the little guy’s face, I notice he’s hapa like me; he’s got a white parent. I pick up a rock and hold it out. He takes it without acknowledging me and adds it to the line. I hand him another and this one I hang onto when he tries to take it.


    For a moment his mouth puckers like he’s about to scream and he shoots a desperate look at my chest. I let go of the rock and he calms again.


    “What did you just do?” Officer Li asks.


    I look up. “Handed him two rocks.”


    His eyes widen a little as if he doesn’t know whether I’m joking or just insulting him. After a conflicted moment, he shakes his head and chuckles. “Look, you got any idea what’s going on with him? Our pediatrician says he’ll just grow out of it but-”


    “He’s wrong,” I say. “Get a different doctor.”


    “Okay.” The cop accepts this without skepticism or argument. “So what do you think is wrong with him?” His expression is all query, which means he hasn’t got a clue.


    How can any parent in the twenty-first century not pick up on these symptoms? I reach down and block Mikey’s rock-line and say. “Mikey, inside.” I speak clearly and slowly enough for him to hear each word. Then I point at my house, my hand at chest level so that he can see it without looking me in the face.


    He pauses, a rock in his hand, and doesn’t react for a moment. Then he puts the rock back down, pulls his knees to his chest, and hugs himself tight.


    I get to my feet, sidle past Officer Li and his car, and jog down the stairs to my front door.


    The lock slides open easily as I turn the key and push the door in with a whoosh of the insulation strip sliding across the floor. Our sunken living room is immaculate as always. It’s the one room we don’t really use; it’s just for show. Two leather couches face each other across a dark wood coffee table, which has a row of round river stones down its middle. Some feng shui thing my mother is into, I think. I step inside and turn to see if Officer Li is following, and he is, with Mikey in his arms. The boy begins to squirm the moment his father carries him over the threshold and as soon as he’s put down, he makes a beeline for the coffee table and those stones. I shut the door against that blasted wind and my ears ring in the resulting silence. Officer Li stands like a student hauled into the principal’s office. When I gesture for him to sit down, he goes over and perches on the edge of the couch as if he expects me to launch into a lecture.


    This is weird. It’s beyond weird. I head upstairs and grab my laptop off the bedside table. On my way back I make a quick detour to the den where I see my mom has moved to her favorite chair, the blue one with a kind of velvety upholstery, her arms folded, her jaw set. Something’s upset her, but Hiroko is there, singing softly in Japanese and pouring tea. Odds are, she’ll have my mother unbent and relaxed in record time – though, granted, record time could still be hours from now.


    I open the laptop and boot it up as I go down the hall to the office, so that once I’m there I can pull up the contact info for the autism specialist in Crescent City and hit “print”, then I do a quick search for other web resources on autism and print out page after page. The sooner I get Officer Li out of here, the sooner I can get to Madison. I grab the stack of papers from the printer and tap them against the table to line them up.


    Once back in the living room, I hold them out to Officer Li, who takes them and scans the first page. “This a better doctor?”


    “He specializes in diagnosing autism.”


    Officer Li looks up, startled. “Autism? Mikey has autism?”


    I shrug. “You should have him checked.”


    “I thought autism just made people a little socially awkward. Mikey he’s… just in his own world all the time. Doesn’t care what we say. He ignores us. We make him food and he doesn’t eat it. We do anything he doesn’t like, and he throws a tantrum that will go on for hours. I’m not exaggerating. Hours.”


    “You haven’t ever read anything on autism?” I say. “At all? Over one percent of the population has it.”


    “Really?”


    Yeah, I never liked this guy. I sit on the couch across from him while he leafs through the rest of the papers.


    At one, he pauses to read. “Autism can prevent someone from learning to speak?”


    “If it’s severe enough.”


    “Over one percent of the population has this?”


    “In one form or another.”


    “Who else in town has it?”


    I have to think a moment. Because I’ve worked as a respite care provider, I do know a lot of people’s disabilities, but it’s not appropriate for me to blab about them. Families deserve privacy and have the right to decide for themselves who should know about their medical issues. However, there is one family who has always been very open about their son’s disability and told me, time and again, to send any parents with questions about the disorder to them. “Kevin Rawls,” I say.


    “He had autism?”


    “Still has it.”


    “That was autism…” Now Officer Li goes tense, and he looks at me with an expression that could be dread. “You don’t know what happened?”


    I’m not sure how to answer that.


    “Oh, man… Yeah. You would’ve known Kevin. Of course you would. You used to take care of him sometimes, didn’t you? Nobody told you? They didn’t call you up or send you a letter?”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “Kevin… ah… he’s gone. He was killed.”


    With those three words comes a rush of sickening certainty about what happened. While it’s possible that he got hit by a car or had a heart attack, Officer Li’s expression is all wrong for that. See, the thing about Kevin Rawls was that his autism was so severe that he didn’t talk and couldn’t endure the least variation in his routine. He threw tantrums at the drop of a hat which, given he was a forty year old man who stood six foot four, meant he was dangerous. It’s one thing for a toddler to lose it and thrash around. It’s something else entirely when it’s an adult. That guy put more bruises on me than anyone and nearly broke my arm on a couple of occasions. One advantage of working with him, though, was that I got very good at safety holds. I had to, or else I’d’ve been beaten to a pulp.


    So I can guess what ended Kevin’s life. He tried the patience of everyone who knew him, including his saintly, longsuffering parents. When I looked after him, I never got mad because I understood that he was the one who truly suffered. He spent his whole life trapped in a world that was too loud, too bright, and made no sense. He understood very little of what was said to him, which meant that he lived a terrifying, disjointed existence. If it were me, I’d throw constant tantrums too. His parents called me “a godsend” and “the only person we can trust.” Before I started to look after him, they’d gone almost thirty years without an evening out, just the two of them. I knew with icy cold certainty that once I’d left, they’d have tried to find a replacement for me.


    “Who killed him?” I ask.


    “His parents put him in that special home in Sequoia Ridge. He was there for a trial period. Just a couple of days.”


    Many group homes are spectacular facilities run by staff who are patient and well trained. Having said that, the wages usually aren’t high, and being screamed at, punched in the face, and having to clean fecal matter out of carpets is not exactly a dream job. A lot of care workers handle it about as well as anyone would, and quite a few handle it worse.


    I get to my feet and rub my face with my hands. Mikey remains oblivious and lines the river rocks up along the edge of the coffee table. “The workers beat him up?” I say.


    Officer Li nods.


    “How bad?” An image of Kevin surfaces up in my mind. He had graying blond hair, hazel eyes, and a round face that was usually smushed up in a grimace. He’d howl so loud that people would have to cover their ears and his mood would change without warning. One minute he’d be watching gulls flying overhead, and the next he’d lunge at you and shriek with wordless fury. Still, there were moments when he was calm, when he’d relax, and you could see that he wasn’t a bad looking guy. If his mind were different, he’d probably be happily married, dandling a kid or two on his knee. He was human, just like the rest of us.


    “Ahm… yeah,” whispers Officer Li. “I got called in for backup because the cop on the scene just couldn’t deal.”


    “What happened?” I press.


    “I guess he threw a fit of some kind and one of the workers snapped, grabbed a fire extinguisher, and beat him with it. He wasn’t dead when I got there, Kevin wasn’t.” The cop pauses and shuts his eyes. “When I found out later that he did die, I was relieved for him. It was bad. I still get nightmares about it.”


    I feel like someone’s wrapped a leather strap around my chest and cinched it up too tight for me to breathe.


    “Alex, look,” says Officer Li. “I know what you’re thinking, that this is your fault somehow and don’t do that to yourself. I get it now, okay?” He gestures at his son. “You did a lot of work with people who have special needs and you must’ve been real good at it. You practically grew up on the job, but Kevin wasn’t your responsibility. The person at fault is the guy who grabbed the fire extinguisher and beat an unarmed man with it, and I did put that guy away. He’s in jail for second degree murder. The defense went for manslaughter but I told the jury in detail everything I saw that night. His parents talked about how sweet Kevin could be. Justice was done, okay? I know it doesn’t bring Kevin back but…” He shakes his head. “At the time I pitied his parents and thought I could never do what they did. I’m still not sure I can.”


    At that I glare at him. How dare he say that in front of his own kid?


    He raises his hands as if warding off a blow and gets to his feet. “Yeah, well. Listen. It’s been a rough couple of years and I’ve figured a few things out. For example…” He drops his gaze to the floor for a moment, then looks me in the eye. “You’re a better man than I. Better than most. I deserve to be out of a job after how I treated you and your mom, but today I come by and what do you do? You help me.” He flicks something away from his eye that I realize is another tear. “So, thanks, all right? And if there’s anything I can ever do for you, just let me know.”


    Even if I weren’t socially awkward and on the brink of mentally ill, I think I’d find this conversation difficult to navigate. Fortunately Officer Li doesn’t drag it out. He puts a business card down on the coffee table, gathers his son in his arms, and heads for the front door. I go to let him out and, with a curt nod, he’s gone.


    I wonder if the Rawls are still around. Will I run into them in the street? What do I say to them? Do they hate me for leaving?


    “Alex?” Hiroko’s voice cuts across my fretful thoughts much the same way her diminutive figure cuts through the living room. “Did you eat lunch?”


    “Yes,” I lie.


    “Come. Eat.” Hiroko’s smile always wrinkles her nose, which is turned up, what we would have called a “pug nose” in elementary school. Her hair is cropped short and she usually wears yoga pants and shirts that allow her to move. My guess is she used to work with someone who required a lot of physical intervention. I know she’s got a black belt in aikido, because she’s the one who taught me how to lock Kevin’s joints so that I could subdue him with one hand without hurting him.


    “So did you know about Kevin Rawls?” I ask.


    That smile dissipates. “Yes.” She goes into the kitchen, rests her elbows on the counter, and looks me in the eye. “Who told you?”


    “Officer Li was here.”


    “Why?”


    “I didn’t do anything.”


    She laughs, as if to say she knows this is true. I’m nowhere near as interesting as I was as a teenager. “Why was he here?”


    So I tell her about his visit and Mikey.


    “I didn’t hear their voices,” she says.


    “They were here. I’m pretty sure it wasn’t a delusion.”


    “Didn’t mean to imply it was. He told you about Kevin, which a delusion wouldn’t do.”


    “So was anyone ever going to tell me?”


    “I wasn’t hiding it on purpose. It happened quite a while ago and I didn’t think to fill you in, so I’m sorry. The group home got shut down and the whole company went under. Now if people want services, they have to contract for them privately. Which your aunt already arranged with me.”


    “Are the Rawls still in town?”


    “They moved. I don’t know where. I think the whole situation was just too much and they had to turn over a new leaf. Are you going to eat?”


    “No, I’ve got something I’ve gotta go do.”


    “Just eat something, all right? Please.”


    I don’t want to, but I oblige her long enough to eat some rice and steamed veggies, and then I’m out the front door and on my way to Madison’s house. As I walk, I rehearse what I’m going to say, or in other words, to draw a blank. I have no idea what to say. I just know that I owe her a visit and need to show that I’m trying.


    The town of Pelican Bluffs is bisected by Main Street, which is actually called Wilkstone Road, but I don’t call it that. Wilkstone is my middle name. My dad was a Wilkstone until he married my mother and chose to become a Katsumoto. No one in town knows my relationship to the town’s founder, my grandfather.


    On my side of Main Street are the bluffside properties, the big mansions with the views and such. On the far side are things like the high school, the cemetery, and a little subdivision of four streets of low income housing, owned and rented out by the Wilkstone Foundation. This is where Madison grew up and continues to live because in the randomness of life, she got born to a poor woman and I to a wealthy family.


    The contrast in lifestyles is apparent the moment I cross Main Street. The houses along these side streets are rundown and ramshackle with patches in their stucco, cracks in their walls, broken television antennas, cars up on blocks, and junked out appliances in the yards. The neighborhood is tucked away in the redwood forest, though, with pines jutting up to the sky that five off the scent of evergreen and tree sap. If our life situations went by what we deserved, I’d live here. I match these houses with my patched together life.


    I make it to the corner of Madison’s street and the first thing I notice is that their door is painted deep purple and there are big flower urns lining the walkway up to the house, which is neatly maintained and even cute. A windchime dangles from the eaves by the front door and the address is displayed on brightly painted tiles hung on the side of the house. Even the beat up van and another, even more beat up sports car, look economical and not cheap and junky next to this house.


    As I walk up the flagstones, I smooth my hair back and brace for a fight with John, who’ll no doubt tell me off the moment he sees me coming. Before I reach the front door, though, it jerks open to reveal Madison, wearing jeans and an oversized shirt decorated with tie-dye.


    For a moment, I can’t even breathe. Stunning doesn’t even begin to describe her. Her long blond hair is now fuller and frames her face with soft waves. She’s a little curvier than she was when I saw her last, and her face fuller, with a soft pink flush to the cheeks. Those blue eyes are the color of a mountain lake.


    “Alex?” There’s a note of surprise in her voice. I’m home two weeks later than I should be. John clearly didn’t deign to tell her I’m around. I wonder how he even knew, whether he was in contact with the bishop, or if he just spotted me being driven home.


    I step up to the welcome mat and put my hands in my pockets. There are so many things I owe it to her to say, but what comes out is, “I had a psychotic… episode.”


    Her mouth drops open and I watch the full effect of the words sink in. Her expression shifts first to surprise, and then compassion. “When?”


    “Coincidentally, the day I got your last letter. Which still isn’t an excuse for not writing back, but-”


    “No, it is. It’s a pretty good one. So how are you?”


    “Right now I’m fine. You’re the only one who knows about this besides people on my mission, my family, and Hiroko.”


    “Alex, oh my gosh.”


    I take a good, long look at the girl I love, except she’s all woman now. The very idea of building a life with her is so ridiculous, it might as well have been a dream. I try to convince myself that it would never have worked out. “Look,” I say, “what you said in your last letter, I wish I could say it back. I wish we could be together, but we can’t, and I’m sorry.”


    Those eyes widen. “Why not?”


    “Because I care about you too much to put you through all this. I’m going to lose my mind. A year from now, I’ll probably be sorting Happy Meal toys and arguing with invisible people who run the universe. You deserve better.”


    “But-”


    “Okay, I know what you’re going to say. You’re going to say that you don’t mind and you want to be there for me and that means everything, but the answer is no.” It hurts, physically, to say the word. “The thing is, I know you already feel bad for me and the worse I get, the more you’ll try to take care of me and I know how that goes, okay? It would destroy your life. Ten years from now, you’d be visiting me in an institution while I don’t even recognize you anymore, and that’s just not right. You deserve someone who can love you and be there for you, not a headcase to look after. I really am sorry.”


    This is, hands down, the most painful experience I’ve ever had, and I’ve been stabbed twice and had my own mother scream in terror at the sight of me.


    At least Madison isn’t the sort to cry. She’s tough as nails, despite her sweet demeanor. All she does is look me over as if I’m speaking Japanese and just staring hard enough will allow her to understand.


    Footsteps sound against the tiles behind her and John steps into view. “Alex, hey. I didn’t know.”


    Madison looks confused for a moment, then turns to face him. “You’ve already talked to him?”


    “Look, I-”


    “Did you tell him to get lost? To leave me alone?”


    “You know that-”


    “Seriously? You’ve got problems.” She shoves past him and disappears back into the house. I know she’s more hurt than angry and I want to go after her, put my arms around her, and tell her that no matter what, I’ll always love her.


    John looks at me and shrugs. “I’m sorry. I had no idea.”


    “Just… make sure she’s all right, okay?”


    “Might be a while before she’ll even speak to me.”


    “Tell her that I called you to try to discuss how to break this to her, and that’s how it is we ended up talking. You started to chew me out before I could explain or… whatever.” I shrug.


    “You make a habit of lying to her?”


    “No. You’re welcome.” I turn my back on him.


    “Alex,” he calls after me.


    I stop, turn, and raise an eyebrow.


    “Thank you. For doing the right thing.”


    I don’t respond to that. I just leave.
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    When I get home, my mother meets me at the door and hands me a Happy Meal toy. “Garbage,” she says. “Throw it away outside.”


    She’s had a fascination with these toys ever since I was young enough to eat Happy Meals. Back then she’d always take the toy out before giving me the box, and I let her when most kids would kick up a fuss, because I understood that this is how my mother was. Some of the nicer employees at fast food chains would give her additional toys, which she’d assemble, examine, and then sort according to some system I never understood. Even her therapists admitted that was an unusual behavior, and none of us could ever discern what was behind it, what it was about the toys that was significant to her or why she had to have each new toy when it came out, only to pass judgment on it and then throw it away. There’s one, though, that she’s always kept. It’s a little plastic pocketwatch that she has on her at all times and values above anything else. I always knew when she was suicidal, because only then would she try to give it away.


    My mother will now serve as a constant reminder of why I have to let the love of my life go. Madison can’t live like this. I go back outside, throw the toy away, go in, and head up to my room, where I change to sweats. Then I go for a good long run along the bluffs, the wind off the ocean whipping my hair and plastering my shirt to my side. I run as if I could leave my feelings behind, if only I could go fast enough. At least I run long enough that by the time I get home, Madison has already come and gone, leaving behind a note that says she wants to talk.


    Note in hand, I get down on my knees and pray for the strength to endure this. I need to be able to resist her, or else I’ll drag her into a nightmare worse than all the stupid pranks Kailie Beale ever pulled.


    Once I finish my prayer, I hurt so much, I’m trembling. I climb under the covers of my bed and will the rest of the world and this entire situation to disappear.


    


    I let myself sleep in the next morning. I’ve got a lot of jet lag to get rid of and a whole lot of reality to flee from. When I finally do get up, I have a pounding headache from the stress of it all, and Hiroko tells me to check the voicemail on the house phone, so I do.


    “Alex,” says a male voice, “it’s Josh Rosenblum. I hear you’re back in town. Listen, we could really use some help with Rachel. We used another respite care provider, but it wasn’t a good situation. We’re willing to pay whatever your rates are these days. Give us a call?”


    Beep.


    “Alex! It’s Greg Beale. Listen, we’ve got a guest coming to the Pelican Bluffs Inn in about a month who’s got a wheelchair bound daughter. I thought of you immediately. I know you just got back in town and I hope I caught you before you get booked up. We’ll pay time and a half what you used to charge. Call me.”


    Beep.


    “Brother Katsumoto? It’s Phil Liang. Listen, we need someone to take Charlotte next Wednesday, and we’re desperate. I heard you were back from your mission. Is there any chance you can help us out? Let us know.”


    Beep.


    “Alex, it’s Ellie. I’ll be by later on today after I take care of some things at the office. Welcome home.” That would be Aunt Ellie, or Great Aunt Ellie, technically. My grandfather’s little sister.


    Beep.


    “Alex, Dave Ruskin here. I don’t know if you heard, but Dmitri was in a car accident a few months ago. He’s paraplegic now, and still struggling with all the changes in his life. To be honest, I’m worried about the kid. Is there any chance you could take him for an afternoon or two, get his mind off himself and his own problems? It’d mean the world to us.” He rattles off his phone number.


    Beep.


    I take the phone from my ear and look at it. How many messages are there on here?


    “Alex Katsumoto? This is Siraj, at the library? I would like to talk to you sometime, if you could spare a moment. You can call me, or you can stop by the library any time it’s open. Thank you very much.”


    Siraj? This guy’s been the town librarian forever. As long as I can remember, at least. He’s always been nice to everyone and was one of the few people who didn’t yell whenever he talked to me when I was a kid.


    The messages are finally finished and I put the receiver back in its cradle. There’s no way I can be a respite care provider, knowing that one day I’m going to receive messages from angels beamed into my brain to go on a secret mission that involves me taking off my clothes and running out into traffic, or worse.


    I don’t want to explain that to people, though, so my other option is to just come up with a good excuse why I’m too busy. Before I left on my mission, I planned to come home, enroll in a junior college that would accept my GED, and become a caregiver like Hiroko. It’s the only plan I ever had for myself, and it was Madison’s idea. Before that, I just thought I’d probably loiter on street corners for the rest of my life or… something. Foresight really isn’t my strong suit, and I miss Madison right now. She’s the one I’d discuss things like this with. Now I need to come up with a new plan all on my own. But first I need to follow my morning checklist.


    The doorbell rings as I’m stepping out of the shower. By the time I’m dressed and downstairs, Hiroko has ushered my Aunt Ellie into the front room. With a smile at me, the caregiver retreats and leaves us alone. My aunt looks me over, not unkindly, but I feel lacking all the same. My casual clothes are years old, left over from when I was a teenager, so I’m in ratty jeans and a faded blue t-shirt, no socks or shoes.


    For her part, she’s as elegant as ever, her silver hair perfectly coiffed and her green eyes penetrating and inquisitive. I sense, as she sweeps her gaze over our living room, that she memorizes every significant detail – though I’m not sure what the significant details are. She wears a suit and flat, hard soled shoes that tap softly against the tiles of the entryway.


    “Don’t tell me what to do!” Mom yells in the back of the house, but it’s in Japanese.


    “She okay?” Aunt Ellie asks.


    I nod and we sit across the coffee table from each other, her hands clasping her briefcase on her narrow lap. Her expression is all tolerance and resignation. She’s in town a couple of times a week to manage affairs at the Wilkstone Foundation, but people around here think she’s the receptionist and secretary and don’t even suspect that she’s chairman of the board, Roger Wilkstone’s sister, and one of the first women to graduate from Harvard Law School. This is exactly how she likes it, so she’s never even hinted otherwise.


    “How are you?” Her gaze fixes on me in a way that lets me know, this is not a casual question.


    “Well…”


    Her sigh, though exasperated, isn’t rude. She’s got a right to be exasperated. I’m her grandnephew, not someone she thought she’d be looking after until I became an adult. Now that I’m on my way to mental illness, I’m sure she wonders if this task will ever end.


    “What do you need to know?” I ask.


    “Are you medicated now?”


    “Yeah.”


    “What’s the prognosis?”


    “Well… I dunno. Given how my mom is, I’m guessing it’ll be bad.”


    She nods again. “I confess I haven’t had any time to read up on your medical records or anything like that.”


    “Sure.”


    “I’m not a child,” shouts Mom. “I can use this if I want to. Don’t-”


    “Alex!” calls Hiroko, sounding more than a little panicked.


    “Coming,” I call back. “Just a sec,” I tell my aunt as I get up and head back towards the den.


    Mom is in the hallway, brandishing a pair of scissors. Every time Hiroko reaches for them, Mom yanks them away and I wince, afraid she’ll put her own eye out. She’s definitely deteriorated since I saw her last. This sort of thing was not a problem before. It bothers me that I still haven’t had the chance to hug her. Little moments of connection like that are what make this whole situation bearable sometimes, but I always need to be careful about touching my mother. If she’s not ready or in the mood for it, she’ll scream.


    “Mom,” I say. “Give me the scissors.”


    “I can use them if I want.”


    “Yes, but I need them for something. Please.” I hold out my hand.


    My mother turns to look at me, brown eyes milky with age, skin wrinkled like a paper sack that’s been wadded up, then smoothed. Her mouth twitches with stubbornness and for a minute I expect her to lay into me, but she doesn’t. She holds out the scissors and lets me take them, the blades gripped in my fist, the metal cool against my skin.


    “Thank you,” I say.


    “I need to make something.” She strides off down the hall.


    “Okay,” I call after her.


    Hiroko shoots me a grateful look as she follows my mother.


    I return to the living room and my aunt takes one look at the scissors and her eyes go wide with shock. “No,” I say, “she was just being a little careless. She didn’t threaten anyone with them or anything.”


    “You have scissors lying around?”


    Even when my mother’s at her most psychotic, she’s not a violent person. That’s a common misperception people have about mental illness. When her delusions frighten her, she’s a run and hide kind of person, not a vigilante who tries to take them out with weaponry. “It’s all good.”


    Aunt Ellie lifts her gaze from the scissors to my face. “Part of why I came to visit this morning is because I’d like to redo your power of attorney.”


    “Okay.”


    “I talked to your second cousin, Dylan. You remember Dylan?”


    Barely. He’s about ten years older than me, I think, and Aunt Ellie’s grandson. Dylan’s mother, Ramona, died from cancer about five years ago, so that would make Dylan and his sister, Lisa, my next closest relatives.


    I set the scissors down on the coffee table and nod. “Sure. But I’m not sure I want to make Dylan my… whatever you call it.” A power of attorney only kicks in when you lose the ability to make your own decisions.


    “Attorney-in-fact. Dylan’s got a son with cerebral palsy, so he knows the system a little. He’s the best option I’ve got for you, unless there’s anyone here in town who can take the responsibility. A friend, perhaps?”


    They’d have to be a real good friend, and all of my friends from high school are gone. Ryan moved down the coast and lives with his pregnant girlfriend. Given he spent most of high school doped up on weed, he’s not a good choice anyway. Jesse’s in jail for grand larceny, and Broden and Mitch both disappeared. I mean, they aren’t missing persons or anything, but they’re not in town and I don’t know where they went. They both had single mothers who are also gone. If they weren’t close enough friends to leave me a forwarding address, then they’re not the kind of people I can count on in a crisis.


    “I’m really sorry. I didn’t have the greatest social set in high school,” I say.


    “What about any of your former clients?”


    There’s an idea, but it makes my skin crawl. While I have done a lot for many families here in town, this is asking for too much.


    “Or your church?”


    There’s another idea. “What about the state?” I ask. “That’s what happens if I don’t have anyone, right?”


    “No, Alex. We’re not going to do that.”


    “Dylan barely knows me. He shouldn’t have to deal with this. It’s like the opposite of winning the lottery.”


    “This is life, all right? You’d do the same in his position.”


    “That’s different.”


    She looks me over. “How so?”


    “I’ve got experience with all this.”


    “Because you did do the same in his position. No one asked you if you wanted to be born to a schizophrenic. That’s life. We don’t abandon other people when times get rough.”


    “I don’t want to dump this on Dylan.”


    “Well, pick someone, and soon please.”


    “Right.”


    “Okay, and the other thing I came to talk to you about is the Foundation. Dylan and/or Lisa would be happy to take over as director, of course, but the Trust Agreement stipulates that the position be offered to you first. I’m too old for this anymore, so it’s past time that I retire.”


    Well, that’s ridiculous, me heading up the multi-million dollar foundation that essentially owns and runs the town of Pelican Bluffs. If my grandfather were still alive, he’d have amended the documents to cut me out, I’m sure of it. Dylan’s a corporate executive of some kind and Lisa’s a lawyer.


    “Alex…” says Aunt Ellie.


    “Sorry, I’m just feeling a little overwhelmed here.”


    “Well, sure. I can understand that. I’d like to get you three together for a meeting sometime. They’ll come up here and we can meet in the Foundation’s conference room?”


    I nod. “Okay.”


    She looks at me, her gaze uncertain, as if she has something else to say but she’s not sure whether or not she should.


    I wait, my hands clasped together.


    “You seem all right,” she says. “I mean, what do I know? I wouldn’t guess you were a schizophrenic just by looking at you.”


    I scratch my forehead. “It’s hard to plan for what to do with the rest of my life, now.”


    She nods. “Well, there’s no big rush there. You’re fine, financially, and if you need to fill your time for the next little while, there’s plenty of maintenance to do on this house.”


    “Okay.” I’ve been cleaning gutters and repainting rooms since my teens. Even though we can afford to hire people, that seems wasteful.


    “All right, so back to Foundation business. Kirsten Beale has applied for forbearance of rent. You know how I feel about this kind of thing. Those houses are cheap enough. People who can’t pay anything…” She waves her hand in disgust, as only someone who’s never sweated about making ends meet can. Or maybe that’s not fair. My grandfather believed that if people who filled the jobs as waitstaff and cashiers around town lived inside the city limits, they could do things like run for the Municipal Council and have a say. Kirsten, whose parents own the Pelican Bluffs Inn, is another example of whom he meant those houses to be for. She’s down on her luck, but not run out of town. And yes, she is also the sister of the unbalanced and obnoxious Kailie Beale.


    “Kirsten was a teen mother,” I say. “If I had to guess, I’d say her boyfriend left her.”


    “Which is what her letter says. But she’s the one who chose to get knocked up three times before the age of twenty-four, and now she can’t afford childcare. I don’t see how free housing would help her dig her way out of the situation.


    Kirsten never struck me as someone with a whole lot of self-confidence and her boyfriend, one of the high school janitors, was a real scumbag. I’m glad to hear he’s gone and hope he never comes back. Her father’s an arrogant control freak, probably still bitter from the time that Madison broke up his voting bloc on the Municipal Council. He’s not the sort of person to suffer in silence or with any measure of grace, and I can’t help but think it’s a positive thing that Kirsten’s reached out to the Foundation. We can give her a chance to not be reliant on him.


    “I’ll find out more about the situation,” I promise.


    “All right. Well, I’ve got a meeting to get to this afternoon in Crescent City. We’ll talk about the directorship of the Foundation when you’re ready. And I got you a new cellphone as a welcome home present.” She takes the phone out of her briefcase and sets it on the table, then gets to her feet and holds out her arms for a hug.


    I’m not a very tactile person, but I hug her back and inhale the scent of the dry cleaner chemicals on her jacket until she lets me go and turns to leave.


    Once she’s gone, I take a quick inventory of the rest of the day. I should go talk to Kirsten, and of all those phone messages I got, I feel particularly indebted to Siraj, the librarian. No one was kinder to me as a kid, and I can’t imagine what he needs.


    As I go to put my shoes on, though, Hiroko comes out of the back hallway, wringing her hands.


    “Everything okay?” I ask.


    “She’s upset about something. I don’t understand what. She wants to make something?” Hiroko shrugs. “I’m just worried that she’ll hurt herself with a knife. She wants to cut things.”


    “Right, okay… well, you can put those in the safe in the office, I guess?” The safe is where we now keep my mom’s medications, so that she only takes one dose at a time. It’s a precaution I had to add about five years ago.


    “I’ll do that. Knives from the kitchen. Scissors are on the coffee table, what else?”


    “That’s all I can think of.” Never, in my life, have I had to do anything like this, and I really don’t want anyone to ever have to do it for me. Best if they just lock me up in a facility that keeps me fed and clothed and forget about me when the time comes. I say a hasty goodbye and head out.


    


    The walk unclutters my mind, as if the fresh air sweeps all the random noises and irritations away. The library’s on Main Street and is an older building, all brick with peeling blue paint on the window frames and doors. Inside I can see Siraj sitting behind the crescent shaped circulation desk, which I happen to know is wood that can be dented quite impressively with a pair of scissors. I proved this while trying to intimidate Madison, back before we were dating. Wow, did she settle when she hooked up with me or what?


    There’s no sign of her anywhere, not that there would be, but this is where she worked in high school. I can’t come near this place without remembering all the times I’d pick her up after work and have her lean up for a kiss, a mischievous smile on her lips.


    Siraj looks up as I shoulder my way in through the door and his expression brightens at once. “Alex!”


    “Hi.” The rest of the room is modest. About a dozen rows of shelves are to my left and the back wall has floor to ceiling windows that haven’t been washed in a while. A haze of dust blocks out what would be a view of the redwood forest, but the sunlight comes in at least and provides most of the illumination, though there are the usual fluorescent tubes in the ceiling.


    Giggles catch my attention and I pause on my way over to Siraj to look at one of the several round tables that fill the middle of the room. Two women, alike as peas in a pod, sit with their heads together and point at me. They both have round faces and flat noses that suggest Down Syndrome, and dark skin and hair that suggest they’re from south Asia; my guess is that they’re related to Siraj. I can’t understand what they say, because they aren’t speaking English, so I can’t hear if there’s the telltale indistinctness in pronunciation, the slight lisp that people like to mock.


    “Mahati, Lalitha, don’t point,” Siraj admonishes.


    “It’s fine,” I say.


    “I’m glad you’re back in town.” The librarian gets up. “I take it you got my call?”


    “Yeah. Look, um, if you need respite care. I don’t do that anymore.”


    “He’s cute,” says one of the twins. I didn’t catch which was which.


    “None of that,” chides Siraj. He turns back to me. “Right. That’s fine. I don’t know what I need. It’s rather embarrassing.” He lowers his voice so that the twins don’t overhear, and they resume talking to each other. “I have no idea how to take care of them. None. I left India while they were still little. I can read articles but I just… I don’t even know if I can leave them alone, is that illegal? Not that I would but, do they need to have a caregiver at all times? If I send them out to the store… My brother won’t even return my calls. They are a very low priority for him. Please don’t laugh at me.”


    Laughter is the last thing on my mind. This guy’s been kind and decent to me my whole life, and this situation seems pretty straightforward. “How long have they been here?”


    “Ten hours. They got in just before midnight.”


    I turn to the two twins, who have their heads together and whisper like they’re plotting some mischief. “Um, hey.” I’ve already forgotten their names. “When you applied for your passports, did you sign the documents, or did your brother?”


    They both look up, curious. “We sign all of our own documents,” says one of them.


    I turn back to Siraj. “I don’t know about Indian law, but in the US, that means they don’t have or need a guardian. They’re competent adults, so you can treat them as such, more or less. I mean, they obviously will have limitations, but Down Syndrome is really diverse, so you just ask them about the specifics.”


    Siraj blinks in surprise. “They’re competent adults?”


    “Yeah. Probably.”


    “So… they could live on their own?”


    “Um, no. Probably not. They’re still disabled.”


    “So they might still need a caregiver?”


    “They flew out here on their own? No one supervising?”


    “Yes.”


    “Did they have connecting flights?”


    “Ah… yes. Yes they did.”


    “But did you have the airline escort them to the connections?”


    He looks sheepish, his eyes wide. “Should I have?”


    “They made it here. I’m thinking they’re pretty competent.”


    “Right. I’m just not good at this practical stuff. If it’s not written in an article or a book, I’m lost. I’ve been researching what kind of care is available in the area, which isn’t much. I’d actually started researching your old employer and what they used to provide. Their website is still cached. I even looked up their licensing requirements. I have filled my head with useless facts about a former company, that is how lost I was about what to do.”


    “Just ask them. They can answer your questions.”


    “That’s far too practical a solution.”


    But it’s more than that. I wouldn’t call Siraj a bigot, far from. He’s not awkward around his sisters because he’s scared of them. He just knows nothing about them.


    “So back home,” I say to the twins, “what’s your favorite thing to do?”


    “Sew,” says one. “Our brother kept promising to buy us our own sewing machine.”


    “You used one before?” I ask.


    “Oh yes, we taught a sewing class at the local center. We can use machines and sew by hand and embroider,” says the other.


    “And we cooked all the meals,” says the first. “At home. Our brother is starving now.”


    “He’s eating all his meals from the chip van,” says the other and they both burst into giggles.


    “Why doesn’t his wife cook?” says Siraj. This revelation, it would appear, has upset him.


    “She doesn’t know how, and she’s too busy.”


    “Too busy? So what is your day like, what do you do when you wake up?” He gets out from behind his desk and comes to sit at the table with them.


    The twins switch back into whatever language they spoke when I walked in, and I nod to let Siraj know I don’t mind being left out, and make my exit.


    I push through the glass doors and step out onto the asphalt of the parking lot, right into Madison. I put my hands up to shield myself and she does an awkward sidestep to avoid collision.


    For a moment we just stare at each other and I lower my hands slowly, unsure of what to say.


    “Sorry,” is what she says. Those pale eyes of hers stay fixed on my face. Her hair’s still a little damp from the shower and the smell of her herbal shampoo perfumes the air. Those lips of hers are a soft pink and shine from a fresh application of lip gloss, and she scowls a little, like she always does when unhappy.


    “No,” I say, “my fault. I didn’t look.”


    She bites her lip.


    Standing this close, she’s irresistible. I want, so badly, to put my arms around her. What’s worse is that encounters like this will happen, and keep happening as long as we both live in town.


    She drops her gaze to the pavement.


    Yeah, this isn’t working. “Can we talk?” I ask.


    A wordless nod is her only reply and we turn and walk back towards her subdivision.


    I touch her arm to make her look up at me, then regret it. Even just a touch sends electricity up my arm. “I’m sorry, okay? For ending things the way I did.”


    “You sure there’s no chance for us?”


    “I’m sorry.”


    “How can you just throw away the last three years? I mean, that’s it? You’re not interested, end of story? I’ve waited two years for you, and it’s like you don’t even care.” At least she’s angry and not sad.


    This is torture. My body aches, physically, for the feel of her. I want to taste those lips and run my fingers through her hair and feel the cool dampness of each strand. I want to take her home and see if I remember how to kiss her neck so gently that she tips her head back, eyes closed, surrendering to my touch.


    Alex, I think, quit it. Not appropriate. I stop and turn.


    She locks her gaze with mine. “I want to be with you. There’s no one else I’ve ever felt this way about.”


    It feels natural to step in for a hug, but I stop myself and clench my fists instead. “I’m an unemployed high school dropout with a psychotic disorder. You can do better. In fact, it’d be hard for you to do worse.”


    “But-”


    “I never wanted to lose you, but there’s nothing I can really do about that. You’re out of my league.”


    “We could try to work things out,” she pleads.


    “All the trying in the world won’t change my condition.” And with that, I hit the limits of my control. I’m being gazed at by the love of my life and I need to get out of here. Worse, I sense the voices jabbering away on their plane of existence, and I have to remind myself, they don’t have any plane of existence. They don’t exist. Here I go again, though. I wonder how long I have until my next breakdown.


    Like I said, I always knew I wasn’t the greatest guy, but walking away from Madison feels like a new low for me. I try to hold onto the thought that I’m doing this for her.


    Anger rushes in my ears like a windstorm. Any second I expect to hear her run after me and feel her hand on my wrist or shoulder, but that never comes. I make it to the corner of Main Street and Ridge Road, and when I look, no one is behind me, which makes me even angrier, even though I know that’s not fair.
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    I want to go for another run, as far and as fast as I can, but another thought pushes that one aside.


    The Pelican Bluffs Inn is just a few lots over and clearly visible from where I stand, and it reminds me of Kirsten Beale and her situation. As if on cue, Kirsten steps around the corner of the building, with its gray, clapboard siding, and makes her way to the garbage dumpster, two bulging garbage bags clasped in one hand.


    I jog over to join her. Her posture is stooped and she walks with an exhausted drag to her step, then scowls as she hefts one garbage bag into the dumpster, which, even from a few feet away, reeks of hot plastic and rotting food. When she turns to grab the other bag, she sees me, lets out a choked off scream, and jumps back.


    Right. I forgot to say anything, so I accidentally sneaked up on her. “Sorry,” I say.


    “Alex. H-hi. How are you?” She gives me a wary look as I heft the other garbage bag into the dumpster.


    It’s heavy enough that I feel the plastic stretch under the weight and it lands in the dumpster with a squishy thud. “I’m fine. How are you?” I ask. Doing reconnaissance for the Wilkstone Foundation is going to be a lot harder, I realize, now that I’m not in high school or employed in households all over town. Back then it was just a matter of listening to the rumor mill.


    And Kirsten clearly doesn’t trust me. She keeps her distance as I brush my hands together. “I’ve been better,” she says. Her gray eyes look pale and washed out and there are deep lines in her face. Her brown hair is pulled back in a simple ponytail, and her jeans and shirt are loose and ill-fitting. It’s obvious she hasn’t been able to update her wardrobe lately.


    “Sorry to hear that,” I say.


    “No, sorry. I shouldn’t complain. Are you back then? From your mission thingy?”


    I nod. “Are you working here now?”


    “I don’t know.” She presses a hand to her forehead like she’s got a headache. Her resigned stance makes it appear that she’s had a headache for weeks or months. Or years, even. It’s hard to watch.


    If I were in her position, I’d be screwed, but just because I was born into a different family with more assets, here I am surveying the scene, deciding how to bestow the wealth of the Wilkstone Foundation, rather than taking out the garbage and trying to figure out how to get through the next week and feed my kids.


    Yet another reason why I couldn’t be director of the Wilkstone Foundation. I’d just give all the money away, run it into the ground, and that’d be that. How can I say no to anyone just because they were unlucky enough to be born to the parents they’ve got?


    “I need to work, but no one in town’s hiring and working for my dad…” She jerks her head back towards the door to the Inn. “That’s not turning out so great. My kids have preschool, at least. Thank heaven for Head Start, but do you know of a job with hours short enough that I can just use preschool for childcare, and earn enough to afford to feed, clothe, and house them? Didn’t think so.” She winces and catches herself. “Sorry, that was rude.”


    “Nah, you’re right if you think I don’t seem like someone who knows a whole lot about being employed.”


    She barks a laugh and I see her shoulders relax a notch. “Come on. You’re not so bad.” Pure politeness. She doesn’t even know me.


    “I’ll let you know if I hear of anything. I dunno if Siraj still needs an assistant at the library? That’s only a few hours a day, not full time.” And, I think, even if he doesn’t, he might feel he needs someone to supervise the twins, which is something Kirsten could surely handle.


    “I hadn’t thought about that.”


    The old me would just leave it at that and go. The new me, post-mission, knows that you have to ask follow up questions. “What else have you tried?”


    “I’m trying to negotiate with my mom for some childcare, like, maybe if I cook dinners for them or something, and then I can work a full workday.”


    “Well, good luck.”


    “Thank you. And thanks for caring.” She gifts me with a weary smile.


    Which surprises me. I wouldn’t have thought of my nosiness as a kind gesture. As I turn to go, someone whistles at me from above.


    I know who it is, so I don’t want to look, but instinct dictates that I do, just to make sure the noise is real and not all in my head. Kailie Beale leans out of one of the second story windows. “Hey, Alex.” At least she doesn’t sing-song my name.


    “You get expelled from college already?”


    “Yes, but what do you mean ‘already?’ I made it to my junior year. Wait up all right?”


    For what? I don’t want to talk to her, but there’s no time to get away because she doesn’t take the stairs. Rather, she climbs out the window and lets herself fall to the concrete below. I wince, but she does a knee drop and roll and bounds to her feet again.


    “Aw, come on,” she says as she brushes off her jeans. “You were supposed to catch me.” Like Kirsten, she’s got blue gray eyes and brown hair, but she looks about ten years younger, rather than the actual two. Her body is fit and trim and twiggy and her hair is straight as a pin and parted on one side.


    I turn and head across the parking lot.


    “Okaaay, don’t laugh, fine.” Her shoes slap against the asphalt as she chases after me. “I hear you’re a headcase now too?”


    At that I pause and pivot.


    “Madison told me,” she explains.


    Madison still talks to Kailie, even after the girl ditched her senior year and never returned a single one of her phone calls. Great. Just great.


    “Listen, you really hurt her feelings this morning.”


    “Mmm-hmm.”


    “Wow, you are a jerk, you know that?”


    No point responding to that one. I turn and resume walking, the wind off the ocean pressing my shirt against my back.


    But Kailie keeps pace. “Why are you stiff arming her? She’s better than you deserve.”


    “Yep.”


    “So? What’s your deal?”


    “She’s got enough headcases screwing up her life.”


    “O-o-oh, so that’s it. Madison’s too stupid to make her own decisions. You’re going to be a man and tell her how it is.”


    I roll my eyes.


    “Get over yourself, okay?” she says.


    Because Kailie is clearly in a position to tell other people how to live their lives. A sidelong glance shows me that she’s wearing a plethora of metal bangles on both wrists, which I know cover the scars from when she tried to take her life.


    “Alex, stop walking. Talk to me.” Her fingers lock around my forearm.


    In one swift motion I pivot and yank my arm up, breaking her grasp easily, then I turn and keep on walking.


    “O-kaaaay,” she shouts after me. “Be like that.” At least she stops following.


    


    When I get home and step in the front door, Hiroko darts into the room, sees me, and says, “I can’t find your mother.”
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    My mom wandering off is not a new thing, but Hiroko is beside herself. “I’m sorry. I was folding laundry and then I realized it was quiet and I went looking for her. She’s not in the house.”


    “It’s okay,” I tell her.


    “It is?” She’s agitated. This is new to her, at least. “Does she have somewhere she usually goes?”


    “Main Street.” Now I wonder if Kailie managed to distract me enough that I didn’t see my own mother heading the other way. Even if she was on the other side of the street, I should have noticed. Or maybe Mom passed by while I was talking to Kirsten. “Is she not answering her cell phone?”


    “It’s on the kitchen counter.”


    “Okay… um… if you call the police, I’ll start looking.”


    “No, you call the police,” says Hiroko. “I’ll drive down to Wilkstone Road.” She darts upstairs to the back door.


    I debate whether to call 911 or the non-emergency number, then remember that Officer Li gave me his card. I try his number first.


    “Yep?” he answers.


    “It’s Alex.”


    “Hey, Alex.” He sounds happy to hear my voice. Weird.


    “My mom’s missing.”


    “Oh, since when?”


    “I don’t know. Probably not longer than an hour.”


    “Okay, I’ll head for Wilkstone. That’s her usual place, right?”


    “Yeah.”


    “So when I find her, what should I do? Talk to her first?”


    “Right.”


    “And if she’s scared? If she’s acting like I’m about to attack her?”


    I lift an eyebrow. Who is this guy? The old Officer Li would just chuckle in amusement and head off to mock my mother and get her good and worked up before he hauled her off. Then he’d tell people around town the crazy things she’d said. It was real entertainment for him, or it had been.


    “Hiroko’s on her way and she can usually deal with that.”


    “All right, and do I bring her home to you or to the hospital?”


    “Just home,” I say.


    “Gotcha. Lemme go look for her. I’ll call you in a few.”


    “Thanks.”


    “De nada.” He hangs up.


    Before I can even form a plan, the doorbell rings and I open it to find Madison with her arm around my mother. “Sorry,” says Madison. “I saw Hiroko driving the other way but I don’t have her cell phone number or yours. Grace, you okay or do you want me to stay with you for a minute?”


    My mother looks up at her with trust and devotion, and I can’t help but be jealous that Madison gets a hug when I don’t. “I didn’t mean to wander off,” she says.


    “I know you didn’t,” says Madison. “Everyone knows you didn’t. These things happen.”


    “I was being chased.”


    “I know.”


    “But I couldn’t see them.” Just recounting this agitates my mother.


    Madison pulls her in for another hug and pats her back. “I can’t imagine how scary that is.”


    “You think I’m crazy?”


    “I’d be terrified if that had happened to me. Come on, let’s get you inside.”


    I step back as Madison escorts her through the door. “Do you have Hiroko’s number?” she prompts me.


    That jolts me back into action. I call Hiroko and Officer Li to let them know my mom’s home and safe. Once done with that, I find Madison back in my mother’s room, tucking her in. Whenever Mom has a particularly nasty episode, it helps her to take a short nap. She wakes up half an hour later feeling much more calm and collected.


    “You are a sweet girl,” my mother says. “So kind.”


    Madison gives her a kiss on the cheek, then turns to leave, only I’m blocking her way. With a light touch on my arm, she moves me back into the hallway and shuts the bedroom door behind her. “I found her around behind Jackson’s, cowering. She said she was being chased and it took, like ten minutes or something to calm her down enough to come out of her hiding place. Sorry about that. I know you worried the whole time.”


    “Thank you.” I hear the car pull into the garage and a breeze stirs in the hallway momentarily as the back door opens, then shuts.


    “Alex?” Hiroko calls out.


    “Yeah, she’s here,” I call back.


    Rapid footsteps come down the stairs and Hiroko darts into view. At the sight of Madison she smiles. “How are you?”


    “I’m good, thanks. Sorry if she gave you a scare.”


    “Thank you so much for finding her.”


    “Yeah, no problem.” Madison holds out her arms and she and Hiroko hug.


    “All right, I’ll leave you two alone,” says the caregiver.


    Awkward. I turn back to Madison, unsure of what to say. Goodbye seems far too rude in a situation like this.


    “Is that what it’ll be like for you?” she asks. “Or do you even know?”


    “No, I don’t know.”


    “So it might not ever get that severe?”


    “Even half that severe is pretty bad,” I say, “and I’m not a ninety pound Asian woman. If I try to fight back…”


    “I know as well as you do that the whole violent schizophrenic thing is mostly a myth, and you are a big ol’ wimp. Scary stuff happens and you run away.”


    “I’ve been in plenty of fights.”


    “I know, but you don’t scare me, all right? I know you.”


    “Mental illness will change someone’s personality.”


    “I know, Alex. I’ve read the articles. It’s not like I never thought that you might inherit the disorder.”


    “Really?”


    “No, I just was totally infatuated with a guy whose mother had a hereditary condition and it never occurred to me that he might have it too.”


    “Okay, look, thank you for helping my mother. Really. I appreciate it. I just hate the idea of you doing this all the time, for her or for me. It’s not a fun job.”


    “I don’t mind.”


    “I know… I do.”


    She looks me over, and I can see that she wants to be held. I can see that she wants it so badly that it pains her, and I have to admit, the feeling is mutual. She shuts her eyes. “If you need time to figure things out, I can understand that.”


    “Okay.”


    “But don’t make a final decision about us until you hear my side, because right now, you’re not even listening.”


    “Look-”


    “You can’t just break things off because of this, okay? You can’t. You can’t just push me aside.”


    “Madison…”


    “Or were we not really together these past two years? Was I just a friend to you?”


    I brace myself against the wall. I don’t have the answer to that; I’d rather hoped she did. The idea that she was as much in the dark as I was is a foreign thought. “I wasn’t thinking… just friendly thoughts about you…”


    At that, some of the hurt leeches out of her posture and she straightens. “Well, that was mutual.”


    “But…”


    “You have to talk to me sometime, okay? We need to figure this out.”


    I relent, because I see no alternative. “Fine. But not now.”


    “Okay.” She frowns, but accepts this. “You need anything, you let me know.” She slips past me and heads for the front door.


    I remember my manners enough to follow her so that I can let her out. She squeezes my shoulder before she leaves and I want, more than anything, to grab her around the waist and pull her in for a long, deep kiss. Which is selfish, I remind myself.


    I shut the door again and fight the urge to punch its smooth wood.


    A moment later comes a knock, and I reopen the front door, expecting Madison, but find Officer Li in his uniform, his mirror shades perched on top of his head. “Hey,” he says. “Listen, can you show me… man, I don’t even know the terms. I remember when you had difficult patients or charges or whatever you call them, you’d sometimes have to immobilize them. Can you teach me how you did that? I mean, if your mom was about to walk out into traffic or something, what do I do? Is there a gentle way to immobilize her? Or would that freak her out?”


    “They don’t teach you how to do finger locks and stuff as a cop?” I say. A finger lock is a joint locking technique to immobilize a person. With a simple twist of the person’s arm and a hold, they aren’t able to move, and a little pressure can cause them a lot of pain.


    “Yeah, I know how to do a finger lock, but in cop training we also learn how to beat on someone until they’re subdued, which isn’t, I think, the way I should handle situations like this.”


    I shrug. “Um… I learned a bunch of holds ages ago, but honestly, once Hiroko taught me a little aikido, that’s what I’ve been using. I had the really tough cases, though, so I had to kind of just do whatever I could. Head locks. Four point pins on the ground.” Yeah, I’m rusty. I hadn’t realized how much I relied on muscle memory to do my job, because I was always wrestling people.


    “So there’s not, like, a special training course?”


    “It was a seminar. My employer enrolled me.”


    “Okay,” says Officer Li. “So, your mom’s got schizophrenia?”


    I nod.


    “Did you know autism used to be called childhood schizophrenia?”


    “No, I didn’t.”


    “Random fact I found. Been doing a lot of research and I’ve got an appointment lined up for Mikey with that doctor you gave me the details for.”


    The wind off the ocean picks up and blasts into the house while I nod. What is this? An actual conversation? With Officer Li? “That’s great.” I suppose that’s the right thing to say.


    “My wife and I had a good talk. Things’ll… we’ll work this out, I think.”


    “I’m glad to hear it.”


    “So, anyway, thank you.” He gives a mock salute and heads up the stairs to the driveway.


    I shut the door, wondering how much personal trauma it takes a person like Officer Li to completely change their personality. I barely know the guy who just left.


    


    Back in my mom’s room, I take a seat in the rocking chair in one corner. She used to rock me to sleep in this chair when I was a baby. Her room is small with a window that looks out over the back yard, with its stair-stepped landscaping down to the edge of the bluffs. The flower beds are all barren. Hiring someone to plant plants and maintain them seems frivolous, considering we’ve got no real source of income other than interest on investments.


    The rest of her room is Spartan; no pictures on the walls, no furniture other than a writing desk that has no adornment. An empty trash can is tucked underneath it. My mother’s bedspread is a gray and white quilt that she’s had for as long as I can remember, and my mother, curled up asleep, looks even smaller and more frail than ever. Her hair’s thinned a lot in the last two years and is now mere wisps dyed black.


    People who see her around town think of her as “that crazy lady” and cross the street to avoid her, and I know it’s cruel but I do understand it. Over the years schizophrenia has robbed me of the woman who used to banish the monsters under my bed. Back then she’d slept in the master bedroom and been the master of my world, preserving order and stability. She gave me that bedroom when I was in high school and she’s been here ever since.


    Inside, I know she’s still the mother I knew, but no one sees it anymore because her condition has wasted her brain to the point that her neuropathways are irretrievably damaged. A doctor showed me her brain scan when I was in junior high, pointing out the large pockets of fluid and the degraded tissue. He then showed me a healthy brain, and the difference was immediately obvious.


    “Whoever learns how to reverse the process will win the Nobel,” he’d said. “It’s well beyond our technology.”


    It’s as if her personality has worn away along with her gray matter. With each passing year she becomes more of a stranger to me. At least she’s at peace right now.


    I, on the other hand, am agitated. My doctors in Japan had been very happy with my recovery from my psychotic break, and they commended me on how lucid I was. But I know the voices are there, and at times like this, it’s hard to resist the urge to reach out to them and find out what’s really going on. I have to remind myself that they don’t tell me what’s really going on. They’re a product of my own broken psyche.


    When I return to the kitchen area, Hiroko stands, propped against the counter, waiting for me. “Do we need to sleep in shifts? I don’t want her to wander off like that again. It just about gave me a heart attack.”


    “Switch on the burglar alarm and just remember it’s on if anyone rings the doorbell.”


    “This has happened before?”


    “Not for a while, but yeah.”


    “This is how you’ve been living all your life?”


    “Pretty much.”


    She shuts her eyes and shakes her head. I hope this doesn’t mean she’s overwhelmed and about to quit. She’s the best caregiver we’ve ever had. “I’m going to sleep in the den tonight, all right?” she says. “I’m a light sleeper, so I’ll hear if she gets up. Unless she goes out the window ever?”


    “Hasn’t ever done that yet, and the burglar alarm will catch that.” My window’s the only one you can open with the alarm on, but no one other than me and Madison know that. I kind of disarmed it.


    “I’ve left a message for her doctor,” Hiroko continues. “I’ll see if I can get her in tomorrow.”


    “Good. Thanks.”


    “Now, have you had lunch?”


    “I can make lunch,” I say. “You relax.”


    


    That night, I dream that Madison climbs into my bedroom. One minute I hear the squeak of the window hinge, and the next I feel her slide into bed next to me. In a flash I have my arms around her and we kiss. She’s light and insubstantial in my arms, as if a ghost or on another plane of existence, but I hold her wraithlike form against me, my hands sliding under her cobweb clothes to feel the faintest hint of skin beneath. The more I try to touch her, the less substantial she becomes until her form melts away like mist.


    And I wake up, alone and with my heart racing. I can’t sleep, so I get up and go downstairs to the gym and use the weight machine until my muscles burn with pain. It doesn’t dispel my frustration, but it displaces it.
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    The next day, when Mom, Hiroko, and I get back from the doctor’s office, I offer to go into town to fill Mom’s prescription, and Hiroko is happy to let me. I change into sweats and jog there and back.


    When I return home, I’m distracted and don’t even look where I’m going as I descend the stairs to my front door. A figure darting aside startles me, and a glance reveals it’s Kirsten Beale.


    “Sorry,” she says. She’s wearing a strappy sundress, sandals, and has her sunglasses perched on top of her head.


    “No, I’m sorry. You waiting for me?” I don’t know why she would be. For that matter, I can’t think of any reason she’d have for being here at all.


    “I overheard you and Kailie talking,” she says. “So I kind of found out about you… having… um…”


    “Schizophrenia?”


    “That what it’s called?”


    Well, okay. It’s strange to have Kirsten know, but she doesn’t seem like the kind of person who’ll blab, and I suspect the whole town will find out eventually. One public psychotic episode from me and everyone will connect the dots.


    “And I also happen to know that my dad wants to hire you to look after a guest’s disabled child, and that he’d pay you fifty dollars an hour to do it. I’m guessing you can’t.”


    At that I shrug. “It’s a little more complicated than that. The company I used to work for-”


    “Shut down. I know, but in the state of California you can still be a state subsidized respite care provider if you meet certain conditions.”


    News to me. “I take it you looked that up.”


    “Siraj did. When I went to the library to ask about work, he had all this material on support provisions for the disabled and he had an idea for me right off. Would you help me learn how to do your job? Just show me the ropes?”


    “Um… yeah. I mean…” I rub my forehead. “Okay, first off, the fifty bucks an hour thing isn’t normal.”


    “Right.”


    “And second of all, I know nothing about the legal requirements or anything.”


    “Yes. Siraj and I will figure all that out. Here’s what I suggest, you call one of your old clients, someone with a condition that you think is a good example of the kind of work you have to do, and you ask if I can look after their family member for a day under your supervision. They trust you. Nobody really knows me as a caregiver.”


    “Yeah, okay, I can do that.” I unlock the front door and let her precede me inside, then key the alarm off and on again and transfer a sticky note from the alarm keypad to the front door. “Reminder that it’s on,” I explain to Kirsten.


    She does not bat an eye. My guess, her having that many kids at her age has given her nerves of steel.


    “Okay, I’m going to call Sister Liang.”


    “Sister?” says Kirsten.


    “Oh, well, Mrs. Liang. Sorry, I know her from church and that’s what we call each other. Charlotte has… well, let me call them and then I can explain.” Charlotte has Prader-Willi Syndrome and a mild developmental delay. In other words, she’s younger than her ten years of age and always feels like she’s starving, and by that I don’t mean really hungry, I mean starving. Walking down the street with her, you have to stop her from grabbing food out of trash cans and stuffing it into her mouth. She’s a good test case because it’s not an easy disability to work with. Charlotte will tire a person out, but at the same time she’s not big enough to be dangerous or even frightening.


    Kirsten follows me across the living room and up the steps into the kitchen, where I pick up the phone and dial the Liangs’ number. She even takes a seat on a barstool and waits patiently.


    “Alex?” answers Sister Liang.


    “Yeah, hi.”


    “I was waiting for your call. We desperately need someone for tomorrow.”


    “Right. Sorry. Listen, Kirsten Beale is interested in being a respite care provider, so would you let her watch Charlotte under my supervision?”


    “Why can’t you do it?”


    “I don’t do respite care anymore. I’m going to pursue another career.”


    “Can’t you do respite care on the side?”


    I craft the smoothest dodge I can. “My mother’s getting worse and I won’t have a lot of spare time.”


    “You’ve got a full time caregiver who handled everything while you were gone for two years.”


    “I’m really sorry that I can’t do more. I am.”


    Sister Liang heaves a deep sigh. “I don’t trust anyone else, all right? I’ve tried and tried to train replacements, and let me tell you, no matter how well they do with you watching, the moment you turn your back, they slip Charlotte extra snacks and soda. She’s gained twenty pounds, and you know how short she is.”


    “I’ll do everything I can-”


    “You can make some time in your schedule is what you can do. Name your price. We’ll hire Kirsten to help watch your mother. I’m serious.” Sister Liang’s voice oozes desperation.


    “I wish it were that simple.” I take a deep breath, hesitate, and then take the plunge. “I’m… my mom’s condition is hereditary sometimes.”


    “But you don’t have it.”


    “Well…”


    There’s a long stretch of silence and Kirsten winces. Clearly she did not want the conversation to go this way. I wave off her discomfort, though. The Liangs are good people and good friends.


    “You’re mentally ill?”


    “It looks that way. But I’d like to help you guys out.”


    Silence. It stretches on long enough that I wonder if we got disconnected. Then I hear her say to someone else, “Yes, this is Alex. He inherited it, uh-huh.” Her voice becomes louder when she puts the phone back to her ear. “So you’re psychotic, is what you’re saying?”


    “I can be. Sometimes.”


    “That… well, that won’t work then.”


    “I will train Kirsten,” I offer again. “I’ll give her articles to read. We can go over Charlotte’s needs in detail. I promise, whatever I can do, I will.”


    “I don’t know what to say.”


    “That’s fine.”


    “I’m… I’ll have to call you back.” She hangs up.


    I blink, take the phone from my ear, and look at it.


    Kirsten looks askance at me.


    “Um, okay.” I give her an apologetic shrug.


    “Did she freak out?”


    “I guess so.”


    Arming the burglar alarm didn’t bother Kirsten, but this does. She folds her arms, agitated. “Wow. I didn’t mean to put you in this position.”


    “No, it’s fine. It just isn’t the reaction I was expecting.”


    “It makes me mad, actually. How could she do that?”


    “Mental illness has a bad rap,” I say. “You know how that goes.”


    “I guess so.”


    “Um, okay, I’ll call the Rosenblums or the Ruskins. I guess the Rosenblums.” Their daughter’s blind and sustained a severe head injury at birth. The problem is, she’d be seventeen now and thus a little harder to control. That’s the thing about my clients. I always got the most difficult cases. I dial the Rosenblum’s number.


    “Alex?” comes Mrs. Rosenblum’s voice. I forget her first name, or if I ever even knew it. “Yes, hello.”


    “Hi.” Her tone is off.


    “I was returning your call from the other day.”


    “Mmm-hmm. I’m here with Wendy Liang, actually.”


    “Oh, okay.”


    “So, there’s been a change in circumstances. I’ll let you know if we need help, but right now we’re fine.”


    “Oh, and Rachel’s okay?”


    “She’s fine. Thanks for calling back.” She hangs up without saying goodbye.


    Without looking at Kirsten, I start to dial the Ruskins.


    But Kirsten takes the phone from me. “Did they freak out, too?”


    “She’s right there with Wendy Liang. I guess she heard the first phone call.”


    “Listen, thank you for trying to help me-”


    “I’ve got one more family to call.”


    She shakes her head. “I don’t want you to have to deal with that kind of garbage on my account.”


    “I won’t tell them anything about me. I promise, okay?”


    Reluctantly, she surrenders the phone and I call the Ruskins.


    “Hey, Alex,” Mr. Ruskin answers. “Sorry, we’re all here at Wendy Liang’s house. We’re talking about hiring a full time caregiver and apportioning their time between our three kids.”


    “Right.”


    “So, I’m really sorry to hear about your condition. Thanks for letting us know you can’t help out.”


    “Kirsten Beale is interested,” I say, but my voice is weak.


    “You take care, all right?”


    And he hangs up. I hold the dead phone to my ear a moment longer, then hang it up. “Well,” I say. “Guess who was at the Liang’s house, too?”


    “You’re kidding. Okay, you know what? That really makes me mad. I’ll see you later. Thanks for calling around.”


    “Sorry it didn’t work out.”


    She mutters something I don’t catch, and lets me walk her to the front door, where I pause to disarm the alarm, and then arm it again once she’s gone.


    


    The ring of the doorbell a couple of hours later turns out to be Officer Li. He leans with his hand braced against the wall, his mirror shades on, his uniform crisp and pressed as usual. “Listen… there’s some gossip going around town.”


    “Spread by Wendy Liang?” I say.


    “Is it true?”


    “How’d you hear about it?”


    “Well, Wendy Liang and Dave Ruskin were arguing about it in Jacksons. I didn’t hear much of the argument, but she kind of yelled that you were mentally ill.”


    I nod. Greeeat.


    “Is this true?”


    I don’t owe him an answer, and only days ago I’d have shut the door in his face in a situation like this, but a lot has changed recently. “Practice your aim with a taser. You might need to use it on me.”


    “Oh, man.” He takes off his sunglasses and rubs the bridge of his nose. “You need anything? Seriously? Rides to the doctor, help filling prescriptions, anything?”


    “No. Not right now, but thanks.”


    “You seem fine.”


    “I am fine. It starts slow sometimes.”


    “So what’s it like? I mean, what’s happened?”


    “I started hearing voices about a year ago, and for now, I know they’re not real and I can ignore them.”


    “So this is for sure? You’ll get worse?”


    “I’m sure, even if the doctor’s aren’t yet.”


    He shuts his eyes as if this information pains him. “I’m so sorry.”


    “Hey, that’s life.”


    “Forget everything I complained about with my situation. Clearly I’ve got a cushy life and need to just shut my mouth.”


    “Look, don’t take this the wrong way… but you might not be in for such a cushy life. There’s no telling right now how hard your situation could get.”


    “I think it’s different if it’s your kid and not yourself.”


    “Maybe.”


    “Well, seriously, if you need anything, let me know.”


    “Does getting tasered hurt?”


    “It’s unpleasant. To keep things even, you can practice on me sometime, all right?”


    I guess I’m supposed to laugh, but I’m too surprised to do anything but raise my eyebrow.


    Officer Li chuckles, waves, and heads up the stairs as I shut the door and arm the alarm once again.


    


    That Sunday I email my aunt to tell her that Kirsten should get three months rent forbearance, and then a case review. Then I get a ride to church with Bishop Montrose and, since we arrive early so he can do some meetings, I sit in the chapel and prepare to just zone out for a while and enjoy the silence. I get about five minutes of that before I hear the chapel door swing open.


    I glance back to see who it is. It’s Madison, and from her beseeching look, I know she came early just so we could talk.
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    “Hey,” Madison says. She’s in a sky blue dress that sets off her eyes and wears pumps, rather than the light canvas sneakers she favors during the week.


    “Hi.”


    “How’s your mom?”


    “Yeah, she’s okay.”


    She slides into the seat next to me and is close enough that I can smell her sweet scent, the slight perfume that doesn’t seem to belong to any soap or hair product she uses, but rather to her skin itself. Her expression is pure sorrow, and really, there’s no greater torture than to see her like this. “So, while you’re figuring stuff out do you want to not even talk to each other?”


    I rest my forearms on the back of the pew in front of us for a moment, then look over at her. “I want whatever will make you happiest. If you want me to get lost, I can.”


    “Wait. This mean you definitely don’t want to get back together?”


    I shake my head. “I’d never let you go, and that’s not fair to you.”


    “What if that’s what I want?”


    Not the kind of thing I ever expected to hear from a girl like Madison and boy does it hurt to turn that down. “You don’t know what you’re saying. Sorry if that sounds mean, but you’ve got no idea how bad this can get.”


    Her mouth turns down at the corners and she scuffs one shoe against the carpet.


    “Besides,” I add. “You’ve also got no idea how much better you could do.”


    As if on cue, the door opens again and in walks Carson Montrose. I’d feared that he’d be in the car with his dad when the Bishop picked me up, but he wasn’t. “Madison, Alex,” he says. His gray eyes look us over. He’s even taller now than he was before, and skinny and lanky. His hair’s brown and straight as a pin, and his smile is picture perfect with even white teeth. “Everything all right? Actually, I don’t mean to pry.” He holds up his hands to show he doesn’t want to give offense, but he also doesn’t back away. He’s never been much for pretense. While he never hit on her while we were going out, he’s made no bones about the fact that he’s had a thing for Madison for as long as he can remember. When John showed up in her life and began teaching her about the Church, Carson took that as a sign that she was destined to be with him, and I know this because he said as much to anyone who would listen. He’s always walked the line between pushy and inappropriate, but I can’t blame the guy, nor can I disagree that he’s everything Madison deserves, including devoted and determined to be good to her.


    “Hey, Carson,” I say. “You’re good.”


    He looks at Madison, but she squirms under his gaze and excuses herself. He watches after her, then looks at me. “How are things with you guys?”


    It’s the conversation he’s been dreaming of for years. “Over,” I say.


    “I’m sorry.”


    “No, it’s all right,” I say, with far more sincerity than I feel. “She’ll be at college in the fall, you know?”


    “Oh yeah? Where?”


    He doesn’t know? “UVU or CalPoly. I don’t know if she’s decided yet.”


    “UVU, huh?”


    “Yeah. Maybe you could tell her something about the area.”


    He looks at me a moment longer, as if to make sure I’m giving him permission. I can’t pretend like I don’t care, but I can convey that I’m not going to do anything about it by lowering my gaze.


    “By the way,” he says, “I heard a rumor about you… um…”


    “Being a headcase? Yeah, Sister Liang decided to tell the whole town.”


    “I just wanted to say, if you ever need anything...”


    I shrug.


    “And Alex, I’m sorry.”


    I nod, lift an eyebrow, and want him to go away already. He senses this and says a polite goodbye. More people are streaming into the chapel now, including the Liangs. I don’t bother to look at Sister Liang, though Charlotte pats me on the knee and I give her a smile. She’s a lot chubbier than she was when I saw her last, and I can’t help but feel guilty. I wish I could help look after her. There are deep rolls of fat down her arms and she has very little neck.


    Sister Liang pauses by my pew and I get to my feet, even though I really don’t want to look her in the eye. “Listen,” she says, “I’m sorry.”


    “It’s all right.”


    “I didn’t know what to say when you told me about your condition, and when I tried talking to other people about it, it turned into gossip and… I didn’t mean for things to blow up the way they did.”


    “Yeah, fine.” Please, I think, just go away.


    She lingers a moment longer, though. “We’re going to try another caregiver from out of the area. A bunch of us are going to pool together to pay for her services full time.”


    “Sounds like a good solution.”


    “And I told the Lopezes and the Gardners that Kirsten was interested in learning the job. They’ve got pretty simple cases that she could handle, and I know they’ve been tired of working so hard to bring in caregivers.”


    “Thank you for that.”


    She waits, clearly hoping I’ll say something more, but when it’s clear I’m done talking, she goes to join her family. I can feel the gazes of everyone else in the chapel, and there’s a definite air of hostility. Funny, I walked in here reeking of cigarette smoke as a teenager and people all but hugged me. Now I’m a returned missionary with a mental health problem and I get treated like this. Logically, I know that feeling stared at is also a symptom of schizophrenia, but I’m pretty sure this is real.


    I pick absently at the skin around my nails and wish church would start already.


    


    That evening as I step out of the bathroom in my pajamas, my toothbrush still tucked into my cheek, I find Kailie climbing in my window.


    “You want to go get a fried burrito?” she asks.


    “No,” I say through a mouthful of toothpaste foam.


    “Aw, you’re no fun.” She sits on the windowsill and swings her legs inside.


    “Your parents know you’re climbing into random guys’ windows?” I ask. I curse myself for not re-enabling the alarm on it.


    “What do you think?” she says.


    “Get lost, okay? Or I call them.”


    “Please don’t.”


    I wait.


    But that’s it. She said, “Please don’t,” and now stands just inside the window, her hands clasped in front of her, one knee bent. She’s wearing skinny jeans, a tank top, and a light jacket. Even her makeup is uncharacteristically subdued, and the way she pauses, it’s as if she’s waiting for my permission to stay, and Kailie is not the kind of person who cares about obtaining permission to do anything.


    I know it’s a huge risk, but I turn my back on her long enough to go spit and rinse my toothbrush. When I return to the doorway of the bathroom, she’s still standing where she was. Gotta be a delusion. Why can’t it be of Madison? I check my evening checklist and the next item is to take my medication. I palm this from its bottle, and toss the pills back.


    “Those keep you from going all axe murderer?”


    “No, they don’t prevent that.”


    “Or interfere with your sense of humor, I see.”


    “Because axe murder is hilarious.” I check my checklist again, even though I know I’m done.


    Kailie bites her lip. “I’m sorry I didn’t watch my mouth around Kirsten. That was a real dumb move, shouting your medical information, and I’m sorry.” She shoots me a look as if to say, “See? I can apologize,” which pretty much voids the apology.


    I raise my eyebrow and just look at her.


    “Ever since my sister’s worthless boyfriend ran off with one of the guests from our Inn, she’s had it rough, and I guess when you stopped to ask her how she was, it was like a lifeline for her. She feels awful about how it all turned out after you tried to help her, and I didn’t know that’s what started all the rumors until she told me.”


    “Her boyfriend ran off with one of your parents’ guests?”


    “Yeah, little millionaire heiress, isn’t that romantic? They skipped the country and went to stay in her daddy’s villa in France.”


    “Does your dad want to kill him?”


    “My dad should want to kill him, but no, instead he uses it as a morality tale to preach to Kirsten and anyone else who’ll listen.”


    “Yeah, okay, that is awful.”


    Kailie nods. “I want to help her, but she won’t let me. I’d babysit her kids for free or clean her house and stuff.”


    “So go climb in her window,” I say. “Do it while she’s asleep.”


    “Guess I could try that.”


    “What’s her work situation like now?”


    “Um… she’s talking about trying to start a company to take over from your old company. Siraj gave her a bunch of information, but I mean, I don’t know. She’s broke.”


    “Tell her that if she does try to start a company, send a copy of the business plan to the Wilkstone Foundation. They might be able to cut her more of a break on her rent and put her in touch with a lawyer and accountant who’ll take her on.”


    “Um… okay.”


    “Just, if she needs help.”


    “Yeah, I’ll tell her.” She hunches her shoulders, rocks forward onto the balls of her feet, and looks around. My room’s pretty ridiculous for someone my age. It doesn’t just have a king sized bed, but also a fireplace, couch, and television. Basically, it’s like a little studio apartment up here. If I got a hotplate or something I could stay in here for weeks on end. “Can I sit?” She points at the couch, over by the fireplace. When I don’t reply, she steals over and sits down.


    I climb onto my bed and sit with my knees to my chest, watching to see what she’ll do next. She’s already apologized for something, so her next move could be anything.


    “You wanna know how I got expelled from college?” she asks.


    I do, but only because I’m morbidly curious, not for any good or valid reason.


    “I agreed to watch some things for a friend, just a suitcase full of stuff. Turns out that one of the items in there was an antique gun, which I didn’t know, but I got caught with it in my room coincidentally. Somehow the RA knew just where to look, and I got reported to the University. Crosscheck my medical records, and whaddyaknow? I’m not just a student in possession of a firearm, I’m a mentally ill student in possession of a firearm, which is illegal. Automatic expulsion. My friends thought it’d be a funny prank, but they didn’t know I’m mental. They just thought I’d get lectured by the administration. It was way unfunny to be outed as bipolar and get sent home. Needless to say my dad didn’t find it funny.”


    That’s a case of real hard luck. I actually feel sorry for her.


    “Do you believe me?” she asks.


    “Should I?”


    She frowns. “I didn’t get expelled. I just… I couldn’t take it. I mean, it’s not like there’s anything specifically wrong with me anymore. I’m on my medication. Life’s hard, or I’m weak, I guess. Guess which one my dad favors?”


    I pick at my thumbnail.


    “But look, I know what it’s like, trying to pass for a normal person when deep down you know that no one thinks you are.”


    “You don’t pass for a normal person.”


    She blinks at me. “You saying I need a check up or you just cracking a joke?”


    “Bad joke I guess. But come on. You jumped out of a second story window the other day and just climbed in my window.”


    “So?”


    “Yeah, you’re kinda different.”


    “In a bad way?”


    “Um… not necessarily. I mean, look at who you’re talking to. Speaking of coming off as different in a bad way.”


    “That is true. You totally win ‘most likely to beat someone to death with a shovel’ in our high school class.”


    “Which is impressive, given I wasn’t even in your class. I must’ve gotten enough votes from my class to overflow into yours.”


    Her smile, though, is sad and small. “Do you think I’m a bad person?”


    “I think… you did a lot of messed up stuff and treated people badly in high school.”


    “I know I did.”


    “And you hurt Madison, and never appreciated how nice she was to you. You don’t deserve her as a friend.”


    “Right, soooo… can we talk about Madison?”


    I have no answer for that, just a stare.


    “Do you even like her anymore?”


    No point answering that either.


    “Because the way you behave makes me think that you don’t, but… I kind of didn’t know you had a sense of humor either, until you made that axe murderer comment.”


    “Because axe murder is hilarious.”


    “I kind of assumed you were angry all the time. I never got what Madison saw in you.”


    “Makes two of us.”


    “See, I don’t know how you mean that. And do you like her, or not? Because she has this idea that you’re freezing her out because of your illness, but you don’t seem all that ill. Just completely indifferent to her.”


    I roll my eyes. Psychoanalysis from Kailie is the last thing I need.


    “I’ll take that to mean you aren’t interested in her anymore.”


    She can take it however she wants to take it.


    “Don’t be a jerk, okay? She waited two years for you. You could at least act like you care.”


    “I know,” I snap. “She needs to stop acting like she owes me something.” I don’t want to talk to Kailie about this, but she’s provoked me.


    “No, I know,” says Kailie. “It’s frustrating how you can do something just awful to her, and she begs and pleads like she’s the one who needs forgiveness. I keep explaining that to her but… I mean, what can I do, get mad at her about it? I wish she was still mad at me. It’d be so much easier to take.”


    “Yeah, tell me about it.”


    “But you can’t hold that against her, the fact that she’s too nice? That’s not fair.”


    “She’s going to college in a few months anyway.”


    “There is that. You staying in town?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Well, long distance didn’t bother her before.”


    Seriously, she won’t stop twisting the knife. I look up at the ceiling.


    Kailie finally takes the hint. “I should go, but if you ever want to talk, you know how to find me. Actually, let me give you my cell number.” She pulls what looks like an old receipt out of her pocket, jots her number down, and sets it on my nightstand. “Later, all right?”


    I follow her with my gaze as she climbs out the window again.


    


    That night, I can’t sleep, so after a couple of hours I give up on trying and flip open my scriptures. Disrespectful as it is, reading scriptures to go to sleep usually works well for me, but tonight it doesn’t, so I get out my marking pencils and start paying attention to what I’m reading. The LDS edition of the scriptures has a topical guide that allows me to reference scriptures that deal with whatever topic I want to study. I’m not much of a scholar, so I just read the passages and draw boxes around the verses that stand out to me.


    “He’s searching,” says a voice, weak and faint and in the distance. “What will happen if he finds out the truth?”


    “He’s Chosen. There’s no hiding the truth from him.”


    I shut my scriptures before I start drawing weird symbols on them or writing nonsense in the margins, and sit on my bed, staring absently at the window as the hours crawl past.


    


    A few days later my doorbell rings at around ten. I disarm the burglar alarm and open the door to find Madison on my front step wearing khaki capris and a nice blouse that is open far enough at the neck to reveal a stone pendant that winks whenever it catches the light.


    “Okay,” she says, “I’m mad at you. You’ve been a jerk and you owe me.”


    I don’t know how to answer that.


    “And you are going to help me right now. This morning. You are going to help me carry heavy objects. Come on.”


    When I still don’t reply, she adds, “And I’m mad, okay? Really mad at you.”


    I scrub one hand through my hair. “Kailie put you up to this?”


    “I put her up to climbing in your window.”


    “Oh. Wait, what? You sicced Kailie on me?” That is low. It’s beyond low. I have a hard enough time feeling like the world’s against me these days, so I really don’t need Madison ganging up with crazy people who have boundary issues.


    Her confidence falters. “Okay, listen, I need your help because… I can’t get John’s. If he knew what I was doing, he’d probably get mad. And you do owe me.”
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    For a moment I don’t know what to say. I just lean against the door frame and stare. Madison’s lips are pale and her face lined from stress. It’s midmorning and the breeze off the sea isn’t too biting today.


    “It isn’t anything illegal,” she says. “It’s just something I’d rather do than go to college, and John’s all about how I have to go to college. He won’t listen to me.”


    “He’d kill me if I helped you hide something from him.”


    “Which is why I need to point out again that you owe me, okay? Because you do. You can’t just freeze me out. We’ve meant too much to each other to just let it all go, and I’m not begging, okay? I’m not. I’m telling you, get in my van and come spend time with me and help me out. It’s the least you can do.”


    Now, this should be an easy “no.” There’s no logical reason for me to go along with her plan except that she’s right, I more than owe her, and she’s beyond gorgeous right now. I always loved the way she gets when she’s laying down the law and telling me how it is. More than once I annoyed her on purpose to make it happen. I’m like the kid who tugs a girl’s pigtails to make her chase him. In fact, I’m at about that maturity level in a lot of ways. “I shouldn’t,” I say. But what if this secret of hers changes things somehow? I can’t imagine how that’s possible, but not knowing gives my imagination all kinds of fodder.


    “Go tell Hiroko where you’re going. I’ll wait.” Madison folds her arms.


    “Fine.” I do exactly what she says and minutes later I exit out the front door and follow her up the steps to the driveway, where John’s van is parked. The last few nights have been rough for me, sleep-wise, so I feel a little ragged around the edges. It’s hard to think straight, and I have the sense that I’m not even really awake. This all feels like a dream, or like something I’m watching from a long ways off. I try to shake the feeling as I climb up into the van. Siraj’s sisters sit in the second row of seats, and I notice that the rest of the seats have been taken out.


    “Hello,” I say to the twins, whose names I don’t recall.


    “This is Lalitha and Mahati,” says Madison, right on cue, as she climbs into the driver’s seat. “Guys, this is Alex.”


    “We know,” the twins chime in unison. I will never be able to tell them apart at this rate. They don’t dress alike, but their faces are indistinguishable and I still haven’t heard which one belongs to which name.


    While Madison’s not a particularly small person, behind the wheel of this vehicle, she looks tiny. I grip the handle in the ceiling with more force than necessary as she backs the van down my driveway and out into the street, but wonder of wonders, she steers with no trouble. It’s obvious that she’s driven this thing before. “Lalitha and Mahati are my excuse for having the van today. My car only seats two.”


    “The sports car is yours?” I say, remembering the little rustbucket I saw parked by her house.


    “That really old, corroded one, yeah. I got it for free.” She rakes her hair back from her face as we pull away from my house and head off down the road towards Main Street.


    The weather is glorious with blue skies from the redwood forest treetops to the ocean horizon. It’s no surprise to find traffic on Main Street as people, driving up the Pacific Coast Highway, stop for gas and to get coffee and breakfast at the various little cafes in town. The beat up old van looks like a battle scarred behemoth next to everyone’s little sports cars and convertibles, but Madison guides it through with a practiced hand.


    Lalitha and Mahati chatter away in a language that sounds mostly like burbles, and it feels good to be near other humans, to hear them talk and laugh. I look over at Madison who wears a determined frown. She’s stressed, but that doesn’t make her any less beautiful. A wisp of hair sticks lightly to her cheek.


    I’m completely mystified about this errand we’re on.


    Madison glances at me and says, “I’m expanding my home business. You remember my accounting business?”


    “Yeah.” That started with her keeping the books for her mom’s pottery business, but her mom was the worst client ever. Madison started to work for other people who actually say “thank you” and do thinks like pay.


    “I’ve got seventy-eight clients now.”


    “You’ve done this since your mission?”


    “No, I started before my mission and Logan and his wife moved out to manage things while I was on my mission. Okay, so fine, he brought in five of the clients.” Logan’s another older brother of hers.


    “The thing is,” she goes on, “I’ve had six clients quit their day jobs since I got home. They’re making enough money from their art and they say it’s thanks to me.”


    I raise an eyebrow. “That’s a big deal. In this economy?”


    But she just snorts at that. “People keep saying it’s a bad economy, but whatever. There are a ton of rich people who live and vacation around here. The economy doesn’t affect them, not when it comes to decorating their houses and stuff. You just have to know who to ask and where to market.”


    If she says so. It seems like everyone’s hurting these days. I happen to know most of the businesses in Pelican Bluffs are in their fourth straight year of decline. Fortunately, they operated with high enough profit margins in the past, they can endure this, but she’s got six out of seventy-eight clients in expansion? That’s just under ten percent. I think... Math was never my forte.


    “So does John help out?”


    “Not that part, no. He still photographs people’s wares for online sales, but that’s pretty expensive. I need to find a way to make that more affordable. And that’s something else I’ve got plans for. But this morning, I’m going to show you what I want to be doing for the next four years of my life, and it isn’t college, okay? Nothing to do with you. Just how my life is. Pretend to care.”


    “I do care. I never meant to imply that I don’t.”


    “So if you’re worried that I’d quit college over you, I won’t.”


    “I… okay. I wasn’t thinking that specifically.”


    She turns that blue-eyed gaze to me again. “You just weren’t thinking about me and my life at all?”


    “I wouldn’t say that.”


    She looks me up and down, then back out at the road.


    Our first stop is a home in Sequoia Ridge, and it occurs to me to wonder if there’s a zoning issue with someone operating a glassworks in their garage, because that appears to be what this guy’s doing. The client is an older man with white hair, a beard, and a pot belly that makes him look like Santa Claus. He even has a pipe clenched in his teeth, which he promptly empties and puts in his pocket when we pull up.


    Madison shuts off the engine and looks at me. “There’s a hand truck in the back of the van and you put his crates onto the wheelchair lift to load them up.”


    “Okay.”


    She hops out of the van into the cool morning air that sweeps its way in through the open door, and greets the man with a wave and a smile. I can see that she’s nervous, but I doubt he can. Her smile’s bright, her back straight, her stride confident. Only I know her well enough to know that her smile has several brightness settings beyond the one she’s using now and that there’s just the slightest hesitation in her carriage. I get out, but keep my distance, waiting for her signal.


    “Madison Lukas,” the man greets her. “I really appreciate you doing this. Any thoughts about whether or not you’ll make it a regular thing?”


    “Hey, Will. Still figuring all that out. When would you need your next shipment to go out?”


    “I deliver stuff bi-weekly.”


    “Okay, noted. I need you to sign a form here that releases me from liability for accidental damage or damage caused by the way your goods are packed. Essentially, your goods are free on board, which means-”


    “I’m liable until they’re delivered, yep. I used to be a truck driver.” He winks at her.


    If I were to guess, he’s the former owner of a trucking company or a truck driver who came into an inheritance. This house isn’t the sort of place you can buy on a truck driver’s salary. She holds out a tablet computer and he signs the screen with a stylus. Now that’s smart, to get signatures that way.


    The client then motions for us to follow him around the side of his ranch style home to the garage, which stands open, a giant furnace of some kind in the back, which is hot enough to feel before we even step inside. I can even see the air warping and shimmering from the heat inside, which is spooky, like I’m gazing into the netherworld.


    The man goes to a beat up old filing cabinet set against the wall and hauls open a drawer. With his tongue between his teeth, he starts pulling out folders. “I also prepped a packing list for the gallery. Make sure they get it. And I’ve got this month’s receipts.”


    “Okay,” says Madison. “I’ve got a form here that says I received your goods.” Her voice fades in and out a little. Man, I really am tired.


    He nods as she scrawls her signature on the form and passes it over


    “I just put this in its own folder?” he asks.


    “Put it with your inventory log.”


    “Ah, right. Gotcha. You the brawn in this operation?” He waves me over to a crate, padded with straw.


    It takes me a second to realize he’s talking to me, but once I do, I nod and get to work. The wheelchair lift works like a charm, but I know nothing about how to secure the crate inside the van. Fortunately, Will comes to my rescue and uses straps like seatbelts to anchor it against one wall. He moves expertly, as he’s clearly done this before. Which would make sense, if he knows the trucking business.


    “I can do that,” Madison offers.


    “All done.” He jumps down from the back of the van and holds out a hand to her. “Thank you, my dear.”


    “Thank you.”


    “Here’s your payment.” He pulls a check out of his back pocket and hands it to her.


    The two shake hands and then she and I climb back into the van. The whole visit is over in less than ten minutes.


    Siraj’s sisters remain in the back seat, chattering away.


    Madison gets in the drivers seat, flips her hair back from her face, and takes a deep, bracing breath. She starts the van again, then hands me her tablet. “Read me the next place on the list? I think I remember, but let’s make sure.”


    I tab through the various open applications until I find a document titled: “Delivery Route,” followed by a list of names. “Diana’s Woolworks,” I read.


    “Yep, okay.”


    Siraj’s sisters giggle.


    “Are you guys just along for the ride?” I ask them.


    “We like art,” says one of them.


    Lalitha, Madison mouths to me.


    “And we brought food,” says Mahati.


    “Lots of food.” Madison steers the van down a side street and pulls up to another house, this one a sprawling mansion with white walls, a red tile roof, and an ornamental, iron gate that stands open.


    We get out of the car to talk to a young lady whom I assume is the daughter of the owner of the house. Perhaps the granddaughter. She’s got the aloof air of a hobbyist but the inventory of a professional, in terms of volume at least. We load up two crates packed full of woolen goods. Madison is more relaxed this time and even smiles a natural smile.


    Our third stop is a studio in a little cluster of homes that I didn’t even know existed, tucked into a cleft in the bluffs. Broad views of the ocean and the rugged cliffs make it look like it’s straight off a postcard. This studio is shared by five of her clients.


    On our fourth stop, we go quite a ways inland to a little town built around a lone gas station and diner, perpetually shrouded in the half-light that penetrates through the redwood forest. Madison pulls around to the back of a warehouse that I assume is a multi-use crafts center of some kind. Seven more people wait for us here, and the van is packed to bursting.


    Then comes our lunch break, which we take at a picnic table at a campsite that feels like it’s deep in the wilds of the redwood forest, but which is probably about two miles from the coast and all its traffic. The light is muted, but the air is nice and warm and scented with pine sap and dried needles that crunch under our feet.


    Lalitha and Mahati lug a cooler over to the table and break it open, and this is when I find out these two can produce fare that would put a gourmet restaurant to shame. They pull out Tupperware after Tupperware of curries, roast potatoes, flatbreads, and lentil soup – two kinds. Everything is still warm from the oven, and while we unpack plates and cups, they return to the van for a second cooler full of chilled items, including a big pitcher of lassi, a sour yogurt drink.


    “I dunno if there’s enough for you, Alex,” Madison deadpans.


    “I can see that.”


    There is a set of four plates, cups, and utensils and we each take one. Madison slides into the seat directly across from me and when we do make eye contact, she drops her gaze, glances at me through her lashes, and looks away.


    My heart gives a lurch.


    Lalitha and Mahati start serving and I get the distinct impression that they plan on acting like waitresses. Just as I stir to put a stop to this, Madison speaks up. “Guys, eat. We’re fine serving ourselves. Don’t let your own food get cold.”


    They wear identical looks of befuddlement as they sink slowly into their seats and look at the table full of food like it’s some sort of forbidden banquet they aren’t allowed to touch. Even their body language is the same, bushy eyebrows drawn together, frown lines in their full cheeks. They’re quite a bit darker in their complexions than Siraj, and their bodies are stocky where his is willowy, but the family resemblance is still there. They have the same kind, brown eyes and ready smile.


    Madison pushes a Tupperware full of rice towards them, and after a moment’s hesitation, they dig in.


    Too often, my gaze returns to Madison. I can’t help it. Her looks in return are shy, the sort of smiles she used to give me before we began to date. Once we were dating, she’d just grin at me, openly and shamelessly. She’d walk right up to me on the street and tug the front of my shirt, or even lean up to kiss me in public. She liked people knowing we were together and wore my dad’s army jacket everywhere.


    “So what do you think?” she asks.


    “Hmm?”


    “About my business.”


    “Oh.” I try to think of a response.


    “This is what I love. Why go to college when I can start earning money, right?”


    I pick at my rice as I compose an answer. “Don’t rule college out. I mean, you have the rest of your life to work.”


    “Seriously? You’re siding with John?”


    A fight is the last thing I want right now. I rub my face with both hands.


    “You’re bleeding,” she says.


    A peek at her reveals that she’s looking at my fingertips. I lower my hands and see I’ve picked at the skin around my nails enough to draw blood a few places. “It’s a stress thing,” I tell her.


    Madison watches me, then turns away. “Are you guys having fun?” she asks the twins.


    They nod, but the gesture is hesitant.


    “We’re supposed to go home Monday,” says Lalitha.


    “Long flight,” I say.


    The twins exchange another look.


    “We don’t want to go,” says Mahati.


    “Siraj is nice to us. He smiles when he sees us. He doesn’t get after us to clean his house and cook his meals.” Lalitha rests her hands on the table and leans in for emphasis, as if we’re arguing with her and she needs to be heard.


    “-and he promised us we could go to school. He already paid our school fees once, but our other brother never booked us into a course,” adds Mahati.


    “If we go home, we just go back to being servants. Here, Siraj says he’d buy us a sewing machine and we could have a crafts room.”


    “So, has Siraj suggested you stay?” I ask.


    “We asked him last night,” says Mahati. “He said he’d think about it.”


    This has got to be rough for Siraj. I’m no expert on US immigration law, but I’m guessing it’d be difficult to keep these two in the country, legally at least.


    So now I’ve got two awkward conversations to choose between. If only Madison would stop staring like she wants me to take her hand.


    I focus on eating.


    “He’s an idiot,” says a disembodied voice.


    No, I really don’t want to hear this.


    “She doesn’t even like him, really.”


    “Only a total fool would like him.”


    “But he doesn’t know that. He doesn’t know anything.”


    “Alex?” Madison says.


    “Hmm?”


    “Look at her,” whispers a voice. “Pathetic.”


    Madison doesn’t say anything more and I eat a few more bites of food before it occurs to me to look up and see why she said my name.


    Those blue eyes gaze at me with concern.


    I try to smile reassuringly.


    One of the twins pushes a Tupperware across the table and the sound of plastic sliding across wood augments the voices. “Total failure. He should just tell her she’s being desperate.


    I rub my face, focus on eating, and try to block those voices out. At least I still know that I’m not supposed to hear them.


    


    After lunch we finish off the day by delivering all the art that Madison collected to shops and galleries up and down the coast. Every single one recognizes Madison and thanks her for dropping the items by, and I get the business model now. On top of doing people’s paperwork, Madison can manage their inventory and can charge her clients a fee for this. She can also go to new sales outlets with a large portfolio of items and try to get new accounts for her clients. By being one person who represents a large number of artists of different kinds, she’s making herself the go-to person for handcrafts in the area.


    It looks like a sound business idea, and what’s more, Madison seems to enjoy it immensely, though she’s not exactly the happy, confident girl she was as a teenager. Gone is the spring in her step, the light in her eyes, and the stunning smile that could make my heart race from a hundred feet away.


    But I keep this observation to myself as she drops the twins off at Siraj’s, then drives me home. Once we’re parked in my driveway, the van silences with a turn of the key and Madison yanks the parking brake, which means she isn’t going to just drop me off and leave. I turn, not knowing what to expect.


    “Thank you,” she says.


    “You’re trying too hard, sweetie,” says one of the voices. I can never tell if they have a gender.


    “You’re welcome,” I say.


    She looks away a moment, and I think I see a tear glisten in her eye, but it’s gone with a wipe of her fingers, and then those eyes turn to me again. “You don’t even care, do you?”


    “There’s no reason he should.”


    I shake my head. “I do care.”


    “Lies!”


    Madison gestures around at the van. “But this… none of this changed your mind about anything?”


    “She’s practically begging. How sad is this?”


    “What,” I say, “was it supposed to change my mind about?”


    “He doesn’t even know.”


    “Us,” says Madison, “being together. I mean, I’m trying to show you that I’ve got a good reason to stay here in town, because I know you need to be near your mother. And I’m trying to show you that we wouldn’t need to worry about money or anything like that.”


    I shake my head. “You’re just showing how much better you are than what I’ll ever deserve.”


    “He’s right about that.”


    She takes a deep breath, and asks, “Are you completely over me?”


    This reminds me of another conversation, years ago.


    On prom night, after the dance was over, Madison and I took the cliff path down to the beach. It’s an old Pelican Bluffs prom tradition to cap the night with a beach party while everyone’s still in their formal wear. Only when we reached the rocky beach, Madison turned right, not left towards the glowing fires that cast flickering light on the figures milling around. I followed her into the deeper darkness, where the only light was from the half moon and the stars winking overhead. The air smelled of sea salt and cold stone and Madison held her shoes in one hand and the hem of her dress in the other. It was a sky blue cheongsam dress that she was devastated to learn was a Chinese style, not a Japanese one. Not that I cared. Some other catty senior had pointed this out to her, knowing it would hurt her feelings.


    We reached a low, flat rock, which she climbed onto and sat down, her weight on one hip, her legs trailing off to one side. I hopped up and sank down next to her, the chill from the rock seeping straight into my bones. My arm slipped naturally around her waist and she leaned back against me, letting me bury my face in her hair for a moment, and inhale its warm, herbal scent.


    “Alex?” her voice was small and hard to hear over the slosh of the waves.


    “Yeah?”


    “So, I know you aren’t… I mean… to be a Mormon means you aren’t sleeping with anyone.”


    Yeah, it was prom night, and a lot of her classmates were off celebrating that tradition too.


    “Would you ever even want to, with me?” Her shoulders were rigid with tension and her hands clutched at the fabric of her dress.


    “Yes,” I answered, without hesitation. I rubbed her shoulders, willing her to relax. “Of course.” It wasn’t a question of ever wanting to. I always did. I still do, and I’m pretty sure that won’t ever change.


    “Really?” she said.


    “Are you not aware of the fact that every moment you spend with me, you’re playing with fire?” I leaned down to kiss her neck, just above her mandarin collar.


    “I’m not playing with fire.”


    “Yeah. You are.” That night I’d been able to answer her question and ease her fears by pulling her into my lap and kissing her until those shoulders relaxed. It didn’t matter that I was no good with words, because we didn’t need words.


    Now, in the van with its engine ticking its way cool and her mournful gaze fixed on me, I have to use words and I don’t know how. I shut my eyes a moment and think a pleading prayer for help. I’m not up to this today. The voices have resumed arguing with each other, and I hope they stay distracted.


    Madison resumes talking. “I spent every minute that you were gone daydreaming about having you back, and I just… I don’t want to us to be over.”


    “Yeah, I know.”


    “I remember how, back in high school, I started hanging around with a guy who was so far out of my league-”


    “I think you mean beneath you.” Why does she think so much of me?


    “So hot. I mean, all the girls gossiped about his looks, and he had that mysterious, kind of dangerous personality.”


    “Danger is bad,” I point out. “It’s supposed to scare you off.”


    “And I started hanging around him and learned that he wasn’t dangerous at all, he was just shy and loved his mother and didn’t get treated well at school and had all these responsibilities that no one else knew about. You were my secret, the real you, and when you kissed me, I was the luckiest girl ever.”


    Something darts away in my peripheral vision. I turn to look and while I see only the bare rock of the bluffs, I have the sense that invisible people are gathering around. They aren’t sinister. They aren’t stalking me, but they also aren’t supposed to be there, and banishing them from my thoughts requires too much energy. I wonder if these are what the voices belong to.


    I tear my gaze away from the bluffs and the ghostly figures. “Madison, my feelings for you… they never changed, okay?”


    “So you never liked me?”


    I shut my eyes and blow out my breath. “No, the opposite. I never lied to you all that time we were together. My feelings were for real.”


    “This all seems so easy for you. Not being together.”


    “It’s not. This is torture. Really.” It takes all of my willpower not to unbuckle my seatbelt and take her into my arms. In fact, I’m not sure I have enough willpower.


    “I still fantasize about marrying you.”


    The voices all burst into peals of laughter.


    I just shake my head in disbelief.


    “Would you ever want that? Even hypothetically.”


    Now my chest feels tight and I have the sense the car’s about to implode and crush us. That might be paranoia, or it might just be plain old fear. I force myself to concentrate and answer. “Yeah, but I know it’d never happen.”


    She peers at me. “Why not?”


    “Madison, I’m not a good match for you. You’ve got so much going for you and I’m just, you know...” I wave my hand ineffectually. “People used to hate me for dating you, and they were right. I took advantage of you not knowing you could do better.”


    “So did you think that the whole time we were dating? That you were taking advantage? That you’d pulled one over on me?”


    I take another deep breath before I answer that one. “Well… yeah. I did.”


    “Gee thanks.” Well, she’s mad now, and I suppose that’s a good thing. “You thought I was too stupid to know what I wanted?”


    “I don’t know,” I say. “I mean, I’m just some guy who cornered you one afternoon.”


    “Did he ever even like her?” says a voice.


    “Is he really that stupid?” chimes in another.


    “I think he should kiss her now.”


    She gives me a baffled look. “You thought it was your idea that we got together?”


    I’m confused. I can’t separate her voice from the others. “Um… I’m sorry,” I say. “I can’t do this.”


    “You can’t just walk away,” says Madison.


    “He’s got better things to do than watch her whine.”


    I force myself to concentrate. “I’m not in a good place right now.”


    “So did you really never think we’d last?” Madison’s lips are moving, so I assume she is the one who spoke.


    “She’s not real quick on the uptake, is she?” Madison’s lips don’t move that time.


    “Madison,” I say, “I assaulted you at school.”


    “What?” She looks blank for a minute. “Oh, that? Whatever.”


    “It’s not whatever.” I really need to get out of this car. My skin’s crawling and I have the urge to just run as fast and as far as I can. I grasp the seatbelt in my fist.


    Whatever she says next is drowned out completely by the voices all laughing.


    “I gotta go.” I open the car door and all but fall out onto the concrete of my driveway.


    “Alex!” Madison shouts after me.


    “Bye. Later,” I mutter as I stumble down the steps to my front door. I need to get my head clear.
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    I step into the house to the sound of my mother shrieking. “I didn’t mean to do it that way!”


    Before I can panic too much, I hear Hiroko reply. “It’s fine, Grace. Come. Let’s have some tea.”


    I arm the alarm and steal upstairs. Being screamed at by my mother while I feel a little psychotic won’t help my stress levels any. I get out my notebook and carefully jot down everything I saw and felt today. The sense that I’m being stared at hasn’t faded, but I feel more in control now that the most beautiful girl on the planet isn’t begging me to hold her.


    Yeah, I shouldn’t have even had that thought. My chest aches as I think about how easy it would be to just give in and be with her. I curl up on my bed, shut my eyes, and wish the rest of the world would just leave me alone. I guess it’s like the naps Mom takes when she’s having it rough, only I can’t fall asleep. I just pray for a rescue from all this and lie as still as I can.


    


    The scrape of the window opening rouses me. I don’t know if it’s been an hour or ten, and when I look up, I’m surprised to see that it’s dark. At least the voices are silent.


    Kailie climbs in and shuts the window behind her.


    “What if I’d just stepped out of the shower?” I say.


    “That’s what I keep hoping will happen.”


    “What do you want?”


    “The skinny on Madison’s secret.”


    “What secret?”


    “Oooh, it’s that secret, is it?”


    “I don’t-”


    The doorbell rings. I glance at my watch and see that it’s past ten.


    “Yeah,” says Kailie, “you go answer that. I’ll just wait up here.”


    With a baffled look in her direction I head downstairs, disarm the alarm, and open the front door to find John standing on the dark front porch, his arms folded. “I know you were out with Madison today.”


    “Excuse me?”


    “Tell me what’s going on, Alex.”


    Yeah, I don’t want to get in the middle of this. “You have to ask her.”


    “I will not-”


    I cut his outburst short by holding up a hand. “You have to talk to her. I can’t help you with this.”


    “You think you can sneak around with my sister-”


    “I’m not sneaking anywhere.”


    His gaze remains hard and unyielding, and I’m out of patience. “I’m sure you know where to find Madison. And no, I did not try to get back together with her or anything like that, so ease off.” I shut the door in his face, knowing I’ll regret that.


    I turn to find Hiroko at the other end of the living room, blinking in the light.


    “It’s Madison’s brother,” I say, as if this explains it all. “He just got the wrong idea about her and me.”


    “Ah.”


    “Sorry if that woke you up.”


    “No. I just wondered who came by so late. I should have known you were out creating scandals again.”


    “Well, you know me. Women always making up stories about who I’m with.”


    Hiroko doesn’t laugh at that, just looks me over.


    I hate conversations I only half understand. I wish her goodnight and head towards the stairs.


    “Did you eat?” she asks me.


    “Yeah,” I lie. I don’t have the energy to make myself food and eat it. Besides, I’m not hungry. The light in my room is on when I get back upstairs. Kailie must’ve hit the switch. “Okay,” I say as I step inside. “John just told me off. How did you know about it?”


    Kailie’s a jumble of twiggy limbs seated on the couch, reading. The look she gives me is pure confusion.


    “Just tell me-”


    “Alex?”


    “What?”


    “Do you know you’re speaking Japanese?”


    Yeah, I really am out of it. “You know what I was saying anyway.”


    She holds up my notebook. “What’s going on with this?”


    I cross the room, snatch it from her, and toss it in my drawer. “Mind your own business.”


    “Alex-”


    “I document my symptoms and write up checklists for my own benefit. Not yours.”


    “Okay, look, I’m sorry to invade.”


    A ridiculous comment from someone who’s climbed in my window twice in one week, but she can tell from my demeanor that she’d better change the subject, and fast. “I knew John was on his way over here because he came to the Inn to interrogate me first, and I said I knew nothing other than that I’d seen her come pick you up this morning.”


    “Great. Thanks.”


    “So what’s going on?”


    “You have to ask Madison, though, no, it doesn’t involve me and her getting back together.” I sit down on my bed, hard, and rub my temples.


    “You all right?”


    “No. I’m tired and probably turning into a nutcase.”


    “I prefer the term headcase or whackjob, all right? If you’ll show some respect?”


    “Fine, I’ll always refer to you as a whackjob.”


    “Have you been taking your medication?”


    “Yes.” I realize I’m picking at my thumbnail, tugging the skin around it until it bleeds. “But it’s been a stressful day.” I suck my cuticle to stop the bleeding, my blood salty on my tongue.


    “I’m sorry if I made it worse.”


    I fold my arms and tuck my fingers in my armpits.


    “And I’m about to make it even worse-er, sorry.” She gets up and darts for my bathroom.


    “What are you doing?”


    She yanks open the medicine cabinet and grabs the prescription bottle. “Antipsychotics,” she says.


    “Yeah?”


    “You’re sure you’re taking them?”


    “Yes.”


    “I once had a delusion that my pills were poison, so I stopped taking them. Obviously, they weren’t working all that well anyway.”


    “You’ve had delusions?”


    “Bipolar people get those.”


    “Not often though, do they?”


    “Doing LSD definitely ups the risk.”


    “You’re an idiot.”


    “I was. I was trying to be cool.” She shuts the medicine cabinet. “Live and learn. You sure you feel okay?”


    “No.”


    “Tell me. Everything.”


    “Why?”


    “Because I need to know if you’re agitated for a good reason or not.” She puts her hands on her hips, her bony arms jutting out like bird wings.


    I run my fingers through my hair, shut my eyes a moment, then answer. “Madison wants to get back together still.”


    “And you don’t?”


    “We can’t. I’m not gonna do to her what you did.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “You proved that even kicking her in the face isn’t enough to make her give up on you. She has to give up on me. Now.”


    “Oh.”


    “So yeah, I’m agitated. Maybe you wouldn’t be.”


    Kailie looks me up and down. “I’ll be back tomorrow. Call me if anything happens tonight.” With that she marches out of my bathroom and past me to the window. “Seriously, okay? Anytime, call me. Like you say, I’ve got a pretty big karmic debt to Madison.”


    I’m not even sure what that means. Once she’s out the window I shut it and pull the blind. Then I do my evening checklist, and go to bed. The voices chatter away, but I ignore the words.
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    The next morning, as I pick my way through a bowl of cereal, the doorbell rings. I go to open it and find Kailie, gripping the frame on either side, posing like a model or… something. “Hey,” she says.


    I raise an eyebrow and don’t answer.


    She makes a grab for my wrist and I jump back. “In my car, now,” she orders.


    “What?”


    “Don’t mess with me. I’m a whackjob, remember? You have no idea what I might do.”


    “Very funny.”


    “Just go. Come on. It’ll be all right, okay?”


    “Kailie…”


    “Whoa, hang on. Lemme see your hands.”


    I fold my arms and tuck my hands in my armpits.


    “Seriously, let me see. I’m really not screwing around now.”


    I clench and unclench my jaw, then unfold my arms and show her my hands, which have pockmark scabs and several nails that have gone black from blood seeping underneath.


    “That all since last night?”


    “I dunno. It’s just one of those things.”


    “In my car, now, Alex. This is serious.”


    I don’t even bother to say, “Or else?” I just go.


    


    Dr. Maliki is in his waiting room when we arrive at his office on Main Street. Kailie and I have the same psychiatrist. Everyone in Pelican Bluffs has the same psychiatrist and he works half days much of the time, that’s how small this town is. He’s a tall guy with a head so bald that it shines like a waxed billiard ball and Coke bottle glasses that make his brown eyes seem to jump right off his face. His whole practice, waiting room and office, is decorated with Middle Eastern flair, from Persian carpets to intricate wood inlay furniture. Given there’s no receptionist sitting behind the desk right now, I gather he’s come in outside of his usual hours just to see me.


    I know things are bad when I see his expression, which is dead serious. If he’s treated Kailie, I assume he’s got the same longsuffering attitude as everyone else when it comes to her quirks. His expression says loud and clear that this is no quirk.


    “Show him your hands,” Kailie orders.


    With an irritated sidelong glance at her, I hold out my hands.


    Dr. Maliki takes one look, then lifts his gaze to my face. “How’ve you been feeling?”


    When other people have asked that, I’ve been irritated, but when Dr. Maliki asks that, I feel like a kid caught with shoplifted cigarettes.


    “Alex,” says Kailie. “I am going to illegally gate crash your session with him and make sure you talk, because given the condition you’re in, you’re clearly keeping too much to yourself.”


    Dr. Maliki glances at her, then looks at me. “Can she come back with us?”


    The fact that he’s asking rather than shutting her down tells me what my answer has to be. I nod.


    “Come on back, then.”


    I follow him into his office and Kailie stays right on my tail, seating herself on the loveseat next to me, close enough to see my every move, but not close enough to touch me. The office is decorated to exude peace and calm, from the deep, springy cushions of the couch to the photograph of sunrise over a Middle Eastern city on the wall. The opposite wall is all built in bookshelves, full of leatherbound volumes that he once confided to me he got at estate sales and had never read. But they do look cool.


    “What’s been going on, Alex?” Dr. Maliki asks. “You been having a rough time, I take it?”


    “I’ve had some mild hallucinations. I… wrote down the details, but didn’t bring my notebook. I wasn’t planning to hide it from you.”


    “His notebook said he’s heard voices,” says Kailie.


    “Yeah, same voices. I’ve got an appointment tomorrow, though. This could’ve waited until tomorrow.”


    “And his Bible looks like the shed from A Beautiful Mind. He’s marked it up with colored pencils.”


    “You read my scriptures?” I say.


    “I leafed through them.”


    “No, I take notes and highlight stuff, especially when I can’t sleep.”


    “You marked them all up.”


    I shrug. “Yeah. I was studying them.”


    “Did he write anything odd in the margins or any unusual symbols?” Dr. Maliki asks.


    “No, just drew colored boxes around verses and stuff.”


    “That’s called highlighting,” I say. “People do it when they study. You should try it sometime.”


    Dr. Maliki flicks his gaze to her, then back to me. “I’m going to set that observation aside. Alex has been religious longer than he’s been mentally ill.”


    “Aren’t they pretty much the same thing?” quips Kailie.


    The doctor’s look is tolerant. I don’t know if he’s a religious man himself; he never talks about that sort of thing. “Statistically, religious people cope with mental illness better than the non-religious, and no, it isn’t because religion is a delusion. It’s an ancient cultural practice that promotes community, charity, and inter-responsibility.”


    “And I haven’t been talked to by God,” I say.


    “Well, yes, that’s the sort of thing I was going to ask next.”


    “No angels. No voices from on high,” I say.


    “But voices,” says Kailie, “and those hands. Who could miss those?”


    “And yesterday I sensed invisible figures. But I’ve known the whole time they aren’t real, all right? I’m not completely gone. I know what’s what.”


    Rather than respond, Dr. Maliki steeples his fingers in stereotypical shrink style and purses his lips. “I thought the voices stopped when you went on your medication.”


    “I know, right?” says Kailie. “Kind of a red flag.”


    His gaze flicks to her, then back to me.


    “They did,” I say. “They just started up again when I came home, but it’s not anything like it was before.”


    “But hearing voices is a bad thing,” Kailie presses.


    Dr. Maliki looks over at her again. “It’s very common, practically normal for a schizophrenic. Doesn’t necessarily mean anything’s wrong, but you not telling me? That is a problem, Alex.”


    “Hearing voices isn’t a problem?” says Kailie.


    Dr. Maliki leans forward. “Okay, Alex knows this but I’ll explain some of the basics to you, Kailie. There are three kinds of symptoms associated with schizophrenia that we look out for.” He ticks them off on his fingers. “One is the hallucinations, the psychosis, like those voices. The second is social isolation and a lack of social skills, which is why I’m very happy you’re here. It shows he isn’t alone and the fact that you intervened and brought him in? That’s a very positive indication, that he’s got someone in his life willing to be so proactive. The third is disordered thought, and there I’m very optimistic. In this respect, Alex is lucid.” He turns to me. “You’re all there. Your logic is intact, which means despite the hearing voices, I’d still consider you very high functioning.” He glances at Kailie, then looks at me again. “I’ve told you over and over that you’re condition is manageable, but I’m not sure what you’re hearing when I say that.”


    “That with enough work and medication, it’ll take me thirty years to collect Happy Meal toys, not seven.”


    He shakes his head. “No. That’s not what I and everyone else on your case is trying to tell you.”


    I shrug.


    “And we’ve told you the statistics. Are you even listening? Twenty percent of schizophrenics regain full capacity and keep it for the rest of their lives.”


    “Yeah but-”


    “You are likely in that twenty percent.”


    I stare at him.


    He nods as if to himself, takes off his glasses and sits a moment, composing his thoughts. “Most of my patients, I have to ease them into the idea that this is a lifelong condition, but I suppose it’s different for you. Let me try this from a different perspective. You need to live your life as if you’re not going to lose your mind. Even a slight increase in hallucinations is something you and I need to work together to get rid of. Your goal is to be the guy you were before this began.”


    I shake my head. “I know the condition starts slow-”


    “Ah…” he nods as if I’ve said something key. “You think worse is coming? Another psychotic break that makes the first one look like a walk in the park?”


    “Well... yeah.”


    He rubs the bridge of his nose and puts his glasses back on. “Okay, I get it. I’d like to review your mother’s case with you. We can throw Kailie out if you like?”


    Kailie folds her arms and dares me.


    “She’s fine,” I say.


    “You’re sure? Because while you do have the right to allow her to hear your mother’s medical information, you don’t have to.”


    “I’m just here to help,” says Kailie. “I’m not going to blab around town, especially not about this.”


    I nod.


    Dr. Maliki leans forward, thinks a moment, then says, “I’m sorry, Kailie. Just step outside for a few minutes, okay?”


    “I said she was fine.”


    “You’re also borderline delusional, so I’m going to play this safe.”


    Much to my surprise, Kailie gets to her feet and leaves the room without argument.


    Once the door closes, the doctor looks at me. “Let me tell you a little about the history of psychiatry. Your mother was diagnosed back when I’d just begun my practice, and we did things differently. She and your father decided to try to use as little medicine as possible, because the medications that we used routinely back then and the dosages that were the norm had a whole host of side effects that would make people do things like twitch and, well, act stereotypically crazy. Also, the research was what it was. We didn’t have a clear idea of whether it was better to use the medication or to take a big risk and try…” he pauses a moment, searching for the words. “…mind over matter, I guess you’d say. Nowadays we know. Medication is the best option.”


    “I’m not anti-medication. I take my medication.”


    “I’m not done explaining this yet. You’re taking a relatively new antipsychotic that has fewer side effects and has been clinically proven to preserve brain mass.”


    “Right.”


    “No, I don’t think you understand. You ever seen a scan of your mother’s brain?”


    I nod. “Full of holes, practically.”


    “That’s not going to happen to you if you do what I say. We can’t reverse the damage to your mother’s brain, but we can curb it in yours. That’s where our medical technology is at these days.”


    I process that. Therapy has, right from the beginning, hammered home this idea that my life “isn’t over” and I can “manage my condition.”


    “Your mother is a one in a thousand case, Alex. Maybe it’s due to brain mass she lost at the outset, or maybe it’s due to the extreme stress in her life, or maybe she’s just one of those cases that nothing could affect. There’s no way to know, but the long, ongoing degradation that she has? That’s extreme.”


    “But it’s still a possiblity,” I say.


    “Listen, losing your mind isn’t the worst thing that can happen to you. What if you don’t lose your mind and you find you’ve burned all your bridges?”


    “Then I go back to being the guy I was in high school. He never had many friends.”


    “You may find that harder than you realize. You’re a different person now. Alex, work with me. Find your triggers. Learn to cope. Let me help you.”


    I shake my head. Dr. Maliki’s had all kinds of theories about what my trigger is, but I don’t dare tell him the truth. It’s Madison. My first psychotic event happened the day I got that fateful letter from her, and yesterday’s episode was definitely spurred by her impromptu trip together up the coast.


    My trigger is loving someone so much that I have to help her move on. It’s knowing that I could never, in a million years, ask her to become my support. It’s the process of disengaging from her so that a worthier man can catch her eye.


    “Everything all right?” Dr. Maliki asks.


    “It’s a lot to take in.”


    “What do you need from me right now?”


    “Um, more meds, I guess. You say these hallucinations should go away, let’s make that happen.”


    He smiles. “Good. Miss Beale!” he hollers.


    Kailie opens the door and peers in.


    “Come, sit. Listen, are you willing to keep an eye on this man? Bring him back if he still has problems.”


    “Yeah, I can do that.”


    I turn to look at her. Kailie Beale is helping me out of a tough spot. That’s not something I ever thought she’d do for me, or anyone.


    “Good, because you can’t be the only person who saw what he was doing to his hands. Clearly you’re the only person who was able to spot what they meant, and you caught on nice and early. I suppose next time Grace is in here, I should give Hiroko some pointers on what to look out for.” He says this last part as he jots down a prescription, which he tears from the pad and hands to me.


    I take the piece of paper from him with a nod.


    “And how are you, Miss Beale?” he asks.


    I expect a wisecrack, but instead she looks at me and says, “When you told me I don’t seem normal-”


    “I wasn’t saying you needed more treatment. Honest.”


    “He probably meant it as a compliment to your unconventional approach to life,” says Dr. Maliki.


    She hunches her shoulders.


    Definitely not how she deserves to feel. “Kailie, you’re obviously with it. The crazy behavior? Definitely a conscious choice.”


    “Whatever.”


    “And you jumping out of a second story window? That was actually kinda cool.”


    “She jumped out of a window?” says Dr. Maliki.


    “She does know how to make an entrance.”


    Kailie looks at me, then at the doctor, then chuckles. “He was walking off, and I wanted to talk to him. Stairs take too long.”


    “You two are good friends, then? You can look out for each other?”


    “Oh, I can watch him,” says Kailie. “This is him. My stupid obsession.”


    “What?” I say.


    “I’ll tell you later,” she says. “It’s all good now. Come on. Let’s go.”


    With a nod goodbye, Dr. Maliki sends us on our way.


    Madison is waiting for us when we exit into the parking lot, her arms folded under her breasts, her hair blazing almost white in the sunlight. At the sight of us, she puts her sunglasses on top of her head so she can squint into my eyes. “So what happened?”


    “He-”


    “Nothing,” I cut Kailie off. “It’s fine, okay?”
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    I should have known this intervention was choreographed by Madison. “No,” she says. “Tell me, please. I want to know.”


    Kailie gives me an odd look. “We can trust her.”


    “Yeah, come on,” says Madison. “I’m the one who sent her through your window last night. I told you it wasn’t wired to the burglar alarm,” she says to Kailie. “He disarmed it ages ago.”


    “Madison, stop. Now. End of discussion. Please leave me alone.”


    “I just want to know what’s going on.” Her eyes are wide, her expression wounded.


    “I know, but it doesn’t matter,” I say.


    She looks to Kailie for help, but her friend only shrugs, helplessly.


    “Fine.” Madison gives in. “Be like that, but if you ever do need help-”


    “No, be angry,” says Kailie. “We went over this.”


    Madison rolls her eyes. “You’re a self-centered jerk who doesn’t care how I feel. I totally helped you and this is how you thank me?”


    “Better,” says Kailie. “Now storm off.”


    “Fine.” She turns and heads back across the street, towards her house.


    “And you,” says Kailie, “really were a total jerk just now.”


    “I need her to stay away from me.”


    She looks me up and down, then says, “Let’s revisit this issue after you’re on your meds for a week or two.”


    


    The pharmacy needs twenty minutes to fill my prescription, and I can’t help but stare across the street at the library. Kailie ignores me and jabbers away on her phone, so I slip outside and cross the street.


    Siraj looks up when I shoulder the door open. “If it isn’t my sisters’ crush.”


    “Both of them?” I say.


    “I don’t want to hear whatever inappropriate comments you have to make about twins.” His look is downright severe, but for the twinkle in his eyes.


    “Nah, I don’t have any.” A quick glance around reveals the library has a few patrons, all of whom ignore me.


    Siraj chuckles.


    “How are things with them?” I ask.


    “Well, complicated. I don’t know. Sending them home will break my heart. What’ve you done to your hands, there?”


    I fight the urge to hide my fingers from him. Siraj noticing doesn’t surprise me. He’s observant. “It’ll be okay. I went to the doctor this morning.”


    “That’s good.”


    “So you’re not going to keep them here? Your sisters?”


    He shuts his eyes a moment, whether against emotional pain or exhaustion, I can’t tell. Likely both. “It’s not legal, and how do I ask the US government to take in two disabled women whose medical needs will cost far more than any taxes they’ll ever pay?”


    “Wish I knew of something you could do.”


    “It’s fine. I’ve researched it thoroughly. I don’t think there is.”


    I have no idea how to respond to that. “Well, if there’s anything I can do, let me know.”


    “Thank you, Alex.”


    I turn to leave, then pause, “Um… just a thought? If they were ruled incompetent and in need of a guardian, and your brother didn’t want them back?”


    Siraj’s eyes widen as he absorbs that idea. “Interesting.”


    “If he would do that. Say he doesn’t want them.”


    “Well, that’s essentially the issue. He doesn’t. I’ll have to think about this.”


    “I don’t actually know what I’m talking about.”


    “Made perfect sense to me. Thank you.”


    “I’ll see you later.” I push my way back out the door and head back to the pharmacy.


    


    At church that Sunday, I still feel everyone staring at me with disapproval when I walk in, but I note to myself more sternly that this might be paranoia. A lot of schizophrenics feel like they’re glared at and hated all the time. The voices have been quieter for the last two days, which might mean I’m saner, but it’s hard to say. It’ll take up to two weeks for my increased medication dosage buid up in my system and become effective.


    This week, I didn’t catch a ride in with the bishop, but rather asked Hiroko to take me so that I wouldn’t be early. By the time I slip into my seat, the congregation has already begun the opening hymn, and Madison is already in her seat at the front, next to Carson Montrose, who has his arm over the back of the pew, not quite around her, but clearly with that general intention. I avert my gaze, take a deep breath, and vow to stay calm.


    Only, once Sacrament Meeting is over she looks back at me, gets up, and comes to my pew. I get to my feet as the rest of the chapel bubbles over with voices greeting each other and laughing at jokes. It’s like passing period in high school with everyone able to catch up on a little gossip before they move on to their next class.


    At least with the whole ward animated like this, few people notice me and Madison, I hope. I still feel like everyone stares.


    But once I catch sight of Madison’s face, all of that fades to the back of my mind. She’s pale, her mouth drawn down at the corners. None of it makes her any less beautiful and I bet no one else even picks up on all the little signs of stress. Still, she’s so different than the luminous, upbeat person she was in high school. I guess nothing lasts; no one can be that carefree forever. “How are you?” she asks.


    “I’m okay.”


    “Really? Is that the truth?”


    Out of the corner of my eye, I spot John standing in the aisle, watching my every move. “Thank you for caring, and thank you for sending Kailie to look after me.”


    “Of course I care.”


    “I should have known Kailie wasn’t the one who figured out there was something wrong.”


    “She helped. Give her a little credit.”


    “I’m lucky to have a friend like you, but I need you to give me more space. Please.”


    Madison’s mouth presses into a firm line and she wraps her arms around herself, as if desperate for a hug but aware that she won’t get one. “I’m a friend, huh?”


    The sight of her like this cuts deep. “Yeah,” I say, “though I’ll understand if you decide to hate me.”


    “I don’t want to hate you.”


    “And I don’t want to hurt you. That’s the last thing I ever wanted, but what’s going on in my life… I gotta deal with on my own.”


    “There’s a movie night this week.” An abrupt change of subject.


    A movie night? Like the one where I hit on her and stole her away from Carson, no doubt. “Yeah?”


    “Will you come?”


    “I shouldn’t.”


    “It’s for all the singles.” She looks away for a moment, then says, “I’m the YSA activities coordinator.”


    That’s Mormon code for: I’m the person in charge of planning activities for singles aged eighteen to thirty, so I planned this movie night.


    It occurs to me to tell her to let Carson take her as a date, and this time pay attention to him, but that’s far too arrogant of me. I can’t dictate whom she dates.


    “Um, so… anyway… It’s at seven. Now you know.” She turns and heads back to the front of the chapel. Carson turns and notices her distress immediately, but she waves him away, sits down on a pew, and gets out her scriptures. People who don’t know what to look for would never guess she’s upset, but this time, it’s definitely not paranoia when I sense Carson, John, and several other people glare at me.


    I sink back down in my seat and resolve to just get through the rest of the meetings, and then go home and hide. I’ve got an hour of Sunday school here in the chapel, and then for the third hour, Madison and the other women will all go meet in the Relief Society room and it’ll be just the men. I can handle this. I feel just awful.


    


    Even with all my therapy appointments and the rest of my time filled with exercise and re-sealing the wood trim on the outside of the house, I’m stir crazy by the time Tuesday morning rolls around and Kailie Beale rings my doorbell. “I’m still mad at you,” is the first thing she says, her hair whipping in that blasted wind off the sea. “But you shouldn’t be alone and I need to go clothes shopping, so you’re coming.”


    “Clothes shopping?”


    “You need new clothes too.”


    “I’m not gonna take fashion advice from someone who just admitted she hates me.”


    “You got anyone else to give it to you? And I said I was mad at you, not that I hate you. Just come, all right? Don’t be even more of a jerk. I don’t want to drive that far on my own, and I don’t want to shop by myself. Consider it a good deed, because you owe the universe about eighty million of those after the way you stiff-armed Madison the other day. Way to treat the one person who is nice to you no matter what.”


    “Look-”


    “And you shouldn’t be alone. You need socialization. Just come, idiot.” She folds her arms and sets her jaw.


    “Why can’t you take Madison?”


    “Because I’m embarrassed. My condition or my meds or something has messed me all up when it comes to fashion and I don’t want her to see me like this. So, okay, you’d be doing me a favor too.”


    “Fine,” I say. This, I know, will be interesting.
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    Kailie’s had the same sports car since high school, and to me it’s another weirdness of the Beale family, that they’d buy a teenager a high end car and not pay enough attention to her to see that she was losing her mind. But, I never got that family and I don’t really want to.


    As we climb into her car, I ask, “Where are we going?”


    “Old Navy.”


    “Okay.”


    “Don’t laugh.”


    “I’m not laughing.” My mom ordered my clothing from catalogues when I was a kid, and then as a teenager I’d get rides with Ryan and his mom to shop for new clothes every year before school started. It wasn’t the sort of thing that I ever thought about, but now with Ryan gone and my mother no longer lucid, I’ve had no backup plan to keep myself dressed decently. More than once I’ve noted that if I had Madison in my life, she’d help me.


    “Can I ask you something?” says Kailie. “Promise you won’t laugh?”


    “What is it?”


    “What are my odds, do you think, of getting John to date me if I don’t go to your church?”


    “Does he even like you?”


    “Fine. Be like that.”


    “No, I’m actually asking. Do you even like him?”


    She keeps her gaze fixed on the view out the windshield. “He and I kind of made out, a few times… more than a few times while Madison was gone. I think we were both lonely and we had her in common and… Okay, never mind. I can’t believe I just told you that.”


    “He’s going to want to date another Mormon.”


    “That’s prejudiced.”


    “Well, you’re allowed to be prejudiced about who you date. I’m a total sexist, myself.”


    “He wants me to read the Book of Mormon.”


    “Well, yeah.”


    “And I expected Madison to be a little more understanding about it all. I mean, you dated her before she was Mormon.”


    I shrug. I hadn’t been baptized when Madison and I first got together, and she was well on her way to baptism just a short time later. John hadn’t been real pushy with the religion with her, but he’s the kind of guy who lives every law to the very letter and is very open about his beliefs. Between him and me, Madison was pretty well surrounded by Mormons, and it seemed to come naturally to her. Later, while we were on our missions, we wrote to each other about our conversion experiences. For me, it just seemed like common sense. Join up with people who’d steer me right and my life got better and better with each passing day. For her, she had to read and pray a lot until she decided that the intense love she felt every time she reached out to deity was something more than just her imagination.


    “I really think your religion is stupid,” says Kailie.


    “So why would you care about doing anything more than hooking up with John?”


    “I think he should get over it.”


    “You gonna get over your… whatever your beliefs are?”


    “See, that’s the thing. I don’t have any beliefs. I’m open to whatever. I’m tolerant.”


    I prop my elbow against the window of the car and, since there’s no handle in the ceiling to grip, I tuck my fingertips into the soft rubber of the door seal. “You just called my religion stupid. That’s not tolerant.”


    “Fine. Not stupid, narrow minded.”


    “You realize that you’re doing the exact thing you’re condemning, calling people who don’t agree with you names. Tolerance means letting religious people be religious.”


    “Don’t preach at me.”


    “I wasn’t planning to.”


    “I don’t have to join your religion.”


    “Get over yourself. What makes you think I’d try to get you to join? You really think I want to spend three more hours a week with you?”


    “Very funny.”


    “I’m not really joking.”


    She shoots me a baleful look. “Reverse psychology is lame.”


    “I wasn’t using it.”


    That, at least, shuts her up the rest of the way. The most surprising thing about this drive is that Kailie sticks to the speed limit and doesn’t even listen to music. When her phone beeps, she ignores it and doesn’t check until we’re parked and the engine’s off.


    “Okay,” she says, after tapping out a couple of texts and then slipping the phone into her pocket. She turns and grabs her bag, which she had tucked behind her seat. “I need to get some new clothes so that I can work the front desk of the Inn, so come with me and let’s find stuff for you while we’re at it.”


    “You’re buying bargain clothes to work at an upscale Inn-”


    She pulls some catalogues out of her purse. “These stores are supposed to be on trend, so I’m trying an experiment, but I don’t want to go broke with this experiment, so yeah, Old Navy.”


    I watch her flip through a catalogue, not understanding what she’s doing.


    “Lately Old Navy hasn’t been dressing their store mannequins like what you see in catalogues from the more upscale places, so I won’t be buying the outfits exactly off the mannequins,” she explains.


    “Huh?”


    She glances at me and flips another page. “Clothing companies pay stylists good money to put together those outfits. I can’t afford a stylist or a personal shopper, so I use theirs.”


    “That sounds like cheating.”


    She looks up at me again. “You get that trends are about conforming, right? Going along with what’s hot means you wear clothes that are just like all the fashionable people. You want to do that, collect images of fashionable people and copy them.”


    “I thought fashion required individual flair.”


    “Well, like I said, mine’s all gone. That’s the thing about being mental. It messes with your head.” She flips open another magazine and peruses the page before showing it to me. It’s men’s fashion. “The kind of jeans that are in have these pockets, apparently. Notice all the models have exactly this configuration of pockets. Here, you take that one.” She pushes it at me until I take it.


    “You really think people notice stuff like that?”


    “I have no idea, all right? I have no native talent for this anymore. If I’m gonna copy, I’m gonna copy everything or else I might miss out on whatever it is that makes the piece of clothing fashionable. See, now look, these are the colors of guys’ jeans that are in. Right? See? Dark colors, no black… mostly blue, so if I were you I’d get three pairs of those jeans in slightly different colors, and then find shirts.”


    She’s making this appear too easy, kind of like in school when we had open book tests. It felt like cheating and Madison had to explain to me that education wasn’t about stuffing your head full of facts, but learning how to find the facts we’d need for any given situation. Now, holding this catalogue, I realize this is the sort of situation she was referring to. Basically, any situation can be cracked provided you know where to look for the answer.


    “Guys are lucky.” She flips open another magazine. “Your trends don’t change as fast. Women’s… yeah.” She peruses the pages and says, “I’ve been watching people around town who work in the restaurants and stuff, but there’s not a whole lot of consistency, except among the people who work in the most visible positions, like the host of a restaurant. Maybe they learn to dress for the job, but my guess is they get the job because they know how to dress. The thing is, it isn’t just how to dress. It’s haircuts and manicures and stuff too, and I can do my own nails, but it’s really hard to get a cheap haircut that fits the bill. Women’s haircuts are so expensive.”


    I buzz my hair once a month, with the longer attachment for the top and the shorter one for the sides and back. I’ve got a mirrored medicine cabinet in my bathroom that, if I open to just the right angle, will show me the back of my neck in the main bathroom mirror, and that’s how I shave the nape of my neck. It takes about ten minutes.


    “Yeah okay, I guess this is the look I want.” Kailie folds the catalogue back on itself. “This might be hard. I don’t think Old Navy and J. Crew share a lot of design. You ready?”


    “You walk into a clothing store with a catalogue from another place?”


    “Mmm-hmm. It’s allowed.” She opens her door and lets in the fresh, warm air from outside.


    I get out and follow her into the store.


    She stops just inside the door and scrutinizes her catalogue again, but I notice immediately a display of jeans with the pocket arrangement she pointed out. Suddenly, this task seems pretty straightforward. Get the pieces that mimic the catalog, note down which goes with what, and I can pre-plan how I dress for the whole week. Not that I ever really agonized about my wardrobe, but this will make it even easier.


    “Hey, Dmitri,” says Kailie.


    I look up to see Dmitri Ruskin, a kid I’ve seen around town before, only now he’s in a wheelchair, his expression more than a little surly. He’d probably been hot stuff before his accident, given he’s got chiseled features and well-defined chest muscles, but his lower body has already atrophied considerably. Which isn’t to say he looks bad, but rather that he used to look really, really good in that department. I nod and wave and hope his father isn’t around to make awkward comments about my disability. I wonder if Kailie knows that this is one of the families I tried to get to hire Kirsten.


    “Meet you at the registers in thirty,” says Kailie as she marches off into the store.


    


    The actual choosing and trying on clothes is remarkably painless. I don’t leave the changing room to show my outfits to Kailie, because that’s just too strange. She spent all of ten minutes looking at women’s clothing before deciding she wanted to come look at men’s with me instead, and I have the sinking feeling that this means I’ll have to tag around with her while she tries on women’s clothing after this.


    When I exit the fitting rooms, though, it isn’t Kailie who’s waiting for me. It’s Mrs. Ruskin.
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    I don’t know Mrs. Ruskin’s first name. She’s a petite woman with ebony skin and her hair in neat cornrows. “Alex, hi. Um, hello.”


    I step over to her, cock an eyebrow, and wait for her to continue.


    “My husband told me what happened, when you called about Dmitri. I wanted to apologize.”


    “It’s fine.”


    “It’s not fine. I’m really embarrassed, actually. I can’t believe Wendy blabbed about it in public, and I can’t believe Dave didn’t say anything against it. You’d think if anyone would understand your situation, it’d be the disabled community.”


    “Well, thanks.”


    “So how are you?”


    I shrug. “Fine. Really.” I look past her to see Dmitri negotiating his way between the racks of clothing to join us. He’s awkward in his chair, which means he’s still getting used to it. I wonder how long ago he was injured. His atrophied leg muscles tell one story and his awkwardness another. Despite his mother’s African descent, Dmitri’s hair is almost blond. People often look twice when they find out how these two are related. Genetics is a fascinating process.


    His mother glances at him, then turns to face me completely so that he won’t see her face. “Dmitri’s attempted suicide three times.”


    “I’m sorry to hear that.”


    “Last time he lied about where he was, went out into the woods, and took a whole bottle of pills. I just had a sense that something was wrong and it’s a miracle I found him. This isn’t a cry for help kind of situation, you know what I mean?”


    I do. Dmitri really does want to end his life, is what she’s saying, and this isn’t all that uncommon among the newly disabled. People look ahead to a life with new curtailments and limitations and despair.


    “I’m doing all I can to be supportive, but I’m out of my depth here. We’ve been to Dr. Maliki. He’s been on anti-depressants.”


    “But his problem isn’t biochemical,” I say.


    “Right. What can we do? If there were any procedure, at all, that would make him walk again, no matter how expensive, I would pay for it. I would fly him anywhere in the world to get it. And don’t think that this means I was a mother who always spoiled him before this happened. This is different.” She dabs tears from her eyes.


    “Yeah, I know it is.” She’s here in Old Navy. Clearly she’s not a throw-money-everywhere kind of person.


    “And I’m sorry to bother you, especially considering how you can’t possibly have a very high opinion of us, but do you have any ideas?”


    Dmitri manages to clear the last of the clothing racks and wheels on over to us. His scowl shows me that he’s able to guess what his mom’s been talking about and he propels his wheelchair forward with angry, overpowered movements. He isn’t awkward in his chair because he’s not used to it. He’s fighting with it because he doesn’t want to need it.


    “You into sports?” I ask him.


    “Very funny.” He sneers.


    “He was the quarterback of the varsity football team. Honey, really, not everyone in town knows or cares about high school football.”


    He rolls his eyes, though, convinced that I asked him just to have the chance to mock him or give false sympathy.


    I look him over again. The break in his spine appears to be pretty high up, as best as I can tell from the way he moves. I don’t remember all the classifications of paraplegia, but I know several exist, and the most severe ones are what a certain sport was designed for. “Wheelchair rugby,” I say. “Ever heard of it?”


    “No.”


    I raise my eyebrow. “Got a smartphone? Check it out.”


    His mother turns to give him an encouraging look and he scowls at her before getting out his phone and tapping the screen. He scans some text with his eyes, and then I hear the tinny sound of a video being played. His expression changes from disgust to wonderment.


    What he’s watching, assuming he was able to find the right sport on Youtube, is guys in reinforced, ruggedized metal wheelchairs knocking the crap out of each other as they try to score goals on a flat court. The sport is so extreme that teams have welders and spare wheels on the sidelines. People – men and women playing together – knock each other over and slam into each other so hard that it has the nickname, “Murderball.”


    He looks up at me. “I gotta try out for this. Where?”


    “There are a couple of guys in Dalton who have the equipment for it and will train people who are interested. To play games, though, you’ve got to travel a ways, and to get to the big leagues, you have to travel even farther.”


    “How big do the leagues get?”


    “It’s a Paralympic sport.”


    He sits up straighter, which again lets me glimpse that his break is pretty high up his spine. He looks at his mother. “What do I gotta do?”


    “I’ve never heard of this, Alex,” says his mother.


    “Look up Dalton Murderball,” I say. “It’s two guys who used to be on the Paralympic team who can do private lessons and get you an idea of how to get on a team and stuff.”


    “Murderball?” says his mother. She did not see the video, which is just as well. Better that she see how much her son wants it before she can panic at what “it” actually is.


    “Where do you get the wheelchairs?” Dmitri asks.


    “They have some,” I say. “But if you’re serious about this, there’s an equipment investment.” Fortunately, the Ruskins are rich people with a mansion on the bluffs.


    “Mom! Please,” he says.


    “All right, honey. Okay. You got it.”


    He taps the screen of his smart phone and then stares as more tinny sound comes out. He’s riveted to the little video.


    His mother turns back to me. “Thank you.”


    I shrug.


    “And if I catch anyone in town gossiping about you again-”


    “Mom’ll buy me a wheelchair like this and I’ll check him. This is like hockey, Mom.”


    “Oh dear.”


    “Yeah, before you thank me, you should probably watch the video,” I say.


    With a hesitant look at me, she goes to stand behind her son’s wheelchair. “Oh… Oh dear. Sweetie…”


    “Isn’t it awesome?”


    “Honey that looks dangerous.”


    “I’ve already broken my back, Mom. If there was anything to be scared of, I would know. You don’t need to baby me, all right?”


    “Yeah,” I say. “You’ll fit in with those guys.”


    “Please?” He looks up at her beseechingly.


    “Yes, of course,” his mother says. She pats his shoulder and flashes me a warm smile. “Is there a phone number? Let’s call and find out more.”


    I say goodbye and slip away while she gets her smartphone out and the two tap away, exchanging excited smiles.


    Kailie waits a few paces off. “She promised she wasn’t going to embarrass you. She didn’t, did she?”


    “Nah. She apologized.”


    “Good.”


    “I talked to them-”


    “While you were trying to help Kirsten and they were awful. I know.”


    “It’s all good.” I readjust the armload of clothing I carry.


    “Follow me around while I shop for clothes? Yes, I’m needy.” She turns and starts walking without waiting for my reply. I follow and look for all the world like her boyfriend, I’m sure, as she picks out clothing and stresses over whether or not it makes her narrow, bony butt look big. If I really were her boyfriend, I’d say encouraging things, but I’m not. I don’t bother to say anything and just let her talk to herself.


    Eventually she chooses some outfits, though, and we pay and leave.


    “A-lex!” whoops Dmitri from across the parking lot where I see him being loaded into a wheelchair lift fitted to a minivan. “Dalton Murderball here I come!!!” he punches both fists into the air, and that’s when I see how limited his range of motion is. He can barely raise his hands higher than his shoulders.


    I give him a thumbs up.


    His mother smiles and waves.


    “Awww, you got Dmitri into murdering people for a hobby,” says Kailie. “That’s sweet.”


    “I’m a giver.”


    She laughs. “Okay, how you feeling? You have any issues in the store?”


    I pause and pay attention. I don’t hear anything, but I do have that stared at feeling that seems to accompany me everywhere these days. “I think I’m good. But that doesn’t mean I actually am.”


    “Your fingers aren’t bleeding. I’m hungry. Lunch?”


    “Fine.” It actually doesn’t sound like an uncomfortable, awful thing to do, to grab a bite to eat with Kailie.


    She picks a fast food joint and we sit by the window with her staring at her phone most of the time. The only other time I’ve been anywhere, just me and some girl, it’s always been Madison.


    “You okay?” Kailie asks, looking up from her phone, her burger in one clawlike hand. Seriously, she is so skinny and her nails are long enough to look like talons ending in glitter tips.


    “Yeah.”


    “Spill.”


    “Never mind.”


    “You’re picking at your nails.”


    So I am. I wipe my hands with a napkin, eat some French fries, and direct my gaze out the window to the ever-so-scenic parking lot and the beat up pickup truck parked just outside the window. Its grille is warped from what must be multiple dents and dings over the years.


    “Something stress you out?”


    “I do feel bad about pushing Madison away, all right?”


    I expect a triumphant smirk or a nasty comment, but instead Kailie looks down at her burger as if it’s let her down somehow. “Listen… I don’t get why she likes you so much, but she does. I mean, she’ll do anything for you.”


    “She’s too nice.”


    “Not always. She dated you knowing how I felt about it. In high school, you were totally destined to be mine. Or, that’s what I thought, at least.”


    I raise an eyebrow and remember her “obsession” comment to Dr. Maliki.


    Kailie puts her burger aside. “It was stupid and immature. I mean, it’s scary to think how messed up I was, but I had a massive crush on you for ages and you were, like, the untouchable guy. No girl made any impression on you-”


    “I didn’t have the social skills to interact with girls, you mean.”


    “And then Madison, Miss Goody-Goody Plain Vanilla Sweetness makes a move for you and you just go with it? I’d been trying to get your attention for ages.”


    “Doing what?”


    “Okay… ouch… I used to always say hello to you. I used to flip my hair and wear my nicest outfits. I went to every beach party, hoping you’d be there and I used to tease you and throw rocks.”


    “That doesn’t really distinguish you from anyone else.”


    “You’re conceited.”


    “How’s that conceited? Most girls don’t throw rocks as a sign of affection.”


    “At you they do.”


    “I did not attract that many girls.”


    “You were the heartthrob of Pelican Bluffs. Everyone fantasized about you.”


    “Well, that’s sick. Really. It is.”


    “I completely agree with you. Once I got treatment, I figured out that you were an anti-social, belligerent kind of guy. But in high school I had this idea that I was going to be the one. I was the most beautiful girl at the school – I mean, I know I wasn’t but back then that’s what I actually thought – and I was rich and wild and crazy and you wouldn’t be able to resist me. I felt like no guy could resist me and I just had to pick the one I wanted. So when my Little Miss Nothing friend, whom I’d always thought of as a kind of pathetic sidekick, got you to pay attention to her, I lost it. It was like the whole order of the universe was out of whack and I didn’t know how to cope.”


    “That’s messed up.”


    “Yes, it is. I didn’t know I was bipolar back then, though, nobody did. The narcissism, the over-drama, the delusions, those are all symptoms. And when I felt like I wasn’t getting what I deserved, I went into a deep depression and slit my wrists.”


    “And hurt Madison more than you’ll ever know. She had to face down your dad to get the paramedics into your house-”


    “I know. It’s only fair that you were the one to ride in and rescue her.”


    “I didn’t.”


    “She said you came to the hospital and held her and told her it would be all right before driving her home and buying her dinner.”


    “Right. That’s all I did.”


    Kailie rolls her eyes. “What would qualify as a rescue in your book, then? You need a white horse and a good sunset too?”


    “I would have made her problems go away instead of using the situation to selfishly back her against a door and make her kiss me.”


    “What I don’t get is why she was so happy with you.”


    “She was just in a good place in her life.”


    “Yeah… I mean, yes, but that doesn’t completely explain it. I’m inclined to just be like, yeah, it was the rest of her life too, but you coming home has really spun her. She’s seriously depressed.”


    I look down at the table, at the scattered crumbs and the wreckage of the meal I just ate. Slowly I wad up wrappers and napkins and drop them into the empty kid’s meal box, laying the toy aside. Kailie didn’t say anything when I got a kid’s meal; didn’t even give me a funny look.


    “And that makes you angry,” mutters Kailie.


    “I’m not angry.”


    “Just all in a foul temper. Madison’s bothering you with these inconvenient feelings.”


    “Madison will be fine.”


    “Sure, I know. But right now she really hurts.”


    “This isn’t easy for me either.”


    “Her heart’s broken.”


    “So is mine.”


    Kailie blinks and for a moment stares at me, much the same way she did when I spoke to her in Japanese. “It is?”


    “What do you mean, ‘It is?’ Of course it is.”


    “Look, even when you dated her it was hard to understand your angle. I mean, you were nice to her, but she was so crazy about you and you were impossible to read. She’d give you googly eyed looks and you’d maybe smile.”


    “What are you talking about?”


    She looks me in the eye to let me know she’s dead serious. “I’m talking about how you came across.”


    “I walked her to every class, took her to every dance, picked her up every day from work-”


    “Which could have been affection and could have been control. Nobody, knew, Alex, because you never talked to anyone. You were the silent guy with the psycho reputation who used to play with his cigarette lighter and just stare at the flame.”


    That was an old tic of mine. I haven’t done it in years and don’t even know where my lighter is, offhand. The thought of no one knowing how much I love her, though, is unsettling. I thought I was perfectly clear.


    “I gave her my dad’s army jacket,” I say.


    “That was your dad’s?” Kailie’s eyes widen.


    “Yeah. You saw the name on it. ‘Katsumoto.’”


    “I thought your dad was white.”


    “He was. He took my mom’s last name when they got married.”


    “Right, okay… but nobody knew that. Nobody. Everyone assumed you got that jacket at an Army surplus store and had a name made for it.”


    “I wore it all the time.”


    “Which made you seem like a militant psycho. You had this jacket customized with your name that you wore in any weather.”


    “I did not treat Madison like I just wanted to control her.”


    “Nobody knew what you wanted, not even Madison sometimes. Honestly, when you got home from your mission, I thought you really didn’t care. Okay? Because if I don’t know, I’m not going to assume that you’re so madly in love that you don’t know how to express it. That’s not the safe default guess for the best friend to make. So I’ve been telling her this whole time you’re not interested, but she will not believe me.”


    I force myself to take a deep breath and let her words sink in. As someone who often has no idea what other people are thinking, I have to admit, her points are completely valid, which means she probably isn’t the only one who wondered about my obsession with Madison, and that hurts.


    I finish cleaning up my side of the table and return to staring out the window. Kailie finishes her burger and we leave in silence a few minutes later.


    


    The following day is Wednesday, and I get up, work out, take my shower, dress, and then clean the gutters, scooping disgusting, fetid water and rotten pine needles out of the metal chutes affixed all along the roofline of my house. Fortunately we don’t live near any tall trees, so it takes time for the pine needles to build up. They get blown here by the wind and probably spend a brief time on our roof before the rain washes them down.


    In the afternoon I re-caulk my mom’s shower, which is starting to get some mildew, so again I have the disgusting job of stripping out the old caulking before I carefully apply the new.


    At least I’m not completely worthless. I can do the stereotypical man chores.


    But come evening, I know that sometime during the day I made the decision to go to the movies. It’s a bad idea, but even knowing this, I get dressed and ask Hiroko for a ride.
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    The movie turns out to be some romantic comedy with two actors I’ve never heard of. Being away from American mainstream culture for two years will do that to you. Madison is well ahead of me in line and doesn’t seem to know that I’m there and I try to be discreet as I watch her long blond ponytail. Once she’s at the front of the line, her delicate hands count out money from her purse and then she grabs her popcorn and soft drink and heads on into the theater.


    Apparently this place has adopted a new policy in which you buy your tickets from the concessions counter, which is annoying and really slows things down. As soon as that platinum blond ponytail goes around the corner and out of sight, I begin to feel like being here is pointless, but nevertheless I stand in the buttery popcorn saturated air and wait until I reach the front, pay for a very expensive ticket (prices have gone up since I was here last) and turn down an even more expensive soft drink.


    By the time I reach the theater, the lights are already dim, and I immediately realize there’s a problem. One thing about psychosis is that it can get worse in the dark. Dr. Maliki once explained that our brains are used to a certain level of input all day, and the darkness cuts that input. Everything’s shades of the same color, so sometimes our imaginations take over to liven things up for our brains, which is why even non-mentally ill people get scared of the dark. As soon as I step into the theater, I have a sense of a million beady eyes staring at me, and the voices in my head all laugh as if having just overheard a joke. Great. At least I know I’m having an episode.


    Given how much I just spent on that stupid ticket, I decide to tough this out. The evil eyes aren’t real, they’re just a product of my mental disorder, and the voices are the same ones I practice ignoring all the time. I wait for my own eyes to adjust to the dark and then go find a seat. Fortunately there’s one along the aisle about halfway back. I sit down and look up at the screen to find a ten foot high runway model drinking Diet Coke.


    “Ugly,” says one of the voices.


    “Oh really? I like her little swimsuit, there.”


    A third voice, or maybe it’s one of the first two, makes a lewd comment.


    Great. I take a deep breath and focus on the theater, letting the voices become just a dull murmur. It’s easier this time than it’s been before. My meds must be starting to work.


    All I need to do, I reason, is stay lucid through the movie. I can imagine the comments that will fly around town if I have a psychotic meltdown in public. I don’t have to imagine them, actually, because I’ve heard enough of them from all the times my mother’s dealt with this in public. I do my best to relax.


    Except that I now have the sense that there are millions of rodentlike creatures swarming over the floor of the theater, and nobody notices as they crawl over people’s feet and up their legs. I can’t see these creatures, just sense them, the way you sense you’re not alone in a room. I take another deep breath and push them away. They don’t disappear, but they don’t seem as real anymore either. Hope surges in my chest. I’m getting better, not worse.


    A flare of light from the screen lets me spot Madison. She’s at the other end of a row nearer to the front, next to a guy with dark hair that I assume is Carson. They lean with their heads together and she’s laughing.


    Yeah, I have to bail out and call Hiroko. Or at least get some fresh air and see what I think then. I slip out of my seat and make myself walk to the door, even though I want to run. Act sane, I think to myself.


    Once I’m back out in the bright light of the hallway with its garish carpet and line of “Coming Soon” posters down one wall, the tightness in my chest eases. I don’t see or sense little creatures out here, so I wonder if I should stay where it’s bright, or go outside and breathe some fresh air too.


    The theater door swings open with a creak behind me and I look back over my shoulder to see Madison step through and stop, waiting for my reaction.


    “Hey.” I try to muster a smile and fail.


    “Are you all right?”


    “I don’t know,” I admit. The voices are back to chattering, but I focus all my attention to the here and now, and find that it is possible to do.


    She looks me over, processing this, with those eyes I’ve spent hours gazing into and still can’t get enough of.


    “I don’t want you to miss the movie,” I say. “Especially not at the price you had to pay for a ticket.” And, I think, I need to get away from you. Only, I don’t say this aloud.


    “So how bad is your condition now?”


    “I don’t know. I’m just gonna go outside for a minute.” I don’t mean it as an invitation to her, but she falls into step with me and I don’t do anything to stop her. “You didn’t ditch Carson to talk to me this time, did you?”


    “Carson’s working tonight. He’s not here.”


    “Oh.” She must have been sitting with someone else, someone who hasn’t followed her out. We cross the lobby and exit the glass doors into the cool and humid night air that smells like damp earth and mist. I don’t look at her as I head for the sidewalk on the far side of the parking lot. The commercials and previews back in the theater will probably go on for another fifteen minutes, so I’m not robbing her of the chance to see the movie just yet. Neither of us says a word as we reach the sidewalk and head on down the street. This stretch of road runs along the edge of undeveloped forest, so it’s pretty dark in between the pools of light dropped by streetlights along the way.


    We pass one streetlight and she keeps her eyes on the pavement as we head out of the pocket of illumination and into darkness beyond. It’s a stupid thing for me to do, given what just happened. Darkness already proved a problem for me tonight, and now I’m walking into more darkness with my trigger. I’m just asking for a disaster.


    That fair skin and hair Madison always complained about makes her glow a little in the dimness. She hates that, but I think it adds to her ethereal beauty. We reach the outer edge of another pool of light and cross it without saying a word. I know I should say something to her or turn around, but I head on into the darkness beyond and she stays with me.


    Her hand catches my wrist and I stop walking. Before I know it, she has her arms around me and her face buried against my neck. That soft, perfectly proportioned body is pressed right up against mine.


    “Madison-”


    A kiss at the base of my jaw manages to hit every nerve ending in my upper body. I should ask her to stop, but instead I kiss her forehead and inhale the sweet scent of her skin. The feel of her in my arms is so good, it’s painful.


    She leans up to kiss me on the lips, and at least I have the sense to pull back. “Don’t okay?”


    At that, she collapses against me, her ribs shuddering as if she’s fighting back tears.


    Madison never cries. She spent her whole childhood ignored and battered by an emotionally abusive mother. Her feelings are not something she puts on display. The last time I saw her cry was after Kailie’s suicide attempt. Carefully I lower her to sit next to me on the pavement, stroking my fingers through that silken hair and wishing I could just kiss and kiss her and forget about the consequences. I don’t notice the chill in the air anymore, or mind that I’m seated on cold concrete. Her ribcage shudders again and her fingers grasp at my shirt. I don’t deserve this, to have such an amazing person want to be with me so badly.


    “I’m sorry,” she whispers, between sniffles.


    “You have nothing to be sorry for.”


    “Alex, I love you.”


    Okay, I didn’t think this could get more painful, but those words lance me straight through the heart. I cup her cheek in my palm and lean my forehead against hers. “I don’t deserve that.”


    “Because you don’t even like me anymore?”


    “I more than like you, Madison.” It’s hard to breathe, my chest is so tight. “Listen to me. I hear voices. I just saw a swarm of rodents that don’t exist in the theater. My medication seems to help for now, but what if it doesn’t always?”


    She blinks more tears out of her eyes and looks up at me.


    “My condition is for real, okay? What happened in Japan wasn’t an isolated thing.”


    “I know that. Come on. You think I care?”


    “I care.”


    “But this is my decision.”


    I shake my head. “I’ve screwed up so many things with you, I’ve got to get this right. Even if the risk of me ending up like my mom is small, it’s still there. It’s because I care about you that I don’t want you to risk becoming the one to dole out my medications and choose which institution to lock me up in for the rest of my life. You can do so much better than that. You deserve to never even have to think about this.”


    “It’s not your fault-”


    “I know, and I know you’d never hold it against me, but this could be a rotten life for you. I know this, all right? I’ve lived that life, and I wouldn’t wish it on anyone, least of all you. You can get out of this so easily. Just…” My next breath catches in my throat and before I can stop myself, I kiss her temple and down the side of her cheek, her skin warm against my lips. When she turns her head to kiss me on the mouth, I force myself to stop while raw emotion floods into my chest. I want to hit something or run from here. My hands begin to shake as I try to keep control. The thing about being with Madison and trusting her as I do, is that I can’t keep up the façade any longer.


    “Alex?”


    “Please. You know what my biggest nightmare is? Trapping you. I swear, it’s all I can think about some days.” I shut my eyes. Madison’s embrace is so perfect, so comforting. Nothing would be easier than to kiss her and tell her I love her. I stroke her cheekbone with my thumb. “If there were a cure for my condition, I’d be with you, no question. No question. I’ve never lied about how I feel about you, ever.”


    She’s gone silent, though.


    I continue to hold her, even though I know I should stop. Her escape route is so clear. She just needs to let us be over and move on and she’d be out of the woods, forever. Me and my issues wouldn’t affect her. Which means I need to let go of her now, but this feels amazing, even better than it did when we were together.


    “Can I… ask you something?” Her voice is timid.


    “Yeah.”


    “What were things like with other girls?”


    I pull back and look down at her. “What other girls?”


    “People you dated before me.”


    “I didn’t date anyone before you.”


    “You didn’t?”


    “No. Come on, you would know. It’s a small town.”


    “I just assumed you at least hooked up with people.”


    I lift an eyebrow. “Without talking to them?”


    “Well, yeah. That wouldn’t have bothered a lot of girls.” Her gaze is dead serious, no hint of joking around.


    “Do I really seem like the kind of person who would do that?”


    “I don’t know. You always seemed different for me than you were with everyone else.”


    “No,” I say, “you just knew me and I trusted you. That was the only difference.”


    She bites her lip as if it’s my last statement and she’s chewing it over. Her expression goes from disbelief to bewilderment, to curiosity. Her hand drops away from my chest and she sits back to look me over, as if for the first time. “So… wait, that time in the bathroom… that was your first kiss? No it cou-”


    “Yeah.”


    “It was?”


    “Now you know why I didn’t dare kiss you on the mouth. I let you take the lead there.” This admission ought to be mortifying, but with her, I can just look her in the eye and say it.


    “Holy crap, Alex. It was amazing. You were amazing. I mean, seriously?”


    “You’ve always been kind, and yes. Seriously. You were the only one, ever.” Despite the topic, this conversation relaxes me. It’s easy to talk to her.


    “You’re a virgin?”


    I laugh. “No, Madison, I never kissed or even talked to another girl but I slept with tons. Of course I’m a virgin, unless there was an incident sometime when I was way too drunk to remember, but I doubt it. This is me we’re talking about. Social reject. Mental issues. Not exactly a great catch.”


    “I… wow. I just assumed…”


    I laugh harder. I can’t help it. She knows me better than anyone, and it’s incredible what she still doesn’t know.


    Now she’s laughing with me, those eyes lit up with amusement. “I was so jealous of all these other girls who’d been with you, and then you joined the Church before getting together with me, which meant I could never have you that way. Not while we were dating at least.”


    “You were jealous?”


    “Beyond jealous. You kidding? You’re seriously hot.”


    “Well, sorry to burst your bubble, but I’d have been no good at it and it would probably have been awful for you. Though you’re free to imagine me being really good at it… I guess…” Not the kind of thing you usually say to an ex-girlfriend, or anyone for that matter.


    But if Madison finds it odd, she gives no sign. “Well, if I’d ever had the chance, I’d have given you plenty of practice. I’d have put you on a regimen, all right? For your own good.”


    This is the most inappropriate conversation I’ve ever had with anyone, and I’m pretty sure it violates some Church handbook or policy somewhere.


    Madison falls silent and continues to look me over.


    I take a deep breath and will her not to stop. See me, I think, see that I’m not worth all these tears and all this effort. See that I’m just some overgrown loser with no future and no plan for my life.


    Only, her expression doesn’t turn to disgust or enlightenment. She reaches up to stroke my cheek and I shut my eyes, unsure of what to say or do.


    I hear the rustle of her clothing as she moves in closer and feel her breath on my lips. I brace myself as she touches her mouth to mine, so gently that there’s barely any contact. I sit still as stone, my hand gripping her shirt tighter and tighter. She holds the kiss until I feel her tremble, then she leans in and I taste her, the salt of movie theater popcorn and the barest hint of cherry lip gloss.


    She’s in my arms now. I kiss and kiss and kiss her, running my fingers down her spine and hearing her familiar gasp.


    “She’s clearly desperate,” rings out one of the voices.


    “Pathetic.”


    “She’ll kiss anyone, you know?”


    “He doesn’t even know what he’s doing.”


    I try to tune them out, but this time they just laugh at my attempts.


    “Alex.” Madison touches my cheek. We’ve stopped kissing, though I don’t know when.


    “I’m sorry,” I say. “I can’t… we can’t, okay?” There’s enough adrenalin in my system to wake an elephant from a deep coma. I shake, and will myself to ignore the voices, but I don’t have the control I did moments ago. No surprise there.


    “Are you okay?” she asks.


    I force my chest to expand and draw in the chill, humid air. I hold my breath while the air warms inside me, then expel it. “You should get inside,” I say. “You’ll miss the movie.”


    “You’re okay?”


    “Yeah,” I lie. “Yeah, I’m good. Go on.”


    “I… I’m not going to leave you here.”


    I smooth my hair back, and, with a steadiness I don’t feel, get to my feet. The cold from the sidewalk has soaked into my muscles, making me clumsy. We don’t hold hands or even look at each other as we make our way back to the theater.


    Standing out front is a very irate looking John. “Here you are,” he says.


    “We were just talking.” Madison’s voice is flat. She never was a good liar.


    “What about?” It’s me he glares at, though.


    “Just catching up,” she says.


    “Catching up, huh? On what?”


    “Come on. Leave it alone.” She’s irritated. I can hear it in her voice. Why can’t he?


    He looks me over and I know he sees everything, the kiss, my fingers stroking her skin. His hand balls into a fist and he takes a step towards me. “Listen.”


    “John,” says Madison.


    “If you really cared about her, you’d leave her alone. But that’s only if you care about her more than yourself.”


    I’ve often predicted that if it came to blows between me and John, I’d just let him pummel me out of respect for Madison. This turns out to be false. One punch and he’s down.
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    “Alex!” Madison’s more than shocked. She’s a little scared.


    I hold both hands up in surrender and back away. Yeah, that is, without a doubt, the stupidest thing I’ve ever done, which is saying something. Before this it would have been the time I dented a police cruiser with a rock while the cop was at the wheel.


    John mutters as Madison helps him sit up. “You okay?” she asks.


    I get out my cellphone and dial. The voices in my mind go quiet, and that’s unnerving in its own way, because I didn’t make them do that. They decided on their own.


    “Hello?” Officer Li answers.


    “Hey, can you have the dispatcher send someone to the theater in Sequoia Ridge?”


    “What’s going on?”


    “I just knocked a guy out. They’ll want to book me.”


    “Do I want to know why?”


    “Just send someone.”


    “You okay? You sound pretty rough.”


    “I’m trying to report a crime, not start a therapy session.”


    I lean against a nearby car. Madison gets John to his feet and ignores his attempts to shake her off. With a fearful glance at me, she escorts him into the lobby of the theater. Neither of them look back as they head down the hall to the movie. A sensible voice in the back of my mind yammers that they should check him for a concussion, not just take off.


    “What happened, Alex?” Officer Li’s voice is firm.


    “John was giving me heat over Madison.”


    “Yeah, okay. Listen, I’m almost there.”


    “This isn’t your jurisdiction.”


    But his cruiser glides around the corner and parks in front of me, sleek and silent as a panther. Officer Li rolls down the window.


    Belatedly, I hang up my phone and put it in my pocket.


    “You okay?” His demeanor is all wrong. The guy who’d show up with a superior smile, handcuffs dangling from his fingers, is history.


    “I’m not the guy who got hit,” I say.


    “You’re also not a guy who picks fights.”


    “Excuse me? You booked me for battery how many times?”


    “Well, you don’t run away from fights either, but you don’t start them. You always play it cool until the other guy throws the first punch. What did John say?”


    “Nothing.”


    “Alex, what’s going on?”


    I fold my arms across my chest and glare at him, feeling for all the world like I’m a teenager again, sitting in that stupid holding cell with the gray walls on two sides while Officer Li writes me up. Only I’m not in that cell, or even arrested.


    “Are you letting me off because I gave your son some rocks and you the name of a doctor? That what this is?”


    “Nah. I’ve just learned a few things in the years you’ve been gone.” He gets out of his cruiser and leans back against it, mirroring my posture. “Tell me what happened.”


    “John, Madison’s brother, thinks I’m trying to get back together with Madison.”


    “And he’s being an arrogant S.O.B. about it.”


    “S.O.B.?”


    “I’m trying to be respectful of your culture. You’re a Mormon.” The corners of his mouth turn up in a smirk. “Or is using abbreviations also too much?”


    “I knocked him down. Got him really good.”


    “Serves him right.”


    “What? You can’t just let it go.”


    “Look, cracking down on every single possible crime isn’t the same as serving justice. I mean, I used to help beat up the hall monitor type in high school, so don’t ask me why I didn’t figure that out sooner. If I book you, this thing’ll blow up into more trouble than it’s worth.”


    “So you just let people lose their tempers and punch each other out?”


    “I’ll let people take the consequences of their actions sometimes. If John wants to bait you and act superior, I’m not gonna help him.”


    “Why are you being nice to me? Do you think you owe me? Because any moron could tell you about your kid’s condition, all right?”


    “Calm down. Sheesh.”


    “Why aren’t I in handcuffs right now?”


    “Because you don’t deserve to be. John’s a good guy with an ego the size of California. Everything he says and does is right because he said or did it. He thinks he knows what’s best for everyone.”


    “He still has rights. People can’t just knock his lights out.”


    At that Officer Li laughs.


    “What’s so funny?”


    “You are. Or I am. I mean, I treated you like a lowlife delinquent for years, and listen to you, preaching at me about social responsibility. I deserve this moment, completely. I’m just sorry for being such an idiot all those years.”


    “I do not understand what you are saying. I can just go punch people-”


    “Look, you want me to throw the book at you? I’ll give you a warning and some unsolicited advice, which coming from me is probably worse than a mild prison sentence, so consider this your punishment. You punch a guy hard enough to leave a mark, it almost doesn’t matter how badly he deserved it. Everyone will side with him. I don’t need to punish you. You’re going to be the target of some nasty gossip these next few days.”


    I look down at my feet.


    I hear Officer Li walk off, and look up just in time to see him disappear into the theater. I look around the parking lot, at his cruiser blocking several cars in. What is going on?


    A moment later he exits the theater and comes over to me, some cash in his hand. “Here. Your ticket money.”


    “You can get refunds from this place?”


    “I can. And given what they charge, I always do. Come on. Get in the car. In the front seat,” he adds as I head for the rear door.


    It feels very surreal to get into the front seat of his cruiser. I’ve never sat here before. I buckle my seatbelt, then pick at my thumbnail.


    Officer Li picks up his radio and rattles off his location, where he’s going next, and a bunch of codes. I wonder which ones describe me and how they translate.


    I remember the shocked, horrified look on Madison’s face when I knocked her brother down and I shake my head. What an idiot I was, and the voices in my head have nothing further to add. I wish they’d speak up and hurl some insults or something.


    “How’ve you been feeling?” Officer Li asks as he puts his car into gear.


    “I dunno… I had to up the dosage of my medication last week.”


    “Uh-huh.”


    “I hear voices all the time. Or, almost all the time. They seem like higher beings, making comments about the lives of us mortals.” Why, I wonder, am I telling him this?


    “But do you think they are?” His question is serious. He doesn’t chuckle or roll his eyes.


    “No. They’re just my mind playing tricks on me. But it does it all the time. They call me a Chosen one. It’s like a bad fantasy novel.”


    “Gotta be rough.”


    “They’re a constant reminder that I’m a headcase.”


    He looks over at me and opens his mouth to say something, but just then his phone rings. “Carla?” he answers it. “Yeah… what’s he doing? Okay. Yeah, I hear him. It’s okay, relax.” He’s on edge.


    It’s obvious that Carla is his wife and something’s happened with Mikey.


    “Breathe,” he says into the phone. “I’ll… I’ll be right there, okay? Stay calm.” He puts the phone to his chest and says, “I am really sorry, but I need to stop by my place. That all right?”


    “Of course.”


    He puts the phone back to his ear. “I’ll be there in a min, okay? Just relax. Okay… yeah. Bye. Love you.”


    “Tantrum?” I ask.


    “Yeah. He’s had a few bad ones and my wife’s not handling it well. It’s funny, the person you think you married and who you find yourself with a couple years later. That sounds bad. I don’t mean to say it’s been a letdown, just a surprise. She was the one who could handle anything when we got married, you know? This… she’s having a real rough time with this.”


    “How’s Mikey been?”


    “We got him a diagnosis this week.”


    “Oh yeah?”


    “Yep. Autism, as you guessed. Moderate bordering on severe, and we got the paperwork started to get him some therapy and then I’ve been researching what would be best for the little guy. We may need to move somewhere to get better services.”


    “Here used to have really good services.”


    “Yeah. Kevin’s death and the lawsuit though... No assisted living facility, no one trusting respite care providers.”


    “Respite care providers going psychotic.”


    “And having their personal information splashed all over town, yeah.” He’s fidgety and I know we’re going faster than the speed limit, which may technically be okay in a police cruiser, but I assume even a cop needs a valid reason.


    I rest my elbow against the window and dig my fingers into the rubberized door seal as we shoot down the road, the headlights illuminating the towering trees on both sides until the forest drops away on our right and the view opens out onto the bluffs. The sun’s down but the sky’s still got a little brightness in it on the horizon. A row of lights out on the water signals a fishing fleet, trawling for their catch.


    Officer Li lives in a house out by the cemetery at the back of Pelican Bluffs High School. The place is a perk that comes with his job, not that it’s that great of a house, but it’s got a good location. It’s one story, boxy, has cracking, yellowed stucco and only a one car garage. Officer Li pulls into the driveway and kills the engine.


    “Come on in,” he tells me as he gets out his side.


    He wants to bring me into his house? That is much weirder than riding in the front seat of his cruiser. I follow him up the two concrete steps onto the hollow sounding wooden porch and through the front door into the buttery yellow light of his front room. The moment his front door opens, Mikey’s wail pierces the night. It’s the kind of wah-wah-wah cry that can go on forever. I would know.


    A woman sits on the floor, her back against the far wall, her knees drawn up to her chest, her dark hair cascading down over her face. She looks up at Officer Li with tear stained cheeks, and her eyes widen at the sight of me. Yeah, this is a private moment. I shouldn’t be here.


    I look away from her and at Mikey who sits in the middle of the floor, his head thrown back, his eyes screwed shut. He emits that endless cry that drives even the most patient people over the edge. The kind of “wah, wah, wah” that can be triggered by something as simple as the wrong food for dinner and go on for days. Poor little guy. I kneel down next to him and look him over. “Your lights have a dimmer?” I ask.


    Officer Li, who’s squatted down to talk to his wife, nods and reaches up to decrease the illumination.


    No effect on Mikey, except that his little fists unclench. I look him over again and go with my gut. He’s light enough that it’s easy to lift him onto my lap. I wrap my arms around him so that he’s secure and tuck his face against my shoulder. He’s crying, I know, because he’s got sensory overload, so my touch might make that worse. I don’t say anything or rock him or pat his back. I just hold him while that wail of his begins to peter out and his body relaxes. His cries become less intense, and then less frequent. After several long minutes, he breathes a deep sigh and goes silent. From the way his head lolls, I know he’s asleep. I heft him onto my shoulder as I get to my feet.


    Both Officer Li and his wife are still over by the wall, staring at me.


    “He was just overwhelmed,” I say. “Who doesn’t feel like that sometimes, huh?”


    “Carla,” says the cop, getting to his feet, “this is Alex.”


    “He’s hauling me off for punching a guy,” I explain.


    “No I’m not.”


    His wife gives me a baffled look as she gets to her feet, her cheeks and nose still red from crying.


    “What?” I say. “Surely you’ve told her about the time I dented your car with a rock.”


    “That was you?” says Carla.


    I transfer Mikey from my arms to hers gently, so as not to rouse him, but he’s exhausted. He doesn’t even stir.


    “Very funny,” says Officer Li. “Alex is the guy who told me about Dr. Klein and gave me those resources on autism.”


    “Oh.” There’s a different note of recognition in Carla’s voice, a positive one. Now that I’m standing next to her, I see that she’s very petite. She barely comes to the middle of my chest, but the look she gives me is pure gratitude as she steps out of the room with Mikey’s unconscious form in her arms.


    “How did you do that?” says Officer Li.


    “He was overstimulated. And it was a lucky guess. Different people respond to different stuff.” I shrug.


    “Alex we’ve been struggling with his tantrums for forever, it seems like.”


    “Glad the town psycho could help, you know?”


    “Do me a favor?”


    “What?”


    “Don’t crack jokes about your disability. For one thing, it’s not funny, and for another, it gives people the wrong impression of you. You’re not just some nutcase who talks to his houseplants all day.”


    “Just part of it.”


    “Come on.” Now he’s irritated with me. Punching John’s lights out didn’t anger him, but me insulting myself does.


    “I’m not going to pretend to be something I’m not,” I say. “My condition is what it is.”


    “You sell yourself short.”


    “What is this? First you won’t arrest me, now I get a pep talk?”


    “Listen.” His tone goes serious. “Keep it up and I’ll give you a lecture. Tell me you wouldn’t rather go to jail.”


    I can’t help but laugh.


    Carla steps back into the room, her stance more relaxed, some light in her brown eyes. “Thank you,” she says to me. “I was just losing it here.”


    “What are your rates?” Officer Li asks.


    “Oh, we could hire him?”


    “I… No. I don’t still do the respite care thing.”


    “We just need a babysitter sometimes,” says Officer Li, “and will totally pay you if you’d help us.”


    “Mikey’s more than we can deal with twenty-four/seven,” says Carla. “Even just a few hours a week would be a huge help.”


    “You can watch him here, in our home with one of us present if that makes you more comfortable,” says Officer Li.


    His wife looks askance at that.


    “Alex has a health condition,” says Officer Li.


    And Carla, obviously, does not get out much if she hasn’t heard the rumors.


    I look away from her and around at their little front room with its oversized couches and bookshelf crammed full of children’s books and toys. Just standing here makes me feel like an invader in Officer Li’s personal life.


    “Alex, think it over,” says the cop.


    “Yes, sir.”


    “It’s Justin.”


    Yeah, right, I think. As if I’d ever call him by his first name.


    I’m more than ready to get out of this house and back into the cruiser. Once I do, though, Officer Li looks at me, eyes slightly narrowed, as he puts on his seatbelt. “You aren’t just good at your job. You’re phenomenal.”


    I shrug.


    “No, I’m serious. You’ve seen Mikey twice and each time, you’ve done something that just changes everything. I mean, we’ve started reading up on ways to calm Mikey down, but you see the situation and fix it, just like that.”


    “Nothing with him is going to be ‘just like that.’”


    He looks at me again, absorbing this. “You’ve even helped make me a better cop. No more just slapping handcuffs on people who step out of line.” We reverse out of his driveway and head on down Main Street.


    “So what do you do now?” I ask. “Let the town descend into anarchy?”


    He chuckles. “I had this ongoing case of someone who shoplifts, but the thing is, they shoplift really random things. I knew something was fishy with it. I studied it from every angle. They didn’t go for expensive stuff all the time. They almost never went for useful stuff. They didn’t go for the stuff that was hard to steal or easy to steal. I mean, this person would fill their pockets with the most random garbage. Cigarette lighters and aspirin and shoe polish and toys that weren’t age appropriate. I figured that had to mean something, so I got on Google.”


    “And?”


    “Pretty sure it’s a kleptomaniac. Stealing was a compulsion. It wasn’t something they wanted to do and they had no plan for it. It wasn’t like they were trying to get useful stuff without paying for it or resell items or anything like that. They just had the urge to steal, so I figured out that I needed to help the person, not just haul them up in front of a judge and get them a slap on the wrist, because that wouldn’t solve anything, really.”


    “What did you do?”


    “I went over to the family with some stuff I found online and I told them that they needed to get the person treatment, and that I’d help smooth things over with the stores the person stole from if they did, but if they didn’t then this person was going to be in trouble.”


    “So did they do it? Did they help the person?”


    “I dunno. Too soon to say. Just spoke to them a few hours ago, but I feel like I’m getting the hang of this. I’ve got a lot of damage to undo.”


    “Damage?”


    “To people’s opinions of me. I was a bully for too long. People didn’t want to come to me with their issues. They’d just call me up when they wanted someone yelled at or hauled off, and I delivered every time.”


    “You weren’t any worse than any of the other cops before you.”


    “I’m not sure that’s a compliment. The last two cops before me got fired for misconduct.”


    “They did?”


    “Yeah. One for excessive force.”


    “Oh… I bet I know which one.” There had been a woman cop when I was a little kid who’d slapped my mother. Aunt Ellie did something about it, but I never knew the details.


    “I mean, I talked to the Ruskins,” says Officer Li.


    “Yeah?”


    “Five minutes. You talked to Dmitri for five minutes and the kid’s a changed person. I saw him. He was smiling and laughing, and I was there every time he tried to off himself. He wasn’t fooling around. I was sure he’d get the job done before too long. Now he’s watching Youtube videos of the most messed up sport I have ever seen-”


    “Wheelchair rugby.”


    “-and loving it. He was talking non-stop about his parents agreeing to buy him a special chair if he gets his grades back up. He used to be an honor roll student and I’m betting you that in a couple of months, he will be again.”


    “That’s cool.”


    “You saved his life.”


    “Whatever. I got lucky. I guessed he was an athlete and I know one trick to transitioning into life as a disabled person is finding something you can do that wasn’t an option before. You’ve gotta counterbalance all the things you can’t do anymore.”


    “So what’s your thing?”


    “Hmmm?”


    “That you can do now that wasn’t an option before?”


    “Um…” I shrug.


    “You want to stop at The Shack for a bite or something? Except it’s a little early.” The Shack serves overpriced, homemade Mexican food by day and after midnight turns into an affordable burger joint.


    “Could get some deep fried EVOL.”


    “Some what?”


    “Burritos. From the freezer section in Jacksons. Deep fry those and, yeah, it’s totally disgusting and will give you a heart attack, but they taste good.”


    “I have never heard of that.”


    “Seriously? Kids who sneak out after midnight always go… I shouldn’t tell you that.”


    He laughs. “Feel like a snitch now that I know to check The Shack for kids out too late and up to no good?”


    “How could you not notice? That’s, like, what everyone did.”


    “I only focused on the bad kids, like you. Let all the cute ones who didn’t seem tough slide right past me, but you know? Maybe I woulda picked up on what was going on in the Beales’ home before Kailie tried to kill herself if I paid attention to how much she was out. Maybe I could’ve prevented Shawna Hoppni’s rape if I’d just been watching.”


    “She got raped?”


    “Yeah. And went public with it. It was a couple of years ago; she was out at a beach party, drinking, and the perp was a kid I was used to busting. But did I protect other people from him? No. I was too busy checking boxes, seeing how many charges I could file against him. I mean, if I’d just been around when Shawna got herself trashed, I could’ve gotten her home, maybe busted her for underage drinking to get her parents to crack down on her a little. It’s not about how many offenses I can make stick. It’s about preserving order and making people feel safe. And like I said, I beat up enough hall monitors in high school to know that just being straight laced and by the book doesn’t make you a ton of friends.”


    “I have a hard time believing you weren’t a hall monitor.”


    “No, I was a total delinquent. What are you talking about? Started so many fights in high school that I got expelled.”


    “No way.” I don’t believe it.


    “I was you, Alex. Why do you think I always had it in for you? I saw your future, and it wasn’t good.” These last words are broken up by laughter.


    “True,” I deadpan. “Wow, I didn’t know the danger I was in. Thanks.”


    “I didn’t get my act together and join the Mormons. I enlisted in the National Guard because that was one of my only options, really. Then I looked at other jobs that required you to know how to shoot at stuff, and cop seemed like the best fit.”


    “You’re a high school dropout?”


    “Yeah, that’s another thing. You finished high school.”


    “I didn’t, actually. Certificate of Attendance.”


    “Well, the system failed you.”


    “Sure. I’m just the victim here.”


    “You’re kidding, right? Disabled single parent home? English as a second language? Yeah, you are a victim.”


    “No, the system tried to help, but help always seemed to involve having to say goodbye to my mother, so I figured out how to get around all that and make people leave us alone.”


    “People could have done better by you.”


    “I’m not a fan of self pity.”


    “I hear that.” He turns off the road and I look up to see that we’re parking at The Shack. “Okay, deep fried burritos. Show me how this works.”


    I never, in my wildest dreams, though I’d be showing Officer Li the kind of lame things I did while sneaking out of the house as a teenager. It’s beyond surreal. “You get the burritos from where?” he asks.


    I nod at the convenience store a few doors down. “There,” I say. “Jacksons.”
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    Officer Li looks dubiously at the golden brown burrito in the plastic basket that Beatriz, one of the owners of The Shack, sets on the counter in front of him. The thing’s already soaked the tissue paper lining with grease.


    “And you have to eat it with French fries,” I say.


    “I do?”


    “Nah. We just always bought something else to say thank you. Can I have a root beer?” I ask Beatriz. “Large?”


    “Same for me,” says the cop.


    She gets out the paper cups, fills them at the fountain, and presses the flimsy plastic lids in place. The Shack’s service window opens right onto the kitchen. You can see everyone moving around inside, preparing the food.


    Officer Li waves me off when I get out my wallet and pays for everything, plus a couple dollars’ tip that he tucks into the marked jar on the counter.


    Yeah, the layers of weird on this situation keep piling up. He paid for the burritos at Jacksons too.


    “You all right?” he asks as we head on over to an empty table.


    “I’m eating deep fried burritos with Officer Li. I might as well be having another psychotic break.”


    He laughs as we tuck into our burritos. “Okay,” he says after a few chews. “This is so disgusting and amazing.”


    It’s the truth. The deep fryer turns the tortilla into a crispy crust, while the interior is all melted cheese and warm shredded beef. I’m not sure how many of these a person’s arteries can take in a lifetime, but I’m probably well past the number.


    “Oh, hey,” snaps an irate voice that I’d know anywhere. Kailie comes storming across the gravel parking lot to us. “What the... This is my invention, okay? You can’t go giving secrets like this away to The Man.” She stops at our table and stands, one hip jutting out, her lips in a pout of disapproval.


    “You want one?” I ask.


    “Yes. But I’m not getting one.” Uninvited, she pulls out a chair and joins us. “Since when were you consorting with the Dark Side, Alex?”


    “These were not your invention.” I point at my burrito.


    “Yes they were.” That comes out as a shriek of indignation. “Like you would even know. I was the one who flirted with Hernan and got him to make these after midnight, and then Carson Montrose flirted with Beatriz and got her to make them before midnight.”


    “I’m thinking he probably just asked her,” says Officer Li. “She doesn’t seem like the type to be moved by flirting.”


    “Shut up,” Kailie snaps at him. “Was I talking to you? No, I wasn’t. Why are you here, Alex? I thought you were going to the movies.”


    “What, does she have a tracker on you?” Officer Li asks.


    “Yes.” She doesn’t even glance his direction this time. “Now shut up. Alex? What’s the deal?”


    “I wasn’t feeling well, and then I punched John.”


    “Awesome! You rock. Did you knock him out?”


    “Out cold,” says Officer Li.


    “What?” I say. “No, I-”


    The two of them share a conspiratorial laugh. “Okay, that is funny,” says Kailie, “but I still wasn’t talking to you.” She turns her back on Officer Li once more. “What did John do?”


    “Just…”


    “I totally hear that. Good job. Someone had to do it. So why are you here? I mean, is this your last meal before Mr. Officer Boss Guy locks you up?”


    “I didn’t arrest him,” says Officer Li. “John being John counts as sufficient provocation for violence.”


    “So why are you here?” She keeps her gaze fixed on me.


    “Because I wanted a burrito,” I say. “And this guy’s talking to me like we’re friends or something now.”


    “Okay, what is up with that?” Kailie rounds on Officer Li. “Because it’s creepy, all right? Put the mirror shades back on and go back to being a total self-righteous jerk already.”


    “Only for you.”


    “Very funny.”


    “I wasn’t joking. For you, I will always be a self-righteous jerk. Let the punishment fit the crime. Your crime is that whole talking thing you do. Really, you’ve gotta stop.”


    “Shut it. Okay, Alex, help.”


    “What?”


    “Kirsten and my dad just got in this huge fight and he was completely awful to her. So that’s her part time job at the Inn gone.”


    “What’s she going to do?”


    “She’s going to try to start her own company doing services for the disabled and is going to write to the Wilkstone Foundation.” She rests her elbows on the table and her forehead against the heels of her hands.


    I nudge my basket with its half eaten burrito towards her and she dives right in, her teeth crunching through the tortilla shell. “Mmm, shredded beef,” she says with her mouth full. “Good stuff.”


    “Kailie,” says Officer Li, “is there anything I can do? Your sister have a place to live and all that?”


    “She said she applied for rent forbearance from the Wilkstone Foundation a while ago. But it’s not like they’re gonna give her free rent and help her start a business, right? Eventually, yeah, she’ll need a place to live.”


    “No,” I say. “As long as she’s working to better her situation, she’s probably fine there.”


    ”Yeah, about that.” Kailie looks me over. “When you suggested she apply to the Foundation, you said she could get ‘more’ help with her rent. Which means you knew she was getting help already. How would you know that? You got some connection to the Wilkstones no one knows about?”


    Officer Li is watching my expression, and he looks perplexed. “You don’t, do you?”


    I shrug, unsure what to say.


    “Wait a minute…” says Officer Li.


    “What?” I shrug again, but know that’s one time too many. It doesn’t seem natural. They can tell I’m hiding something.


    All the color drains from his face. “Gimme your driver’s license.”


    “I don’t have a valid-”


    “I’m not checking to see if you’re legal to drive. Hand it over.”


    “No, come on.”


    Kailie looks at me, her head cocked to one side. “No way.”


    Officer Li swears, startling both me and Kailie. “Tell me this is a joke, Katsumoto. Your last name is…”


    “His mother’s last name,” says Kailie.


    Their gazes lock. “When you asked him if he was connected to the Wilkstones,” he says, “he flinched.”


    “Guys.”


    Kailie slaps her palm down on the table with an ear-ringing smack and turns to me. “You actually are a Wilkstone. Yes or no?”


    I look down at the gravel under our chairs, then give in and dig my business cards, that spell out my full name and give the address of the Foundation, out of my back pocket. I hand one to Officer Li and flip the other one at Kailie’s chest, which she manages to catch by clapping her hands together.


    Officer Li swears again and leans against the table. The guy looks physically ill.


    “What?” I say. “I can’t help-”


    “How many times have I arrested you?” the cop says. “I’ve treated you like total crap, Alex, and I was screwing over-”


    “Are you the only one left?” Kailie asks.


    “Only direct descendant.”


    “Who else knows about this?” She looks at the back of the business card, which is blank, and then stuffs it in her bra because she’s Kailie and a pocket would make too much sense.


    “Just Madison. She figured it out when she saw my initials at the bottom of a letter from the Foundation.”


    “Alexander Wilkstone Katsumoto,” says Officer Li.


    “Keep it down, all right? I don’t want people to know this.”


    “So what kind of pull do you have with the Foundation?” Kailie asks.


    “None… I mean… not really. I need to meet with them about some stuff-”


    “Who’s them?” Officer Li asks.


    “Other relatives. Great aunt, second cousins, that kind of thing. None of them live around here.”


    “What do you need to meet about?” says Kailie.


    “Just… stuff.”


    “Firing me for one thing,” says Officer Li. “Seriously, I-”


    “Shut up,” says Kailie. “We’re talking here. This isn’t about you.”


    “What she said,” I agree. I’m agreeing with Kailie. Kailie and I are ganging up on Officer Li, to stop him apologizing for all the times he was a jerk. The world really has gone surreal.


    “It’s just a shock,” he says.


    “How,” I ask, “could you add stuff to my criminal record without seeing my middle name?”


    “By not looking. I don’t know.”


    “Alex, wait a minute,” says Kailie. “You don’t have any other family other than your mother and some second cousins?”


    I nod.


    “Wow…” She turns to Officer Li, and at his blank look explains, “If Alex’s condition gets bad, who’s going to make decisions for him?”


    “Oh.”


    I shrug. “The state.”


    “Heck no, Alex. You’ve got enough people around who care about you.” Kailie rubs her mouth with one of my napkins.


    “What people? You see any of my old high school friends here?”


    “You’ve got friends,” says Officer Li. “You’ve got your church.”


    “Looking after a lunatic goes beyond the usual kind of charity,” I say.


    Kailie licks a flake of fried burrito off her finger.


    Officer Li rubs his eyes. “Yeah. I know I shouldn’t turn this back to me, but this is my nightmare with Mikey. Having him in a situation like this.”


    “Have another kid,” says Kailie.


    “Yeah, done. It’s due in seven months, but what if it’s got the same condition?”


    “Congrats,” I say. “Siblings can be the best kind of therapy for a kid like Mikey.”


    “Thanks.”


    “Yeah, congrats,” says Kailie. “And yeah, too much about you. Moving on.”


    “No, I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” I say. It’s nice to have people to talk to, but I’m tired now. “Can I beg a ride home off one of you?”


    “Yeah, I’ll take you,” says Kailie. “You get back to work,” she tells Officer Li.


    “I’m too busy digesting this crap you made me eat.”


    “Yeah, other people made you do it. That excuse never worked for us.” Kailie gestures at herself and me.


    Officer Li laughs and we say goodbye with a wave.


    


    Hours later, Hiroko wakes me from a sound sleep by shouting, “Alex!” up the stairs.


    “Yeah?” I call back, my voice deep and groggy.


    “Did you disarm the alarm?”


    It takes me a moment to think about that, but yes, I must have when I got home. I should have re-armed it, but I might have forgotten. Crap. “Is Mom missing?”


    “Yes.”
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    The clock by my bed reveals that it’s 4:30 a.m.


    I roll out of bed and pull on some shoes. “Okay, I’ll call the police.”


    “I’m going to check Wilkstone Road.”


    I hear her run up the stairs, past my door, and out to the garage. A moment later the garage door opens with a rumble.


    Without thinking, I call Officer Li’s cell phone. It’s only when he answers, groggy, that I realize how rude this is. “I’m sorry. I shoulda just called the non-emergency number or… I’m sorry.”


    “What’s up, Alex? Your mom missing again?”


    “Yeah. Go back to sleep.”


    “Just give me a minute and I’ll go check Wilkstone.”


    “You don’t have to-”


    “Gimme a break. I’m not gonna just leave your mother to wander around in the middle of the night. I’ll call you back once I have something to report.”


    “Thanks. I’m gonna… I guess I’ll check the bluffs and the beach.”


    “Yeah good idea. Okay, talk to you soon.”


    “Thanks.”


    “De nada.”


    I pull on my jacket and grab a flashlight, then pause and wait. Something is very, very wrong. I wait and listen.


    Silence.


    And then it hits me. That’s the problem. I never hear silence anymore. Or is it a problem? Is this my medication working, or is this the voices playing tricks on me? I push those concerns aside as I head out the back door.


    As always there’s a wind coming in off the sea, and today it feels like a million weak little hands pushing against me, trying to turn me around. I head down the five steppes of our landscaped yard until I reach the bottom with its little bench and wrought iron table and chairs, where I brought Madison for a candlelit dinner on prom night. Today my gaze sweeps past this and along the jagged edge of the cliff beyond. “Mom?”


    There comes a faint noise that could be someone crying in the distance, or could be one of the many phantoms in my mind.


    I look up and down the bluffs. They’re rocky and jagged and I wouldn’t be able to see if someone were over the next little crag. Having said that, there’s a narrow little path down to the rocky beach below that I want to descend, though I’m not sure whether that’s logical. If she’s at the bottom of the cliffs, odds are she is not in good shape. If she’s still at the top, I could find her before she falls.


    But I feel like I should go down the path, so I do, grasping the metal rail that was affixed by whomever first owned this property. The path is so narrow that when Madison and I would go down it, we had to move single file. I always went first so I could catch her if she slipped, and I remember how nervous she’d been the first time we’d descended it. “This banister is safe?”


    “It gets slippery sometimes, so just go slow.” The metal is rusty on the underside but smooth on top from all the hands that have gripped it on their way down.


    Now, as I grasp it, it doesn’t budge. It’s well cemented in place, which means if my mom came down this way, she’d have had this to hold onto. “Mom!” I call out. This time there’s a slight echo off the rocks that gets swallowed by the vast expanse of sea. The tide’s out, but on its way in, and along this part of the bluffs, it can sometimes come in far enough to cover the beach. That gives me a sense of urgency.


    “Mom!”


    My feet slip, but I keep hold of the banister and right myself, then continue to clamber down as fast as possible.


    “Mom!”


    “Help.” The word is soft and I barely hear it, and it’s in Japanese.


    “I’m coming. Stay where you are.” I all but hurl myself down the rest of the way, my hand on the banister the only thing between me and death by a fall onto the rocks below. “Where are you, Mom?”


    “I don’t know what happened.”


    “Keep talking.”


    “Where’s Brian? I think he might have drowned.”


    “Dad didn’t drown. Keep talking.”


    “You weren’t here. You don’t know.” Her voice is gaining strength.


    I reach the bottom of the path and cut to the right, towards the sound. “It’ll be okay, Mom. Where are you?”


    Sniffles and sobs, barely audible above the slosh of the surf. The beach narrows to the width of a footpath, then opens out into a small alcove where my mother cowers in nothing but her nightgown, her hands and feet cut up and bloody, her skin alabaster pale and covered with goosebumps. I yank my shirt off and wrap it around her frail frame and when she grasps it with her hands, she streaks it with blood.


    There’s no cellphone reception down here so I squat down and say, “I need to carry you out.”


    “No.”


    “Mom, it’ll be okay.”


    “I don’t know who you are.”


    “It’s Alex, Mom. It’s okay.”


    “Who’s Alex?”


    “It’s me.”


    And then the voices all burst into laughter, the sound reverberating off the cliffs.


    “Get away from me!” my mother shrieks.


    Onlyit might not be my mother. What if the voices have her?


    I maneuver so I can put my hands on her shoulders. This is our way of connecting, my way of grounding her in the moment so that she knows it’s just me and she’s safe.


    She claws my wrists until I let go. That has never happened before. That move’s worked since I was a little kid. “Mom.” She has to be in there somewhere.


    “Get away.”


    “She’s gone,” says a voice. “Gone, gone, gone.”


    “You’re too late.”


    “You screwed up.”


    “This is your fault.”


    I already know that.


    The tide is still on its way in, and I want to get my mother out of here, which means I have no choice but to carry her against her will. My heart convulses. It’ll be no trouble to overpower her, and that’s the problem. I don’t want to overpower my mother, to haul her like a sack of potatoes and treat her like she’s just a deadweight. That’s what everyone else has always done to her, but I was always different. We have a connection that no one’s ever been able to break. I want to talk to her and reason with her and let her know that she’s safe. I want her to look at me and know who I am, because she always has.


    I didn’t think anything could feel worse than losing Madison. This feels worse. “Mom.”


    She lunges at me and tries to claw my eyes. Her nails are long enough to draw blood when one rakes across my cheek. I duck away and then step forward while still doubled over so that I can take her over my shoulders in a fireman carry.


    “Put me down!” she screams, only her voice is distorted. It isn’t her talking. Whatever’s taken her over, hammers me with her fists and kicks with her feet. The blows hurt some, but I’ve had worse. The fact that my mother might think I’m trying to hurt her cuts deep as a knife.


    “It’s me,” I say. “It’s okay, Mom. I’m going to get you to safety.”


    I debate whether to go up the path again with my mom thrashing like this, or on down the beach to where it widens out and I can get a cell phone signal. I just don’t know. Trying to carry her up the path is dangerous. I turn and head down the beach, picking my way over the rocks.


    “You’re too late.”


    “Tide’s coming in.”


    More laughter which is loud enough to hurt my ears. The ocean inches ever closer, licking at the rocks and sloshing against my feet.


    Exquisite pain blooms in my arm and the voices all burst into cackles.


    My mother’s bitten me, hard, and she won’t let up.


    “Stop. Ouch.” It hurts badly enough that my eyes sting with tears. “Stop it! Mom!” I shake her frail frame until she lets go and goes limp.


    “You’ve killed her.”


    “Nice job.”


    “Idiot.”


    Warm blood streams down my arm and drips off my elbow. The tide’s now in far enough that each wave comes up to my ankles, leaving the bare skin stinging from salt and frigid with cold as each wave rolls out.


    I stumble, but keep on walking. “Mom, you’re going to be okay.”


    “Dead. Gone.”


    “You shook her too hard. You killed her.”


    “You broke her neck.”


    My mother’s body stirs, but I know now that it isn’t her. It’s whatever’s taken over her body. The ocean beside me grows darker and darker, until the water is black like a gaping void, hurling itself at me again and again. The rocks under my feet shift and roll.


    It’s all I can do to stagger on. I know it’s two miles to the parking area, where most of us access the beach. There’s cellphone service there. I have no idea how far I’ve come by now.


    Fingernails dig deep into my back and this time I don’t thrash. I let her pierce my skin and draw more blood. The stream of blood down my arm is drying to a crust and the wound stings as the wind rubs its rough hands over it.


    “Alex?” calls a voice in the distance. I don’t know if it’s real or not.


    Nor do I care. “Here! Help!”


    “You find her?”


    It’s Officer Li. He must’ve reached the beach and started along it towards the base of our property.


    My mother’s shriek is his answer. It’s loud enough to make my ears ring.


    “You’re all right, Grace,” the cop hollers. “You relax. No need to fight.”


    I can hear that he’s ahead of me, but I can’t really see him. My breathing becomes tight and labored and the world starts to go black.


    “You’re too late.”


    “They’re going to see what you’ve done to her.”


    “You’re going to jail.”


    “You’d be better off dead.”


    “Whoa, Alex, hey.” I feel strong, gentle hands on my forearms, but I can’t see who it is. The world has grayed out. “Here. It’s me, Justin.”


    “I didn’t mean to hurt her.”


    “You aren’t hurting her. Grace, relax. You’re with friends.”


    My mother thrashes and sense that Officer Li has to duck to one side. “Okay, lean down,” he tells me. He helps my mother down and she begins to punch and scratch me, which I barely feel. Officer Li can handle it. He won’t hurt my mother.


    “Alex. Hey. I need backup.”


    His radio comes to life with a crackle, reality shatters, and the shards fall away.
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    I try to wake up but find myself trapped in a memory from more than two years ago.


    


    Madison lays next to me on my bed, dozing while I read. I can’t concentrate on my book with her right there. It’s as if I’m just a run of the mill human, and she’s got so many extra touches that she’s another sort of being entirely, from her adorable, rounded ears to the delicate pink softness of her lips to the graceful lines of her neck, the swell of her breasts, the narrowing above her hips, and the curvaceous lines of her long legs.


    She stirs in her sleep and opens one eye. At the sight of me staring, she opens the other. “What?”


    “Nothing.”


    She lifts a hand from where it rested on her chest and strokes my cheek. “You always stare at me when I’m asleep?”


    “Pretty much.”


    Her mouth broadens into a smile. “Alex?”


    “Yeah?”


    “Would it freak you out if I told you I love you?”


    Adrenalin surges in my veins. Love? The l-word? It’s something I feel for her, of course, but I never thought it’d go the other way. “Why do you ask?”


    “Just… wondering.” She rolls onto her side and presses her lips to the side of my throat.


    I move to kiss her back and she tickles my ribs, knowing this’ll make me squirm. She laughs.


    “Play nice,” I say. I slide one leg over hers to pin her down, my hand caressing her jawline as I kiss her forehead, her cheek. When I pull back for a moment, she looks up at me with a mix of desire and just the slightest touch of fear in those ice blue eyes. “I won’t ever hurt you,” I whisper. “Not ever, okay?”


    “I know.” Her arm slides around my waist and she pulls me down for a long, lingering kiss that goes on, and on, and on. For eternity I ride the trigger edge of control, wanting more than anything to slip my hands under her shirt and feel her skin against mine, but knowing that she doesn’t belong to me. I’ve borrowed her for a short time from the guy who’s worthy of her. I’ll only ever be her high school boyfriend and I just need to make the most of this before she moves on.


    


    I don’t know how long it takes me to come to, but when I open my eyes, nothing that I see surprises me. I was aware that I was in a hospital bed and that John is seated in the chair next to me.


    Once he sees me awake, I’m sure he’ll go after me for that nasty black eye that he’s got. It looks like I bruised his cheekbone too. I’m lucky I didn’t hurt my hand.


    Sensing my gaze, he looks up at me. “Hey,” he says.


    “You here to press charges?”


    “So you’re okay? You know where you are and stuff?”


    I look around. The walls of my room are an avocado green and the ceiling is white, tessellated tiles. The air reeks of iodine and rubbing alcohol. “This Sequoia Ridge Hospital?”


    “Yeah. And no, I’m not pressing charges. I’ve told everyone who’ll listen that this-” he points to his bruised face “-is my fault. I insulted you and tried to pick a fight with you and you beat me to the punch. Literally. I should’ve known I was no match for you.”


    I roll my eyes. “That isn’t what happened.”


    “You lied for me once. When you got home and I talked to you without telling Madison.”


    I don’t bother to reply to that.


    “Alex, you don’t need rumors that you’re violent going around town. Not on top of all the rumors about your schizophrenia.”


    “I was violent.”


    “Only because I hit you below the belt, didn’t I?”


    There’s nothing I can say to that. I just shut my eyes and remember the feel of kissing Madison in the dark as we sat on the cold concrete. I remember the first time she ever hinted she might love me, even though she never said it aloud to me until… was it really only just last night?


    “So… listen,” says John. “Madison told me about her little business venture. Or big business venture, I should say. She’s added seven more clients, and she’s going to start doing the art delivery thing regularly.”


    It takes me a moment to catch up with him. That delivery run with Madison feels like it was ages ago. “You angry?”


    “I’m… feeling pretty stupid, that my own sister couldn’t tell me about a new business that she loves.”


    I take a deep breath and hold up my hand so that I can check my nails. They aren’t too bad, but there’s a shooting pain in my upper arm from where Mom bit me.


    “And,” John continues, “I feel really stupid for blaming you for everything with you and Madison. She told me all about that too, about how it was her idea to keep chasing you and how you were adamant that you not trap her in your life with your issues.”


    I shrug. “Whatever.”


    “I’ve just tried to direct her away from situations that would hurt her, but she doesn’t want to listen to me.”


    “Madison’s pretty self directed. I know that she’s nice all the time and can seem like a pushover, but she’s not. Nothing could be farther from the truth.”


    John gives me a look that makes it clear he doesn’t want my advice.


    Which is annoying. I press on. “You don’t need to tell her what she should do. Support is what she needs more than advice.” John’ll slap me down now, I’m sure of it.


    But instead what he does is rest his head on the heels of his hands and there’s an awkward moment, like at the end of a bad date when you try to figure out something amicable to say before you part ways. “I guess you’ve known her a lot longer than I have.”


    I shrug.


    “You guys grew up together.”


    “In different social universes, yeah.”


    He still doesn’t look at me. “When I first came into her life, I gave her a lot of advice and it helped her. I guess I got stuck in big brother advice mode.”


    “What kind of advice did you give her?”


    “I told her stand up to our mother and not let Kailie just walk all over her. I told her to break it off with that guy she was dating back then and to find a guy who respected her for who she was and made her feel like she deserved to be loved. Aaaaand then she started dating you.”


    “I think she started dating Carson Montrose and I kinda derailed that. I stole her from him at a Church activity.”


    He tilts his head, absorbing that. “The movie date? You distracted her and she left?”


    “Yeah.”


    “She called me after that, did you know?”


    I shake my head.


    “Said you wouldn’t be interested in her because you were too good looking. And she also mentioned you were a psycho… except…”


    “Now that’s literally true.”


    “I told her to have a little more confidence. Didn’t think it’d lead to her dating you.”


    “I saw an opportunity and I took it,” I say. “I couldn’t help it. She’s… you know… way better than I thought I could ever get.” And yes, I think, I am a scumbag for monopolizing her time when a better guy had had his heart set on her for years. I screw everything up.


    “Alex, you’re easy for a big brother to hate, you know, but the truth is, you treated my sister well.”


    “Well, yeah. I’m not an idiot.”


    He looks me straight in the eye. “Listen, on the day you broke up with her, did you tell her you loved her?”


    I feel like a large hand squeezes my heart. “What’d she tell you?”


    “That she thinks you said it but she’s not sure.”


    “Okay. Good. Don’t tell her.”


    “You did, though? Do you still?”


    “Of course. I’m not an idiot. But she shouldn’t have to know that. It’d make her feel bad.”


    He runs his fingers through his hair. “You just aren’t what she needs right now.”


    “I agree.”


    “And I’m sorry. I don’t want to break another guy’s heart here.”


    “She hasn’t been mine in years. Literally, years. You think you can help her move on?”


    John breathes out a sigh. “After last night she was convinced she made you worse. She went to Carson’s and didn’t come back until midnight. I guess they’d been up talking. When we got up this morning and heard the news about you, she… well she gave me this to give back to you.” He reaches down to pick up something off the floor.


    My dad’s old army jacket, all laundered and spotless.


    “And a note.” He hands me a folded piece of paper.


    I unfold it to reveal Madison’s neat handwriting.


    


    Dear Alex,


    I’m so sorry about what’s happened. I’ve been selfish, only thinking about how much it hurt me to lose you. It never crossed my mind that you really do need to look out for yourself first and that you can’t afford distractions like clingy ex-girlfriends who can’t let you go.


    I thought you pushed me away because you didn’t care anymore. Now I understand that it’s because you care that you push me away. I know a lot of things happened last night, but my behavior clearly got it off to a bad start. It won’t happen again.


    Get well soon. I care about you so much. If there is ever anything I can do for you, just let me know.


    All best,


    Madison


    


    “All best,” from the girl who signs every letter to anyone “love.” I fold up the paper again and resist the urge to wad it up and throw it away. It’s from Madison. I can’t do that.


    John looks at me like I’ve got a sucking chest wound and he doesn’t want to see me die, but he can’t tear himself away.


    “It’s all good,” I say. “Tell her I’m really happy to hear she’s moved on. It’s for the best.”


    “Alex, is there anything I can do for you?”


    “Just keep her away from me. Don’t let her come here to visit.”


    “I can maybe do that for, like, a day, but her self control’s going to crack eventually. She’s just beside herself, knowing that you’re here and suffering. It’s the belief that you’d get worse if she came that’s kept her away thus far.”


    “Then,” I say, “I need to get out of Pelican Bluffs. For a while at least. I’ll figure something out. Thanks for stopping by.”


    


    Dr. Maliki is not happy that John gave me that letter from Madison right when I woke up. He gives the hospital staff a long lecture on how I need to be protected from anyone who might raise my stress levels, and men bearing “it’s definitely over” notes from beautiful ex-girlfriends fit in this category.


    Much as John stressed me out, the voices are once again easy for me to ignore. I hear them jabbering, but I find I don’t even care what they’re talking about. It’s as if last night was just a brief relapse, and now I’m back to how I was in the days leading up to it.


    Dr. Maliki agrees that a break from Pelican Bluffs is a good idea. I call my Aunt Ellie.


    “I don’t want to be a burden,” I explain.


    “You’re family, Alex, of course you can come stay with me for a few weeks, and then we’ll take things as they come. But right now, while your mother’s condition is still in limbo, I think it makes good sense to have a change of scene for a while. I was planning to be in San Francisco for the next month. That suit you?”


    Absolutely. It’s nice and far away. Between the situation with Madison and the fact that I damaged my own mother, I need an escape. My mother, according to the staff down at Pacific Psychiatric Hospital, sees everyone who comes in as a threat and is terrified. If I weren’t a headcase myself, they might chance letting me see her, but as things are, the doctors’ decision is to not have me try to interact with her for my own good. Hiroko, has already made multiple visits and is able to endure my mother’s shrieking and rejection. Thank goodness for her.


    Within the week, I’m headed south with my aunt, who continues to reassure me that I’m not a burden at all.


    I bring my journal with all my lists in it with me. Now I’ve added new items, like exercise for two hours a day and watch the news. I set up a clothing diary of what shirts to wear with which pants and how often I should do my laundry. I also bring a kitchen timer to use while I’m in the shower. Perhaps it’s paranoid, but I do not want to act like a crazy person while living off my aunt’s charity.


    Dr. Maliki assures me that what I have is still a mild case. The voices still blabber away, sometimes loud enough to disrupt conversation, but as long as I know they aren’t real, I’m doing well. I guess “well” is a relative term.


    For the second time I go through the treatment regimen, the appointments three times a week and the various flavors of therapy designed to stabilize me. I hear again how I need to have support people in my life and maintain good social contacts. People need to know when to check up on me and I need to find my triggers and figure out how to cope.


    And again, I fake my way through the routine. I act sociable at church and the bishop of the singles ward comes to one of my appointments to testify that I’m doing great and it’s only a matter of time before I find a special someone to be my support person and build a healthy life with, but in the meantime I’ve got skills and know how to make friends and will be just fine. I bluff my way through questions about returning home to live by myself in Pelican Bluffs. Hiroko’s moved on to a job with Kirsten’s new company. I’m okay with living alone. Really, it’ll be all good.


    


    Two full weeks pass before I get a phone call from Kailie. “So, what?” she snaps. “You just disappear now? What’s your deal? Oh, and I went into your house and cleaned out your fridge. You had milk in there and man did it ever stink.”


    “Hello to you, too.” I’m seated on my bed in my room at my aunt’s place. She’s off working, as usual. My hair’s wet from the shower and I sit facing a wall with a large oceanscape done in aquas and greens. More than once I’ve wondered if my mind is playing tricks on me, or if this is one of Madison’s clients. Needless to say, I miss her, but the image of her here, babysitting me as I go to appointments and work through my issues is enough to keep me from trying to call her.


    “What’s going on?” presses Kailie. “Where are you?”


    “I’m staying with my aunt. I’m sure you heard what happened.”


    “With your mom?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Why would that make you need to leave town?”


    “Are you kidding? I could have killed her.”


    “You carried her to safety.”


    “I’m the reason she left the house in the first place. I disarmed the alarm and didn’t rearm it.” And I’ve been over and over and over this with my therapists, but the guilt refuses to dislodge from me. Because I really did screw up and there’s nothing I can do to fix it.


    Kailie sighs right into the phone and I dread what she’s likely to say next. Some insult, no doubt, or just a brush off. “You can’t be everything to everyone all the time,” is what she actually says. “I mean, you’re pretty good at it-”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “You’ve taken better care of your mom than any care facility ever could, and you’ve been dealing with the whole Madison situation, protecting her from your issues, and you’ve been helping out people all over town, including my sister.”


    “What does that have to do with-”


    “It has everything to do with what happened. You wear yourself out and mistakes happen, and that’s what that was. A mistake. We all make them. Nobody’s perfect, but you did everything you could to fix it and you did a pretty darn good job. You got your mom to safety.”


    “She’s in a mental hospital, and she hates it there, and there’s nothing I can do to get her out.”


    “She at Pacific Psychiatric?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Who’s her primary? She doesn’t have Dwight, does she? He’s got issues with schizos, I swear.”


    “Um… I don’t know.”


    “He’s a charmer with the families. You go in to talk about treatment and he’s all professional and cool, but once he’s up in the ward he’s a monster. I so want to get him fired, but he knows how to work the system, you know? He only does his thing when all the witnesses are mentally ill. You gotta know who to ask to find out the real deal. It’s the staff. They’ll give you the skinny on who does what. Like Melanie? She’s so shy with regular people, families hate her, but up in the ward, she does magic, I swear.”


    I’m too stunned to speak.


    “You know I was a patient there for almost a month?” says Kailie.


    “No.”


    “I keep in touch with everyone who helped me. Lots of good people and some not so good ones.”


    “Oh… okay.”


    “Give me permission and I’ll head down there, check out what’s what, and see if anything needs to change. I’ll tell you who to switch your mom over to, all that stuff.”


    “You’d do that?”


    “Yes. Call them and authorize me.”


    “Um… all right. And you can check on my mom?”


    “Yeah.”


    “I made her worse.”


    “No, what happened made her worse. You never intended to do any such thing, so give yourself a little credit.” There’s no condescension in her tone, no false kindness. She sounds for all the world like she’s telling it like it is, and most important, she doesn’t deny that me leaving the alarm off was my fault and directly led to my mom’s decline. She’s being honest with me.


    “Yeah well…”


    “I know. Believe me. I slashed my wrists and made this gory scene that my best friend walked in on. Her clothes got soaked with my blood and she had to face down my dad to save my life. I almost got her fired from her job and run out of town, and she won’t even act annoyed with me about it. Top that, and I might have some pity for you. You wish you knew how to really screw things up.”


    I laugh, even though I know it’s rude. Kailie doesn’t seem to mind. It’s been ages since I laughed. I take a deep, shaky breath, and ask, “How is Madison?”


    “Yeah…”


    “Please tell me she’s moved on.”


    “That what you want?”


    “That’s the other reason I left.”


    “She’s been on a couple of dates with Carson now. He’s all happy about it but she’s just… kind of… I don’t know. It’s like I don’t know her anymore.”


    Even though this is the answer I hoped for, it hurts to hear. But, I can handle it. I’m in control and healthier than I’ve ever been since my episode in Japan. “Okay. Well, good,” I say.


    “You sure that’s how you want it?”


    “Positive.”


    “Because you don’t want to make her your caregiver?”


    “Pretty much.”


    “Okay, look. I hear that, I do. But I figured something out while I was in therapy after I almost wrecked Madison’s whole life. I couldn’t control whether or not she forgave me. She always did. I could control whether or not I deserved it.”


    “You’re her friend, not her significant other.”


    For a moment she says nothing, then she changes the subject. “Are you ever coming home?”


    “Yeah. I can’t stay here with my aunt forever. I’ll be home in a couple of weeks. And then I’ll figure out what to do. I’ll find out the prognosis for my mom and make plans and stuff.”


    “What kind of plans?”


    “Whether I stay there or sell the house and move.”


    “Do you want my opinion?”


    “Does it matter? Would you actually not tell me if I don’t?”


    She laughs. “Just come home. Things aren’t right without you. Kirsten and I are starting this business and it’s all kinds of scary.”


    “I’m sure.”


    “And I wish we could meet with you about it. I mean, you know respite care, you know the Foundation, and you’re a friend.”


    “You can call me whenever. I can’t guarantee I’ll know stuff, but you can always ask.”


    “Okay.”


    “Thanks for cleaning out my fridge.” I just thanked Kailie Beale for breaking into my house, and meant it.


    “Yeah, anytime. Just, don’t be a stranger. We miss you, all right? And call the hospital. I think they’ll want you to send in a signed form before I can go talk to them about your mom.”


    “I will, thanks. I’ll talk to you later.”


    “Cool. Bye.” She hangs up.
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    “Alex, we need to schedule that meeting with your cousins.” Aunt Ellie finishes going through the phone messages for the Wilkstone Foundation.


    We’re in the Foundation’s office on Main Street, and I sit behind the reception desk while she packs up her things. She’ll drive on to her other home in Crescent City, where she plans to meet with some clients over the next few days. I’ll stay here. We’ve already dropped my things at my house.


    The reception area of the Foundation office is small but well decorated with a tile floor, a splashing fountain, and comfy chairs for people waiting to meet with my aunt.


    “We need a new director and we need one stat,” she goes on.


    “Sure.” I’m distracted, though, by being back in Pelican Bluffs. There’s no denying I love it here. Even just the way the air smells is perfect.


    “Big changes are happening in town, specifically, the Madison Lukas factor.”


    I look up. “What’s that?” I ask.


    “She’s a local girl, you probably know her. Started a business with artists that has taken off. I mean, growing like you wouldn’t believe. We’ve had seven people who moved into the low income houses to work minimum wages in town quit and stay in those houses, doing art, which isn’t something we originally foresaw. They’re earning decent money too. She’s also started this monthly photoshoot thing where all her clients come together to get their wares photographed for online sales. The first one turned into a de facto crafts fair when people showed up to try to buy the wares before they went up on the internet. I mean, that’ll be a zoning nightmare from now on. In short, she’s creating a middle class and a local industry, and those are two things this town’s never had. Usually people’s eligibility to live in those houses ends when they stop working in town, but they’re creating new jobs in town now. We’ll run out of housing.”


    “Oh.”


    “So… it’s more than I can deal with. Three art galleries wanting to move in, when we don’t have the commercial space. It’s insane, and your cousins, either of them, would handle it much better than I.”


    “Okay.”


    “So when are we gonna have that meeting?”


    “Set it up for the next time you’re in town.”


    “Which of your cousins do you want to take over?”


    “I still need to think about that.”


    Aunt Ellie rolls her eyes. “Fine. Just decide by the time we have that meeting.”


    “I promise.”


    “I’m leaving. You coming out?”


    “Actually, I’ll lock up. It’s okay.”


    She gives me an odd look, which I suppose is appropriate given I have no conceivable reason to stay behind, but she also seems ready to leave me. I tried to be a good houseguest, but no one wants to look after a disabled relative indefinitely, especially not a grown man. Aunt Ellie gives me a hug, then exits without another word, the glass door swinging shut behind her with a soft swish.


    I sit back down behind the reception desk and look around. My homecoming has made me sentimental all of a sudden. Once I turn over the Foundation to one of my cousins, my relationship with this place will change. I won’t be Roger’s grandson, the technical heir-apparent. I’ll be just another Wilkstone cousin, and one no longer in the line of succession, or whatever you call it when it’s a business and not a country.


    A tap on the glass makes me look up and I see Officer Li standing outside. “You okay?” he mouths.


    I get up and open the door. “Yeah. I guess.”


    “What’s up, Alex? Long time no see.” He claps my shoulder, grins, and steps inside. The door swings shut behind us.


    “Just saying goodbye. I’m turning the Foundation over to one of my cousins, and then I dunno where I’ll go or what I’ll do.”


    “What does that mean, turning the Foundation over?” He takes off his sunglasses and hooks them over the front of his shirt. “You stepping down?”


    “No, I’m just not stepping up. I was next in line to be the director. Obviously, I can’t be, but it still feels like I’m giving something up. I know. It’s stupid.”


    He looks me over. “Why can’t you be the director?”


    “That a joke?”


    “No, you’re the only Wilkstone who knows this place, and you really do know it. You’ve got so many connections to people, through the disabled community, through your church, through growing up here. I bet there isn’t a single person you wouldn’t recognize on sight.”


    “So?”


    “So? Come on. That counts for something. For a Foundation that is all about this town, you are the most qualified.”


    “I’m-”


    “Don’t bring up your schizophrenia again. Come on. I saw you, full out psychotic, carrying your mother to safety. You were covered in blood and all bruised up and talking about how voices had taken over her body, and you still rescued her. Parts of your mind are broken, but only parts. A lot of important stuff works just fine.”


    “Thanks, but you haven’t even seen me in a month.”


    “You look great. Seriously. You want help? You need someone for support? You’ve got people. You’ve got me, for one. What can I do?”


    I shake my head. “You don’t have to be nice to me, you know.”


    “I do know, yeah.”


    “So why are you?”


    He puts his hands on his hips. “Is it so hard to imagine that someone might want to be your friend? You’re a good guy, and you changed my life. When I was on the ropes, you showed me how to get back up again.”


    I shrug. “Okay.”


    “Come on. This Foundation have a mission statement or anything? I bet helping people out with service is in there somewhere.”


    “Mission statement? No. I don’t think so.”


    “A slogan?”


    “Not that I know of.”


    “A seal? A cool logo with some Latin on it?”


    “Um, not on the letterhead.”


    He steps over behind the desk and scrutinizes the labels on the filing cabinet. “Articles of Organization. May I?”


    I get up to see what he’s looking at. It’s the top drawer, which I pull open. Inside is a binder and a bunch of folders. Officer Li grabs the binder and flips it open. The pages part to reveal a map of the town, only not really. The low income housing isn’t there. Instead there are high density condos. Main Street has more housing in units above commercial storefronts. There’s a neighborhood of single family housing between Main Street and Ridge Road.


    “What the heck?” I say.


    “Long range plan for Pelican Bluffs,” he reads off the caption.


    “I never heard of any kind of plan.”


    He flips a few pages, scans the text, then says, “The purpose of the low income housing is to foster local talent and a local economy. The wealthy who live here might be willing to invest in new startups, but are unlikely to be as motivated when it comes to doing the hard work of building a new business. People in the low income housing should see their situation as temporary. Any and all entrepreneurial spirit should be encouraged and fostered.” He looks up at me. “You never read any of this?”


    “I’m not sure anyone has. Not lately anyway.”


    He flips to the back of the binder. “Actually, no, here’s a signed letter from Ellie Wilkstone Baynes to the Board of Directors saying, and I quote, “’Roger’s long term plans for the town, while very inspired, are nevertheless unrealistic. It would appear that Pelican Bluffs isn’t a likely candidate for locally implemented economic growth.’ Basically, Alex, she wrote off the whole plan decades ago. Didn’t even try to build up the economy.”


    “Well, she was just being sensible.”


    “Am I not right that Madison’s becoming a little local tycoon?”


    “So I hear.”


    “And correct me if I’m wrong, but Kirsten Beale’s starting up a business too? Her and Kailie are going in together?”


    “What’s your point?” I say.


    “My point is that some of the stuff your grandfather wrote about is starting to happen.”


    “Well… whatever.”


    He shoves the binder at me. “It isn’t whatever. Read this thing, think it over, and consider stepping up to head this Foundation. If you really think it over and it isn’t for you, then fine, I can respect that. But you better think long and hard about it, because my guess is that your grandfather, if he were here, would be proud of you. Don’t be so sure that he wouldn’t choose you to take over.”


    That is a blindingly new concept, anyone being proud of me. I’m not sure I buy it, but I do take the binder.


    “You got dinner plans or you able to come to our place? I’m doing something revolutionary, totally insane. I’m taking EVOL Burritos and…” He lowers his voice for dramatic effect. “Cooking them according to the instructions.”


    I laugh. “I don’t want to intrude-”


    “And Mikey’s acting up again.”


    “Yeah, sure. I’ll come.”


    He cracks up. “I lied about Mikey, but you’re coming, all right? I’m taking you at your word. Carla’s out for the evening. We can watch sports or something.”


    


    What we end up doing is playing with Mikey, who had clearly planned to spend the evening lining up blocks. I show Officer Li how to interrupt his progress and force a little interaction, heaping on the praise so that Mikey understands the point of the exercise.


    “I’m gonna head up the fundraising effort for a new group home,” Officer Li explains.


    “So we might get a group home?” I say.


    “We will. We have to. I don’t wanna leave Pelican Bluffs. Huh, buddy? We want to stay right here. And we want to talk Alex into babysitting for us sometimes, right?”


    I shake my head. “I’ve had two pretty nasty episodes that landed me in the hospital.”


    “I know.” Officer Li looks me in the eye. “I remember. I saw one of them. Honest to goodness truth? This is the first evening I’ve played with Mikey and felt like I’m actually communicating with him.”


    “Any therapist should be able to teach you this stuff. Or books.”


    “I’m telling you, you’re good at this. Better than average. Someday you’re gonna have to let me compensate you with more than microwaved burritos.”


    I laugh and in that moment, I realize, he isn’t Officer Li anymore. He’s Justin, and we really are friends.


    


    Later, after Justin drops me off at home, I read the Foundation binder cover to cover. My grandfather, it turns out, had a lot of big ideas that sound more than a little fanciful. Pelican Bluffs to him wasn’t a static little town with the rich on one side and the poor on the other. That was just the seed that was supposed to germinate into something more.


    He was kind of a kook, my grandfather, full of grandiose ideas about social engineering, but having said that, there isn’t a single word of this set of legal and other papers that I don’t understand. I’m not sure why I get it, but I do. Guess there’s more Wilkstone in me than I’d realized.


    I have the sense of puzzle pieces falling into place. This is where I belong and where I need to stay. I can be useful here. Maybe even be content.


    


    Three days later, Kailie drives me down to Pacific Psychiatric. A nurse escorts me to my mom’s room where she sits with her back to the door. Through the little window, I can see the gray in her hair is growing out, leaving just the tips black, and she looks as if she hasn’t washed it in days.


    My heart lifts at the sight of her, though. It’s been over a month.


    “Now, just so you know,” says the nurse. “No one’s been able to communicate with her all the time she’s been here. We’ll see how this goes, but be ready.”


    He knocks twice, then opens the door. My mother twists around, and at the sight of me lets out a bloodcurdling scream, her face contorted in fear.


    “Mom,” I say, “it’s me, Alex.”


    “Get him away. Get away!”


    The nurse grasps my arm and pulls me back while my mother covers her face with her hands and screams again.


    “It’s me,” I say. I turn to the nurse and switch back to English. “I swear, I’ve never hurt her. I don’t ever abuse her. I didn’t mean to let her wander off-”


    “Relax,” he says. “That’s just how she’s been ever since she was brought in. Medication doesn’t change it, therapy can’t even happen with her like that. I guess you’ve got a meeting with her doctor in ten minutes?”


    I nod, knowing what the outcome of that meeting will be. I can’t bring my mother home like that. I’ll have to sign the papers to leave her here, for good, and she hates it here. I don’t know of any group homes or other facilities that can handle a patient this psychotic, though.


    Not for the first time, I wish Madison were here. She’d understand why I feel worthless right now. I’ve spent my whole life trying to be what my mother needs, and now I’ve failed, completely.


    At least Kailie’s here, asking staff discreet questions and finding out the real story about how my mom’s being treated. If there’s anything amiss, she’ll figure it out. Several of the nurses greeted her with warm hugs when she showed her face. I’m not alone in this anymore.


    But it still feels like I am.


    


    Kailie drives me back to Pelican Bluffs and respects my need for silence. It isn’t until we’re on the outskirts of town that she utters a sound. “Have you seen Madison, yet?”


    “No. It’ll happen at church.”


    “You going to be okay?”


    “Yeah. I’ll deal.”


    


    That evening, though, as I brush my teeth, I hear a voice mutter in my ear, “She was happy to move on from you. She’s embarrassed to remember that she ever dated you.”
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    That Sunday, I get up early and walk to church, arriving just as the congregation sings the opening hymn. My seat at the back of the chapel is still open and I slip right in. Madison’s sitting in her usual spot at the front, her platinum locks easy to see. Next to her is Carson, with his arm around her shoulders.


    He isn’t hugging her, holding her, kissing her, or even talking to her. Even so, it’s too much. The graceful lines of her neck shift as she turns her head to look at him, and I shut my eyes. I don’t want to see her gaze at him the way she used to look at me.


    She isn’t mine anymore. I agreed to let her go when I broke up with her before my mission, and yet, my heart won’t obey. Even with new friends, life is lonely, and I want her more than ever.


    When a hastily muttered prayer doesn’t gain me any relief, I get to my feet and make my escape.


    


    When I get home, several lights are on and there are voices laughing in the hallway. The voices I ignore. The lights, I figure I left those on before I left. I need to be more careful. When the doorbell rings later on, I ignore it. I can only guess that it’d be people from church coming by to express pity. Or maybe to laugh.


    


    A day later I feel a presence follow me on my morning run. I dart in the door as fast as I can, but I sense that it slipped in behind me.


    


    That night I find myself wide awake, unable to sleep because of the voices throwing a party downstairs. They’ve slipped in through the windows and doors and won’t leave, and won’t respect my rules.


    


    Some time later, one day or perhaps two, Kailie drops by, but speaks in a code that I don’t understand. I listen to a few minutes of it, then haul her downstairs and push her out the front door.


    When the bishop calls to ask why I wasn’t at church, I let the call go through to voicemail. It’s then that I realize that I’m not even sure what day it is or how many Sundays I might have missed. I just don’t care to keep track.


    


    My third breakdown doesn’t happen all at once, but rather as a gradual slide. The voices move into my house and take up residence. I disregard my checklists and stop living according to a clock or sunrise and sunset. I go on my runs when I want, eat when I want, and sleep when I can. One afternoon, or perhaps morning, when I return home from a run, I find an army of shadowy figures in my house. The creatures behind the voices are coming into this world from their realm. Half a dozen float in the front room, angry gazes directed at me. I’m Chosen, and they don’t like my kind. They’re humanlike, but made of a gauzy ectoplasm that flows like cloth underwater.


    I step inside, take a deep breath, and will them to go away.


    In a flash they close in, whipping out tentacles of their ethereal substance to yank me away from the door. Wherever they touch me burns like ice. Their faces wink into existence, all lines and veins and anger. I break free of their frigid grasp and make my escape to the back hallway and the stairs, though a little voice in my head says I shouldn’t go deeper into the house. It’s too late to turn back, though. Faces melt out of the walls and hurtle towards me, eyes like slits and mouths open and cavernous.


    I stumble into my room, but I can sense that here too the veil between our world and theirs is about to tear wide open. My bed is too low to get under. My bathroom doesn’t provide a good place to hide. I go into my closet, shut the door, and curl up with my old pairs of shoes and a few broken hangers. If I curl into a tight enough ball, perhaps I’ll disappear. Perhaps they won’t find me. I can sense their anger like a storm brewing just beyond this flimsy door.


    I don’t dare pray aloud, just fold my arms and think as hard as I can. Only, what if they can sense my thoughts? I’m as good as dead. It’s just a matter of time until they find me.


    


    “Alex?” Madison’s voice, as if from across a great distance.


    I don’t know if it’s real or imagined, or if I actually feel the sensation of air moving across my skin, or if that’s her hand on my arm. Her voice chatters some nonsense and then, “You’re safe, okay? I’ve called for help.”
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    “Alex, listen.” Kailie’s voice. “You’re in the hospital, and I’m here. You’re safe, and I’m right here. Madison… they wouldn’t let her in because of that whole thing with John last time, but she’s outside. She wants to be here.”


    I feel my eyes blink, but the world stays the same, featureless and unrelenting. There is no hospital room, no chair for Kailie to sit on. No Kailie, even. I’m in the world of the voices now. Figures drift in the empty space, malevolent and hungry.


    “Okay, Alex?” Kailie goes on. “Don’t feel alone. I’ll be right here.”


    


    “Alex? It’s Siraj. We didn’t know you were back in town. We would have come over and cooked you a feast.”


    “Is he dead?” One of the twins’ voices.


    “Not dead. He’s in a kind of sleep. It’s a health condition he has.”


    “He seems dead.”


    “Now, now. Don’t say that. So Alex, I don’t know if you remember when you came to ask me about my sisters’ visa status. It cleared a few things up for me. It reminded me of what matters. It’s to be with the people we love, you know? So, I spoke to my brother and I wrote to our senators and our congresswoman. They’ve agreed to take up my cause, while I’ve looked into moving back to India, moving to Canada, who knows where I’ll be in a few months?”


    “But we’ll stay together,” says one of the twins.


    “Yes, that’s what matters,” he agrees. “Lalitha, don’t pinch him like that.”


    The pain is enough to make me gasp.


    “See, he’s not dead.”


    “That’s quite rude. Don’t do that.”


    “I just wanted to check. Hey Alex, wake up so we can feed you, all right?”


    


    Madison sits on the chair and leans her head against my mattress. I know I’m on a mattress now, in a hospital room, even though it fades in and out. She doesn’t. But, I remember, she’s not here. She’s not allowed. Which is the delusion and which is the reality?


    


    “I’m the one who found him.” It’s her voice. She’s just outside, in the hall.


    “I understand that.”


    “Can you even tell me what’s wrong with him?”


    “I can’t disclose that to you. His medical records aren’t public information.”


    “I know. But… I just want to know that he’s okay.”


    “I’m sorry. If you know his family, you can talk to them.”


    “All he has is some distant aunt or something in San Francisco.”


    “I’m sorry, Ms. Lukas, but you’ve got to calm down, and you’ve got to leave. His wellbeing is our only concern.”


    


    “Hey, Alex. It’s Justin and I’ve got Mikey here. Can you say hi, Mikey? … Well he means to say hi. Listen, come back to us, all right? People here miss you. I get why you might have checked out. I know maybe this life doesn’t have much to offer you. You’ve gotta feel real alone a lot of the time. We’ll do a better job, all right? We’ll make sure you have people around. Just come back to us. Please.” There’s a note of desperation in his voice. “I’ve gotten a lot better with Mikey. Figured out that he likes bubbles.”


    “Bubble!”


    “And that… that’s the second time he’s ever said anything.”


    “Bubble!”


    “You want bubbles now? I can’t… O-kay, we’re gonna have a tantrum. We are going to go find some bubbles. Alex… hang in there, all right?”


    


    “Check it out, Alex!”


    “Dmitri, careful.” Dmitri’s mother sounds more amused than concerned.


    “Up on one wheel. Most people in my class can’t do that. Aw yeah.”


    “Listen, we’re here to keep him company, not knock his cot over with crazy moves. You heard what the doctors said. No stress.”


    “Talking is boring. Check out this chair, Alex.”


    “He insisted we bring it down.”


    “I talked to the coach for the Paralympic Wheelchair Rugby team. It was so epic. He gave me all kinds of pointers and someday, someday, I will try out for that team and I will get on it and we will medal.”


    “Yes, well, suffice it to say, Dmitri’s doing well.”


    “You gotta snap outta this, man. You’ve gotta see me play.”


    “Ye-es. That’s one reason, isn’t it?”


    “If you wake up, I will totally make it worth your while.”


    “I don’t know if he heard that, but I did and I’m holding you to it.”


    “Fine.”


    “All right.”


    


    Madison sits by my bed, her face lined and drawn from exhaustion. She doesn’t speak, only sits, and this time I know she isn’t real. I just wish she were.


    


    “You shouldn’t be here.” It’s the nurse’s voice, I think.


    “I tried staying away from him, okay? But it didn’t make him any better. He got worse.”


    “Without permission from the supervising physician, you’re not going to see him.”


    “And I just want to see the physician.”


    “If she doesn’t have time to see you, then I’m sorry.”


    “I think I could help him, maybe. If I could just see him and talk to him.”


    “There is a note in his file that you and your brother are not allowed in.”


    “Oh…”


    “So if you’d please move along? He’s in good hands here.”


    “Madison, I’m sorry,” comes Kailie’s voice. “There’s nothing we can do right now.”


    “If he’s awake for just one minute, I want to spend it with him.”


    “I know. Listen, stay calm, do not stress out. We’ll deal with this when it’s time. Right now, just leave him alone.”


    


    “It’s me again.” Kailie’s voice. “You keep staying all checked out and I’ll keep visiting. Kirsten’s here too.”


    “Hey, Alex.”


    “So what’s the deal? You promise me I can call anytime I’ve got questions about our new business, but you’re not taking calls. Seriously.”


    “Kail, careful. He’ll stay like that forever.”


    “Oh thanks.”


    “I’m just saying.”


    Laughter, with jagged edges like knives.


    “Alex.” Kirsten’s voice. “We’re holding our first fundraiser for a group home. We’ve got two care providers in our employ. This is happening.”


    “And Dad’s all proud of us now, like this was his idea.”


    “Just ignore him,” says Kirsten


    “I’m trying, all right? Listen, Alex, we’ve got a letter to read you. It’s from the Rawls. You know, Kevin’s parents? Okay, so it says, ’Dear Alex, We heard from Wendy Liang about your condition and it occurred to us we never did write to you about Kevin. We hope you don’t feel responsible in any way for what happened. Our situation with Kevin was always precarious, and you did nothing but good things for us. We feel such endless gratitude for you.


    “Thank you for the year you gave him to be himself, for all the times you let him hit you and only smiled in return, for the evenings you gave us to go on dates and enjoy our marriage once more.


    “We hope someday you read this letter and know how much you mean to us. You gave us a miracle, and we will always be grateful for it. The way Kevin’s life ended just shows that very few people can do what you did, and we wish you all the best.’”


    Kailie pauses. “It’s signed Don and Victoria Rawls. They called a few times. I know they want to visit but Victoria’s starting to get Alzheimer’s. But so many people miss you, Alex. They want to know that you’re okay.”


    “And they sent us a huge check,” says Kirsten. “I guess it was Kevin’s life insurance or something. We’re on track to get a new group home in Pelican Bluffs now.”


    “Might need some help with the zoning. Eh, right? You might know someone who knows someone?”


    “What?” says Kirsten.


    “Nothing. Inside joke. We miss you, Alex.”


    


    Madison leans over the bed and looks right into my eyes. She’s a vision, with her creamy white skin and delicate pink lips. I remember how we fell for each other in high school, but I don’t understand it. Why would someone so desirable touch her fingers to my cheek and stroke my hair back from my face? How could that ever have been my reality? Why would she gaze at me as if she could gaze forever? I’ll never deserve this, but I just can’t let her go. She haunts even my delusions.


    I know if I wake up, she’ll disappear. For now, I just lay still and feel her phantom fingers on my skin.


    


    “Hey, buddy.” The masculine voice slices right into my heart. I jolt awake, my eyes opening to the sight of ceiling tiles above my hospital bed. I turn to look at a face I remember only from pictures. His hair is blond and buzzed short, his eyes a hazel green that looks almost brown in the dim light of my hospital room, and he wears that jacket that I wore every day from when I was six until I put it on Madison in high school.


    This is it. My final psychotic break. Farewell reality. I’ve been beating on the door to insanity and unreality for who knows how many days now, and finally, I’m in.


    He looks me over. “You know who I am?”


    I nod. “Dad,” I whisper.
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    My father chuckles. “Never got to hear you say that. Never saw you take your first steps or hear your first words. Never got to take you to school or coach you in sports.”


    I shrug with shoulders stiff from disuse. “You know much about me?”


    “Everything, buddy. I know how many times you’ve been to juvie and how many of your friends’ bones you’ve broken in fights. I know how dismal your school performance was. I know about the time on your mission when you had your psychotic break and took off in the Tokyo subway. I know it all, and I’m proud. Because I also know the hand you were dealt. No dad, a mentally ill mom, a system that failed you, people who wanted to see you put away. You overcame it all, and you’re a good man, Alex. A great man. I’d count myself lucky to have a friend like you, let alone a son.” There’s no hint of a falsity in his tone. His gaze is earnest and sincere.


    Which is the last thing I expect from someone like him. As I understand it, fathers are the ones who discipline and get disappointed.


    “Yeah, you don’t have the highest opinion of yourself, do you?” he says.


    “I dunno.”


    “Well, I do. Listen to me, I know why you’re here, all right?”


    “Because I’m a headcase.”


    “That helps, but you’re hiding. You’ve buried yourself so deep in your psyche that you hope they never find you. The mental illness? You got that from your mom, but the real reason you’re here is because of something you inherited from me.”


    “What’s that?”


    He raises one eyebrow in a gesture I’ve seen a thousand times in the mirror, and pauses a moment. “How you love. The way you give yourself over completely, heart and soul. The way you care so much that the thought of feeling that vulnerable for the rest of your life is terrifying. I know how that goes, okay? I do. There was this girl once, beautiful, intelligent, and schizophrenic. I loved her with all my being, and I always will. Took me forever to get her to wear my ring, she was so sure I’d give up on her once I knew about her condition, and hers was a bad one, too. Not just mild hallucinations, but full blown psychosis that would last for weeks. What she didn’t understand was, it was worth it to endure all of that with her for just the minutes and hours I’d get to spend with the real person inside. I’m not sure she ever believed me. Now, that sound familiar?”


    I run my fingers through my hair. “Madison can do better.”


    “Can she? Listen, don’t ever be ashamed of how deep your feelings are. That’s a gift, and you’d be surprised how rare it can be. No one’s ever going to make that girl feel like she’s the center of the universe – and you won’t either if you don’t make a move and let her know that what she suspects about you is the truth. That you pushed her away out of love, and that you break down whenever you see her because you want her so bad, and that you don’t believe it’d be possible to have her. Alex, wake up and face your life.”


    The pain in my chest sharpens. “I don’t know if I can.” I shut my eyes. “Dad? Was she even here? Or am I dreaming her?”


    No reply. When I open my eyes, the room’s empty. I lift a hand and rub my forehead. That, I have to admit, was intense. I feel the beginnings of a headache.


    The room is silent though. No voices. No whisperings. The air doesn’t shimmer and there don’t seem to be any otherworldly beings drifting around. I’ve gone from delusional to grounded in the space of a second, which is weird. It’s also weird how lucid I felt during that delusion, and how the memory of it makes me feel at peace, and not all torn up inside, even though I saw the father I never knew.


    There’s a religious explanation for what just happened. I shut my eyes and think it over. The mind is a complex thing. It’s possible that my subconscious took what I wanted to see and what I wanted to hear and knit it all together in what looked like a spiritual visitation. Or, my mind might have had help. I should pray a prayer of gratitude in any case.


    Only, what am I thankful for? I’m back in reality, the last place I want to be. And it’s in this moment that I become certain, that visitation was no trick of the mind. Someone’s reminding me who’s in control. And He broke our agreement. I’d made myself clear: No visitations.


    According to LDS theology, the dead live in a spirit world that allows rare, brief contact with our world, usually at times of great need. Also, according to our beliefs, our family bonds aren’t just for the span of our lives. They last for eternity, and when we die, we’ll rejoin family members who’ve gone before.


    That’s what hooked me on Mormonism at first. Heaven to me isn’t a place with cherubs playing harps and streets paved with gold. It’s getting to be with the people who love me, a small group who are nearly all gone from this world.


    Nearly...


    I turn my head and my gaze falls on my cellphone, which lays, discarded, on the nightstand. I grasp it in my hand and notice it’s off. The battery probably ran out. Still, I press the power button just in case. It slowly powers up and flashes the “low battery” warning. Sometimes there’s just enough juice left, though, for one phone call. The empty battery icon continues to flash as I select Madison’s number and hit “Send.”


    One ring and I feel foolish.


    Two and I want to hang up.


    Three and I’m too invested not to see this through.


    “Hello?” Her voice is a croak.


    “Hey.”


    “Who is this?” She doesn’t know my number because I’ve never called her from this phone. I have hers from all the times she jotted it down in notes to me. “Alex?” she whispers.


    “Yeah.”


    “How-”


    The phone dies, its screen and LEDs going dark. I try to power it up again, but it’s dead as a doornail. I didn’t even get to say that I want to see her. I put the phone down again and lay back. Will she know that I want to see her? Now that I’ve used up my phone’s battery, I can’t get her number out of it to call her from another phone. Maybe someone will visit me today who’ll know how to reach her?


    I shut my eyes, and for the first time in a long time, fall into a restful, dreamless sleep.


    


    I wake when a nurse strides into the room, flips on the light and checks the IV that I now notice is in back of my left hand. When I turn my head, she jumps about a mile. “Sorry!” She takes a deep breath, her hand over her heart. “You’re awake?”


    “Looks like it.” My voice is gravelly.


    “You able to get up?”


    I nod and sit up too fast. The room sways and I wait for the head rush to clear, then slide down off the bed and stand. My muscles ache and cramp, but they work. The floor is cold and hard against my bare feet.


    “How do you feel?” the nurse asks.


    “Um, filthy. How long was I out?”


    “Three days. I’ll let the doctor know you’re awake.”


    I nod, sit down on my bed, and wait. Minutes later a doctor comes in and checks me over, and I answer all her questions about who I am and whether or not I know I’m in the hospital, then let her shine a light in my eyes and test my reflexes. I wait until she’s done with her ritual, before I say, “If Madison Lukas comes down today, can you let her in?”


    That earns me a pensive look. The doctor drapes her stethoscope around her neck and says, “You sure about that?”


    I nod and fight the urge to beg or get agitated. That, I know, will work against me. Given my life experience, I know what is and isn’t effective when negotiating with a psychiatrist, so I keep my voice calm. “Madison’s one of my closest friends. I’ll bet she found me and got me admitted here. I would really like to see, her; maybe I misheard things while I was out, but I thought I heard people telling her to leave.”


    “Given what happened with her brother-”


    “That was a misunderstanding. John’s fine, really.” I keep my voice and my gaze steady. “Please let them in if they show up today. I really want to see her. It’d make me feel a whole lot better if I could.”


    The doctor purses her lips and is quiet for a moment. “You want to take a shower and get cleaned up? You can. We’re going to leave you hooked up to the IV right now, though. Just wash around it. You okay to walk?”


    “Yeah, sure.”


    “There’s a bag with clean clothes and things there.” She points to my duffel bag over by the bathroom door. I wonder who packed it. I’m guessing Kailie. It’d be just like her to climb in my window and go through my things. I never thought I’d be grateful for someone like that in my life, but I am.


    “All right,” I say. “Thanks.”


    “There’s an alarm pull in the bathroom. Yank it if you need anything, all right?”


    I nod and shuffle across the room while she leaves.


    In the clothing bag are a couple sets of clothing, my journal full of checklists, my timer, and my scriptures. Relief blooms in me as I open my journal to my morning checklist. All the steps are here. My toothbrush, razor, and other items are tucked into a side pocket.


    The shower isn’t an enclosed stall, but rather a tiled corner of the bathroom with a drain in the floor and controls and a showerhead jutting out of the wall. I turn on the water, strip off my hospital gown, and step into the warm flow, scrubbing myself with shower gel that was packed in my bag. It takes me two rinses to get my shampoo to work up a lather, which is downright disgusting, and I’ve got the roughest stubble on my face. After I switch off the water and towel myself dry, I stand in front of the fog obscured mirror and shave my face by feel. It takes long enough that the mirror is clear and visible by the time I need to see the spots I’ve missed. The razor keeps getting jammed up with hair and I have to knock it against the side of the sink every other pass to clear it out.


    Once that’s done, I brush my teeth and dig through the duffel bag with the toothbrush still tucked into my cheek. There are three shirts and two pairs of jeans, but I soon realize that while I can get my jeans on, a shirt is out of the question because of the IV in my hand. I spit out the toothpaste foam, rinse my toothbrush, toss the shirt and undershirt back into the bag, and head back out into my hospital room, the dry air chilling my damp skin and bringing up goosebumps. I roll the IV stand out the door after me, then look up.


    Standing by my bed, her brows knit in confusion, is Madison. I stop as if I’ve hit a wall of solid air.


    She turns and our gazes lock.


    I don’t know what to say, so I just gaze at her. She looks exhausted and distressed, her hair is glossy and full and her arms overloaded with a heavy purse and file folders.


    She’s also the first to lower her gaze. Her things, she drops on the chair with a dull thud; her stance is hesitant, nervous.


    I glance around, expecting the doctor or a nurse to be watching us, yet there’s no one.


    “They said I could come in, but I’ll leave if you want,” Madison says “I just wanted to make sure you’re all right.”


    I take a deep breath, hold it a moment, then let it out. “No,” I say. “I don’t want you to leave. I’m glad you came.”


    She straightens a little. “How are you feeling?”


    “Terrified.”


    “Terrified?”


    Telling the truth is more frightening than being attacked by otherworldly beings. Still, she needs to hear it. I need to come clean. I fold my arms, take a deep breath, and speak. “Are you dating Carson now?”


    “No.” The word is so quiet it barely registers, and those eyes flick back to meet mine, then look away. “I haven’t talked to him in days, and… I don’t care.” She shrugs. “I’ve been kinda stressed lately. I didn’t want to just leave you here. I know how much your mom hates this place, but I have no control. I wish I had the power to see your records or transfer you somewhere else.”


    I feel like my heart is stitched with silk thread again, a sharp, intense pain that gets worse by the second. “I want that too. That’s the problem, you know?”


    She blinks, and a light I haven’t seen in years flickers in her eyes. “What do you mean?”


    “I don’t know.”


    She quirks an eyebrow at me. It’s an old joke, her mimicking me like that.


    I look aside. “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known and my best friend and… I don’t want to need you. I don’t want you to feel like anytime things go badly between us, I’ll have an incident and end up here… but…” My words trail off, the end of the sentence ragged with emotion.


    “But?” she whispers.


    I meet her gaze once more. “I do need you. I need to not do this alone… I need help from someone I can trust and... I want it to be you. But for that to work I’d need to feel like we’re together forever and you’ll be with me no matter how bad things get, and… I can’t ask you for that much commitment.” My courage fails me. “You don’t deserve all this just because you let me kiss you in high school and wrote to me on my mission...”


    She smiles, with more of that light in her eyes. The tension lines in her face melt away. “And here I was worried you’d be scared off by how much I need you. I’ve sent people down here to visit you every day, you know? I just had to know you were okay and being taken care of.”


    “You don’t want to deal with this for the rest of your life.”


    “Neither do you,” she counters. “But that’s life, hey? Neither of us gets a choice about that.”


    “You have a choice.”


    “Well, maybe I could have a choice, but I don’t.”


    “Yes, you do. You do have a choice, all right? That’s why I can’t ask you to do this. It’s not fair to you. I just… I guess I needed to explain all that to you.”


    Her gaze is steady and her words calm and serious. “I do not have a choice if you won’t accept my decision. I’ve tried to exercise choice, but you shut me down every time. I have thought about this, okay? I’ve studied and I’ve read and I’ve prayed and I’ve searched my soul and I do know what I want. Nobody makes me feel the way you do, and I don’t care how difficult a life with you would be… if I could just have a life with you.” Her eyes are moist, but she doesn’t cry. “I know I screwed up at the movie theater. I basically assaulted you-”


    “It wasn’t an assault.”


    “And yet when I say that about that time in high school, you get all adamant.”


    “That’s different.”


    “No, not really. Following a disabled guy into the dark and forcing myself on him… not cool. We even?”


    I chuckle. “Fine.”


    “Besides, as you could have told me, that never works, sneak attacking a person with a kiss, so can I try what you did that actually worked last time?”


    “What’s that?”


    She bites her lip, then starts across the room towards me.
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    “See, look,” says Madison. “You’re already standing in front of a bathroom door.” She steps close enough to back me up against it, and I’m now keenly aware that I’m not wearing a shirt.


    I’ve got no armor against her, nothing to dull her touch. I can feel the heat rising off her skin and the soft stream of her breath against my collarbone, and she’s not even close enough to hold me yet.


    Those blue eyes look into mine again. “Let me see if I can get this right, because it was really effective on me. You’ve just been through something traumatic, and you just tried to save me from myself. Sound familiar?” She’s re-enacting our first kiss, with our roles reversed, only she pauses. “I’m not gong to trap you, okay? You can tell me to stop or to back off anytime.”


    I nod.


    “Can I touch you?”


    I hesitate, then nod again and brace myself as she steps closer and places her hand on the side of my neck, her thumb tracing my jawbone. It’s hard to breathe, for fear any motion will cast her loose from me.


    Those blue eyes look me over, then return my gaze. “Can I hold you?”


    I shut my eyes. “Yes.”


    She moves in closer and our bodies touch. Her cheek rests against my clavicle as she fits her body to mine.


    I feel her warm breath on the side of my neck and tremble, unable to hold still. My hand shoots out to grasp the IV stand for balance. After a panicked moment, I give in and reach up to stroke her silken hair with the backs of my fingers.


    She presses the palm of her hand to my waist, then slips it behind the small of my back. Her other hand she slides up my back to grasp my shoulder, and now she’s holding me like she always used to, right from when we first got together.


    There’s no way I can resist this. I slide my hands up her arms and watch her eyelids flutter shut for a moment while I wrap her in my embrace. She lifts her chin and I lean my forehead against hers. Just like before, I feel like I’m being offered something far more precious than I deserve. I don’t understand why she smiles when I stroke her hair and look into those eyes, but she does. She has so many other options. So many other guys would require less sacrifice than I do. I cup her jaw in the palm of my hand and gaze at her, willing her to know how beautiful she is, how she could have anyone she wants.


    “Alex,” she whispers, shakily. “Can I kiss you?”


    “Only if you want to.”


    She leans in and presses her lips to the side of my throat.


    I let out a strangled gasp as she kisses her way down to the notch between my collarbones. Delicate strands of her hair slide between my fingers as I stroke the length of her long locks and tears burn my eyes. She feels more amazing than ever.


    Her breath tickles my skin, “This okay?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Howabout this?” She runs the tip of her tongue along the base of my neck creating an explosion of sensation.


    “Ah, hey.” I cling to her to keep my balance. That is not a move I used on her. My knees are weak and my vision’s graying out.


    She giggles. “Too much?”


    Emotion builds in my chest like a thundercloud. “No,” I whisper.


    Her demeanor changes. Her muscles unclench and it’s as if she melts in my arms, save for her hand grasping my shoulder and pressing me to her. She kisses my neck again, and this time it’s as if she can’t stop. Her arm around my waist tightens and her breathing becomes more ragged.


    I tilt my head back as more emotion builds in me, crushing me from the inside. This feels even better than it did in our teens, and it’s as if she were made to fit in my arms. I couldn’t let her go now if I wanted to, and I don’t. Ever. “I love you,” I confess.


    The kisses stop abruptly and her body goes tense. She pulls back, her eyes wide with surprise, and something else. Something that makes her more luminous than ever. “You love me?” she whispers. A tear escapes the corner of her eye and slides down her cheek.


    I cup her jaw in my palm again. “Of course I love you. You’re everything to me.”


    At that, she begins to cry in earnest, but those teary eyes shine with that light I haven’t seen in years. The light that was always there when she was a senior in high school. The light that I thought was from John’s influence, making her life better. I never dreamed that it had anything to do with me. She bites her lip and her shoulders shake with hiccupping sobs.


    “Madison-” I whisper, touching her nose with mine.


    “I love you, too. I love you so much, Alex. I just want to be with you. I want to be allowed to hold you and to kiss you again. I’ve missed this so much. It hurts to be around you and not have you be mine.”


    I have a dizzying sense of dislocation. This feels backwards.


    And then it hits me. She isn’t pinning me against the door and re-enacting our first kiss just to be cute. She’s in precisely the same position I was in all those years ago. Her goal here wasn’t to wear me down because she knew it’d be easy. This was a desperate attempt. She’s begging me every bit as much as I begged her that one afternoon after school. I don’t get why she feels this way, but it finally dawns on me that she does feel this way. She loves me every bit as much as I love her. All this time, she’s hurt just as much as I have, and this knowledge changes everything. “Hey,” I whisper, stroking her cheek.


    “Be with me?” There’s a note of apologetic desperation in her voice, just like there was in mine the first time around. “I know how sick you are, all right? I know how bad this can get. I’ve seen. But you’re the one and there’s no one else I want, and whatever you need, I’ll learn to provide it, okay? Please let me be a part of all this.”


    I silence her with a kiss, a gentle one. One that lets her know there will be more to follow. Her lips are warm and salty from her tears and I’m shaking like I’ve got palsy when they part from mine. I’m on the verge of tears myself, but manage to nod. “Yes. I want that. But only if you’re sure. You have to be absolutely sure.”


    Her eyes brighten still more and she pulls me down for another kiss. I notice how she presses her body to mine, and for the first time I don’t think about how much I enjoy kissing her, but rather absorb the fact that she enjoys kissing me. Finally I understand that she doesn’t want to date Carson Montrose or any of the other guys who try to impress her. She doesn’t care about them because she’s already given her heart away. To me.


    And understanding this is far more arousing than just making out with a beautiful blond. I can’t help but groan as she presses me against the door, her hands on my bare skin, her mouth drinking me in like she’s an addict gone dry for years. Madison Lukas wants me. Somehow I got under her skin and she can’t get enough. I know the feeling.


    I return her kisses and caresses until tears run down my cheeks and she pulls back to dab them away with her fingers.


    “Good tears?” she whispers.


    I nod. I’m bawling now. I’ve got no shame left.


    “You love me?” Those blue eyes look straight into mine.


    “Yes.” I pull her close again, bury my face in her platinum blond hair, and breathe deep the scent of her. “I love you. Always, okay? Always.”


    “Promise?”


    “Yes.”


    “Ahem.”


    Yeah, that wasn’t Madison’s voice or mine. I feel her body stiffen and I slowly relax my hold on her, lift my head, and find John just inside the door, leaning against the wall, his arms crossed. “So,” he says, “my sister wasn’t answering her phone for some reason.”


    “John,” she says, with disgust. “Don’t be a jerk.” She doesn’t let up her hold on me.


    “I’m not saying anything.” He smirks.


    “How did you get in here?” she asks.


    “They said it was okay, provided I don’t stress him out. How’d they let you in here? You call this not stressing him out?”


    I’m shirtless, crying, in a mental hospital, and making out with his sister. Could I possibly look worse?


    And yet, he doesn’t look angry, or even resigned. His smirk fades into a smile.


    I unwrap one arm from around Madison and swipe away the last of my tears. Then I hold her close and raise my eyebrow, daring him to make an issue out of this.


    “Carson…” he says, “yeah, he was interesting. Kept asking me how to get my sister. What would work. Could I get her to go out with him on this night or that night. I mention that she’s heartbroken and… realize that she’s heartbroken… and that Carson just wants to use that to his advantage.”


    “Carson’s fine,” Madison mutters.


    “Yeah, he’s normal. But there was kind of this other guy who loves my sister so much he was tearing himself to pieces because he wanted what was best for her, even if it destroyed him.”


    Madison gives me another squeeze and I feel the skin of her cheek crease in a smile.


    “So I’m slow,” says John. “Here I was, looking for a guy who loves my sister enough to deserve her, and I didn’t spot him because he had long hair the first time we met.”


    “And barely ever spoke,” I add.


    “That too.”


    “And got in a lot of fights.”


    “Sure.”


    “Had a rap sheet.”


    “There’s that.”


    “Didn’t graduate high school.”


    “Also a factor.”


    “Known around town as a psycho.”


    “Mmm… yeah. Okay, so it was kind of a challenge. I wasn’t a complete idiot.”


    I laugh, and in my arms I feel Madison’s ribcage convulse as she laughs too.


    “I’m with Alex,” she says to her brother. “End of discussion.”


    He holds up his hands in surrender, then says to me, “It’s good to have you back.”


    In response, I rub Madison’s back, watch her grin, and know for the first time that this is real. She’s been mine all along. I just lacked the courage to believe it was possible. As John leaves, she runs her fingers over my bare chest and down to my abdomen. Electricity shoots through my core and I groan again, which earns me a mischievous smile and another endless kiss. Making out with her was always an exercise in control. This takes it to a whole new level.
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    “Excuse me?” says Aunt Ellie.


    We’re in the conference room of the Wilkstone Foundation office, me, my aunt, and my cousins, and they all stare at me as if I’m psychotic. Dylan’s in a suit with his collar and tie loosened. His hazel eyes search my face as if I’m a puzzle he doesn’t know how to solve.


    Lisa’s in casual clothes, but has the air of an executive, frowning at me as if I’m a stain on the company reputation that she’s going to have to really scrub to get out.


    I’m in khakis and a French blue shirt, Kailie’s instructions. “I want to be director of the Foundation,” I repeat.


    “Are you on your medication?” says Dylan.


    “Yeah…” I say, “thanks for the support. Really.”


    “Alex,” snaps my aunt.


    “Hey, I’m the one who lives here, all right? I’m the one who knows people, and I’ll bet I’m the only one who’s read this thing from cover to cover.” I pat my grandfather’s binder.


    “There’s a lot of pretty advanced legalese in there,” says Aunt Ellie.


    “Yeah, but your letter saying it’s all a waste of time doesn’t have much technical jargon in it.”


    “Be serious.”


    I practiced for this moment. I look her straight in the eye and lift an eyebrow, just like my father did. I’m still not sure if his visitation was real, what with the fact that I’ve got a psychotic disorder and all, but if he was a figment of my imagination, my imagination was pretty darn accurate in this respect.


    All the color drains from Aunt Ellie’s face.


    “I’m a Wilkstone,” I say. “I’m a direct descendant, and I know this town. This is my home. I’ve served these people. I know their needs.”


    “You know their cop and their jail,” she shoots back.


    “Justin’s a good guy. We’re friends. And yeah, all the dumb stuff I did in high school, not that different from his adolescence.”


    “This new business in town,” says Dylan. “The disabled care company-”


    “Kirsten and Kailie. Yeah, I’ve helped them a little with that. They’ve offered me a job as a care provider.”


    “And the Madison Lukas factor?” says Aunt Ellie.


    “Ye-ah… about her…” I chew my lip, enjoying this. “See, the thing about Madison Lukas is that she’s kind of my girlfriend.” I shrug. “She has been since high school, so I think I’ve got a pretty good understanding of that whole situation, her business and all that.”


    “Wait, what?” says Aunt Ellie.


    “She drove me home from the hospital. She’s been my support person in my family therapy sessions. It’s not like it’s a big secret.” Now, I know, is not the time to bring up my plan to give her my grandmother’s diamond ring. To the LDS community, Madison and I are two returned missionaries who’ve been in a long term, stable relationship. Lot’s of people in our situation get married. Dr. Maliki’s worked with the two of us together and agrees that we’re ready for commitment. To the rest of the world, though, we’re a couple of crazy, clueless kids.


    So I change the subject and pat the binder. “I’ve been reading up on real estate development, how to solicit bids, stuff like that. We’re going to have to increase the number of low income housing units given how things are going here in town.”


    Dylan and Lisa exchange a look.


    “Alex,” says Lisa, “you are on your medication, right?”


    “I have friends, okay? People let me know if I’m delusional or starting drift off course. Fine if you don’t believe that Madison Lukas would date a guy like me, but she does and has for years and… that’s reality. And I may be young and inexperienced for a job like this, but I’ll have help, whether or not it comes from you.”


    “Okay, you know what?” says Dylan. “You look good, Alex. Real good.”


    And the truth is, I feel good. Better than I have since the ordeal with my illness began. Being with Madison and having that part of my life settled has done wonders for my stress levels and wonder, of wonders, I’ve stabilized. Soon I’ll be down to just monthly check-ins with Dr. Maliki. My temporary visa to reality has been upgraded to a Green Card. As long as I toe the line, I’m here indefinitely.“Listen,” I say, “I’m happy to answer any questions you guys have, but I don’t want to stay past four. I planned to visit my mother this afternoon.”


    “How’s she?” Lisa asks.


    “Psychotic. Probably won’t ever be able to come home.” I stare each of my relatives down until they flinch. This’ll be the first time I get to see my mother. Dr. Maliki gave the all clear just yesterday.


    “Okaaaay… Alex, I’ll back you,” says Dylan. “You want to direct this Foundation, fine.”


    Lisa looks sidelong at him, shakes her head, but says nothing.


    Aunt Ellie rubs her forehead like she’s got a splitting headache. “I’m too old to keep doing this. Okay, good luck, Alex.” She waves at me like she’s banishing these problems from her life. She’s done, so whatever will happen, will happen.


    Not exactly resounding support, but it’s enough for me.


    


    That afternoon, Madison and I head to Pacific Psychiatric. The happy smiles and the light in Madison’s eyes that I saw when I told her I loved her weren’t just temporary. She’s the old Madison again with the spring in her step and the dazzling smile.


    Today the voices are also back, chattering away in the background. I expected that. This is stressful, what I’m about to do. Usually, I don’t hear them much, although sometimes they still disrupt things with Madison. Now I can just tell her and she understands and will hold me through it. She also manages my prescriptions, puts my medication in a daily dose pill sorter, has her name down as the primary contact if anything happens to me, and does everything else I used to do for my mother. Which was what I tried to avoid, but Madison’s right. It’s her choice and I respect it. It’s a new concept, though, accepting a gift instead of a trial.


    When we arrive at the hospital, my usual sense of dread returns, but keeping it under control is as easy as reaching for Madison’s hand. She knows how hard this is for me. We get ushered upstairs by a nurse and once again, I look through the little window in the door at my mother. She has her back to us, her hair longer than before, but not as greasy. They’ve managed to bathe her.


    I can’t do this. I can’t endure having her scream at me in terror again. I look at Madison and shake my head.


    “I’ll go,” she says. “Let me try.”


    The nurse looks at me for permission and I nod, not that I want to put Madison through this, but I know she can handle it, and she wouldn’t have offered if she wasn’t willing.


    The nurse opens the door and Madison says, “Grace?”


    My mother’s head jerks around and she stares, wide eyed. No scream, though.


    “It’s me. Madison. You remember me?”


    My heart is in my mouth as Madison steps into the room. My mother looks her over, but doesn’t panic.


    “Alex is here. You know Alex?”


    “Alex is here?” My mother looks past Madison and at me. Her face blossoms into a smile. “Alex?”


    I let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding and step into the room. My mother greets me with the first hug I’ve had from her since I left for Japan. She smells like antiseptic and lotion, rather than the sandalwood I’m used to, and her frame is even thinner and more frail, but it’s still her. “How are you, Mom?” I ask, switching to Japanese.


    “Not good. It’s awful here. When can I go home?”


    I don’t know how to tell her, “Never,” so I just say, “I’ll look into it. Is there anything you need right now?”


    She responds by pulling the pocketwatch toy out of her pocket and handing it to me.


    Not the answer I wanted. Countless childhood traumas are associated with this watch as the only time she’ll ever try to give it to me is when she’s contemplating suicide.


    “I don’t know what that is,” she tells me. “I need you to throw it away.”


    “Right.”


    “So who is this girl?”


    Madison stands just inside the doorway still.


    “That’s Madison,” I say. “You remember Madison?”


    “No, no. There is no Madison. Where is that other girl, the one with the broken face?”


    That makes absolutely no sense. I can’t think of any real world person she might be talking about.


    “There’s only Madison,” I say. “She’s the one I love. You don’t remember her?”


    At that she looks Madison over. “Is she your wife?”


    “Not yet. I was going to ask her to be later today. Don’t tell her. It’s a secret.”


    “I won’t tell,” Madison promises, her eyes dancing with amusement.


    “No, who are you?” my mother asks. “Get away from me.”


    I back away and Madison and I exit the room before my mother can get too agitated. Madison slips her arms around my waist. “I’m sorry.”


    “That’s five more minutes than I would have had if we hadn’t come down here.”


    “There’s that. And the setup here looks good. Kailie swears it’s all good.”


    I nod.


    We leave with our arms around each other. I’d hoped things between Madison and I would be as good as they were before my mission, but they’re better. Every letter we wrote, every difficult conversation we had, they all laid the foundation for what we’ve got now. Madison’s a part of me. The only downside is that I really don’t know what I’d do without her. It gives me new insight into what happened to my mother when my dad passed away.


    Once back in the car, I direct Madison to drive us towards the coast, to a little town in sight of the ocean where there’s a rocky beach with a view of the gorgeous sunset. Madison’s smile is knowing as she parks the car. I suspect she knew what I planned even before I told my mother. She’s intuitive like that.


    Her eyes shine and her smile is radiant as I lead her out onto a broad, flat rock on the beach, and get down on one knee. I dig my grandmother’s ring in its box out of my pocket – and realize that would have been a lot easier if I did it before kneeling down – and open it to show Madison the diamond inside. “Madison,” I say.


    She bites her lip, waiting. The breeze of the ocean is gentle and tinged with the scent of brine. The sun glows deep orange as it drops towards the horizon. Gulls scream overhead and the ocean sloshes over the rocks with a soft whisper.


    “Will you become my attorney-in-fact if I lose capacity, and the trustee of my special needs trust?”


    There is no irony in her smile as she says, “Yes,” as if I’ve just asked her to accept a lucrative lottery win. Sharing what was good in my life made her my girlfriend, but sharing what’s bad in my life, that’s what makes her family.


    I get to my feet and kiss her until my vision swims for lack of air. She laughs and smiles as I slide the ring onto her left hand, and with that, her decision is final. She’s mine for eternity.
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    The last time I woke up pinned down by a girl, I panicked and threw her across the room. It’s different with Madison. I catch her scent and feel her nuzzle my cheek and have my arms around her before I’ve even woken up all the way. The feel of her in my arms still makes my head spin, despite all the months we’ve been back together.


    Her hair’s still wet from the shower and she smells like hotel soap rather than the usual brand. I must’ve dozed off. It’s been an eventful day.


    We’re in Oakland, in a hotel, and earlier today we visited the Temple wearing all white, knelt across an altar from each other, and committed to eternity together. My cousins and some family friends met us when we exited and that’s when my aunt pulled out a new power of attorney, advance healthcare directive, and trust agreement with a contingent special needs trust provision, all of which I signed on the spot. One of the temple workers was a notary who put his seal on the signatures. Madison’s brothers were there. Her parents were not. That’s not a situation that’s likely to work out anytime soon, but it’s a stress we’ve determinedly shelved for later.


    After we finished posing for pictures, we all went out for sushi in lieu of a reception. We’ll have that in Pelican Bluffs after the honeymoon.


    I think my cousins expected Madison and I to be giddy and giggly, but were surprised to see that we’re not. We’re calm. We’re aware. We’re ready for this. Come what may, we’ll face life’s ups and downs together.


    Madison wore a stunning white kimono made by Siraj’s sisters, but that’s hung neatly over the bathroom door right now. She’s wearing just a bathrobe and unbuttons my shirt with kisses trailing in the wake of her fingers.


    I sit up and take her mouth with mine, drawing the kiss out long. “I have no idea what I’m doing,” I whisper.


    “That’s why I’m putting you on a practice regimen. A rigorous one.”


    “Careful what you wish for.”


    “Mmm, who’s wishing? I’m telling you how it is.” There is no apology in her smile.


    Never in a million years did I think I’d make love to Madison Lukas – or Madison Katsumoto, actually. The guy who had her for eternity was supposed to be some super-handsome, hyper-competent individual who put me to shame, but Madison chose differently, and now it feels natural to have her this close, to have her kiss me like there aren’t any boundaries between us anymore.


    Heaven is being with the people who love me. It’s somewhere I thought I’d lost for the rest of my lifetime, but now I’m here, with her. There may or may not be dark days ahead, but I won’t face them alone.


    She tugs loose the belt of her bathrobe and smiles, daring the rebellious loser with a reputation for being a psycho to do his worst to the sweetest, kindest, most popular girl in school. It’s a scandal that I doubt will ever get old.
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