
        
            
                
            
        

     
 


 
for Jared Lyman
(March 28, 1975-February 3, 2012)
 
A man who knew how to love people. For his son's twenty-fifth birthday (sixteen years from now) he wrote:
 
No Unlesses
 
I love you and I'm proud of you
 
You might be watching this from prison
If so-
I love you and I'm proud of you
 
If you're watching this from backstage at Carnegie Hall-
I love you and I'm proud of you.
 
It doesn't really matter where you are or what you're doing...
I will always be proud of you and I will always love you.
 
I think that's what I'd say.
 
I almost said “Unless...”
But I couldn't think of an “Unless”
Nope
No “unlesses”
 


 
 
 
 
 
 

I am on my way to work, after school, when I see them. Two men in suits and pea coats, their breath frosting in the chill air. I'm walking down the side of the street that abuts redwood forest, the tall trees reaching high into the mist. They're walking on the side of the street with houses, the little, four street subdivision that is home to all of us who aren't millionaires, but who live here in Pelican Bluffs. The homes are small and dilapidated. More than one has a car up on blocks in the front yard. Junked out appliances slouch against the back fence of the house directly across from me. The stucco is cracked and an ancient television antenna juts up from the roof, twisted and broken. 
The MAV shoots past as I walk – that's what we call the gray minivan that arrives at the high school every morning full of Mormons, and leaves every afternoon with just Carson and Chelsey Montrose. (MAV stands for “Mormon Assault Vehicle”.) Carson and Chelsey wave at the two men in suits, and receive a jovial wave in reply. This confirms my suspicion. The two men are Mormon missionaries.
“Hey,” barks one of them. 
I glance around, but find that no one else is on the sidewalk just now. More cars shoot past, and it looks like everyone else either drove or hitched a ride from the rapidly emptying high school campus.
The missionaries have stopped walking, though. One of them stares intently at me. He’s maybe five eleven and has dark blonde hair and skin that's bright red in the cold.
I pause and turn. We face each other across the dusty, gray, asphalt road. The other missionary, a brunette, says something to his friend, but I can’t hear a word from this far away. What is now clear to me, though, is that the “Hey” was meant for the blond, staring missionary, not me. His friend shakes him by the shoulder. It’s odd behavior, but I decide to ignore it and resume walking.
Only, the blond missionary keeps pace with me on the opposite side of the road. I speed up and so does he until the other missionary grabs him by the arm. There’s a brief scuffle, and then the blond missionary darts across the street, right in front of a sports car. An SUV gives an indignant honk.
I run.
“Hey!” shouts the brunette missionary. “Elder Britton. Stop! What are you doing?”
Good question, I agree. More honks make me glance over my shoulder, and I see that the brunette has run the blond down. He holds him back. No one’s chasing me anymore.
I keep going. Once I'm far enough away, I glance back again to make sure they haven’t followed me. I'm nearly to Wilkstone Road by now, our town's main street, where I turn right, walk past Jacksons, the gas station and mini-mart; past The Shack, a little burrito stand that serves home cooked Mexican food for exorbitant prices to the tourists passing through town on their way up the Pacific Coast Highway; and turn in at our tiny branch of the Public Library.
Once I'm inside, my cheeks stinging from the sudden warmth, I glance back once more to make sure I’ve lost the missionaries, and then let myself relax.
“Madison,” the head librarian greets me in his lilting, Indian accent.
“Hi, Siraj.”
“How was school?” He always asks, though I don't really know why. He's one of those people who is ageless. I don't know if he's thirty-five or fifty-five. His hair is salt and pepper and most of the lines in his face come from repeated smiles, rather than frowns. He's short and slender and all angles, but nevertheless, he's the sort of person whom you feel you can tell your deepest secrets to and know that he'll just listen and understand. Or in my case, it's my silence that he understands. He never tries to pry into my thoughts.
“Fine,” is how I always answer. I dump my backpack behind the circulation desk and sit down at the computer. The library is devoid of other people, and the only sounds are the hum of the computer fan and the barely audible buzz of the fluorescent lights. I check my email and work on my homework to pass the hours until we close.
 
As I power down my computer, someone whooshes in the door. “We're closing,” I say, without looking up.
“Hey.” The voice belongs to my best friend, Kailie. Her sky blue eyes are dull with exhaustion and her lustrous dark hair is a little windblown.
“Oh, hey.” I smile at her.
“So, when I walked over here, some guy stopped me and asked if I knew you.”
“What guy?”
“A Mormon missionary. Totally random.”
“What? Where?” I crane my neck to look out the front windows.
“No, they're gone now,” she says. “He was really nice about it. He just asked if I went to the high school and if I had a friend who worked in the library, and when I asked him why he wanted to know, he just said to tell you he's sorry he bugged you earlier. Did he bug you earlier?”
“He chased me down the street.”
“Madison,” Siraj cuts in, “how come you never tell me these exciting stories when I ask how your day was? You've got to think of me, sitting here with all these books all day long and no people to talk to.”
“Sorry.”
“That sounds positively action packed.”
“It wasn't. It was me speedwalking and a guy in a suit trying to keep up with me.”
“How is that not action packed?” says Kailie. “You know how many movies have that exact scene?”
“Okay, fine. It just didn't feel all that action packed.”
“Because your life is that exciting?” says Siraj. “How come you never tell me about any of this?”
“Okay, okay. The next time I get chased by a Mormon missionary, I will make sure you know all about it.”
“Anyway,” says Kailie, “I was wondering if I could borrow your phone?”
I hand it over and sling my backpack onto my shoulder. “See you tomorrow,” I say to Siraj.
“Your parents take your phone again?” Siraj asks Kailie.
“Yep. They felt I wasn't adequately respectful at dinner last night.” She rolls her eyes and taps away at the keypad with her thumb. “I will totally pay you back,” she promises me.
She never does, but she's so generous with her things, there's no point making an issue out of it. I may not have much money, but I don't have many expenses either. It pays to be boring sometimes.
I wave goodbye to Siraj as Kailie and I head out of the library.
“Shut up!” she yells into my phone. “You are so lying to me.” Next comes a stream of curse words. 
I know better than to ask whom she's talking to. Kailie's mood shifts like a wind sock, and when it's blowing the wrong way, the best thing to do is just wait until things right themselves. She continues cursing all the way to the corner, then hangs up in a huff and hands the phone back to me. “Jerk,” she mutters, which sounds mild enough to be a compliment given what she'd been saying just a moment ago.
“Ben?” I ask.
“Yes. We are so over.”
“His loss.”
“Yes. Completely. Okay, I gotta get home. See you later.” She waves and heads across Wilkstone, towards Ridge Road and the Pelican Bluffs Inn, which her family owns and runs.
I'm grateful to hear that she and Ben are on the outs. Too often, when she sneaks out to see him, she drags me along and I've been short on sleep for a while.
 
That night, a tap on my window wakes me up. I roll over with a groan. My bed is right up against the wall with the window, so the tap sounds right by my head, and there it comes again. I reach up and flip the latch. The pane swings out and Kailie leans in. “Come on.”
“Mmm, I'm tired. I thought you and Ben were over.”
“Ben won't be there tonight and I'm bored. Come on.” She climbs in the window, her boots sinking deep into my mattress as she steps over me, down onto the floor, and starts going through my closet. 
“Do you have that cornflower blue sweater, or did I borrow it?” 
I crack open one eye and look at her. She's got her face all done up with sparkly eyeshadow and pearly lip gloss and is wearing a cute tank top under a stylish shirt, knotted at the waist to accentuate her figure.
“I'm tired,” I repeat.
“Here it is!” She switches on my light, hauls me out of bed by one arm, and pushes me to sit down in my desk chair. “'Kay, hold still.”
I know better than to argue with her when she's in a makeover mood. Kailie and I are best friends because we were assigned to sit next to each other in kindergarten, not because it makes any kind of sense. She's gorgeous, with her deep blue eyes and dark brown hair, while I'm plain, with hair and skin so pale that they glow slightly in the dark. She's rich, with parents who own the Pelican Bluffs Inn. Mom and I live in this tiny two-bedroom house off the money Mom makes from the pottery she sells at Pelican Sky Gallery on Ridge Road. Kailie makes me popular by association, I guess, though in a school where everyone's known everyone since toddlerhood, “popular” isn't all that meaningful a term. Still, everyone treats me as if Kailie and I go together like two peas in a pod. If only they knew how much work that is for Kailie.
She grabs cosmetics out of my desk drawer, plants one booted foot on the seat next to me, leans in, and gets to work, dusting on eyeshadow, smearing on lipstick, and drawing on eyeliner while I try not to flinch even though I'm sure she'll veer off my eyelid and onto the eyeball any second. My eyebrows and eyelashes are blond too, so without eyeliner, I basically don't have a face.
I grab tissues to blot the lipstick and she laughs at me. “Oooh yeah. Wouldn't want to be too daring.”
“Let's just go.”
“Cornflower blue sweater, denim skirt,” she orders
“I'm gonna get cold if that's all I wear.” She's wearing cute cargo pants that hug her curves.
She grabs the skirt out of my closet and throws it at me. “You'll live.”
“I don't have thick tights.”
“Fine, then skinny jeans.”
“No.” I put the skirt back. Skinny jeans weren't made for people like me. I muffintop even in clothes that don't have a waistline. Kailie bought some for me on our last shopping trip in order to override my protestations that I couldn't afford them. Really, I just didn't want them, but now I own a pair and I've regretted it ever since. I get out my comfortable, baggy jeans.
“You're gonna look lame in those,” she chastens.
“Nobody's gonna be looking at me anyway.”
“Says you.” She snatches the jeans from my hand. “Skinny jeans,” she orders.
“But-”
“Just do it.”
I grumble, but do as she says. There's no point arguing with her. She's used to getting her way with me. The jeans are so tight, I feel like they're taking fat from clear down by my ankles and squeezing it up to my waist, where it flops over the waistline. 
We exit through the window and I push it shut and wedge a stick in beside the hinges to keep it closed without it being latched inside. Kailie's sportscar is in the street and seconds later we're off, flying down the road at well over the speed limit. 
Wilkstone Road flashes past and we're at the edge of town where the road splits. One way leads up onto the top of the bluffs, where Kailie's house and other bluffside homes and businesses are, and the other way leads down through a cleft in the rock to the beach below. We head down. 
There's a small, gravel parking lot where several cars and a couple of motorcycles are parked. I can see people sitting on the hood of one of the cars and a campfire beyond them, on the rocky beach. Kailie skids into a parking space and we both get out.
People look over, see that it's just me, and turn their attention to Kailie who struts to the end of the parking lot and jumps down to the rocks below. I tag along after, feeling like a pet poodle, all dressed up by my handler. There aren't too many people tonight, because it's a cold night. Only hardcore partiers are at a midnight beach party in January.
The fire throws its amber light over the dark rocks. Its warmth is feeble from this distance, and people sit in small groups talking and throwing twigs into the flames. I barely recognize anyone, which is unusual. Sometimes people who are staying at the Inn come down, and occasionally people from Sequoia Ridge and the other nearby towns show up, but usually it's just Pelican Bluffs. The roar and shush of the waves is almost audible, but the tide's out so there's a lot of slippery, wet rock between us and the water.
A metallic pop lets me know Kailie's cracked open a beer. She tosses another to me and I stumble as I catch it. I don't like the soapy taste; I prefer wine coolers, but since I never bring any alcohol, I don't feel entitled to go shopping for what I want. Kailie feels differently and saunters around as if she owns the place. 
I move away from her and go sit by the fire, where the smoke stings my eyes a little, but at least there's warmth. My back is freezing, though. 
Across the fire sit Alex Katsumoto, Ryan Schultz, and their group of slacker friends. All of them are talking and jeering except for Alex. Like always, he's dead silent. He catches my glance and stares back at me, unblinking.
I look away fast. The guy's a total psycho. Nobody crosses him, not even teachers or the high school principal. Everyone's just waiting until the end of the year when he graduates and is gone. Not only does he never talk, ever, but he'll often sit by himself, flipping his lighter and staring at the flame. He wears a military style jacket that he probably got at an army surplus store when he was a kid – he used to wear it even in elementary school when it hung past his knees – and keeps his dark hair shoulder length. In this light, it makes him look like the kind of guy you'd see on the cover of a steamy romance novel. He's got the ripped, muscular build for it, along with high cheekbones and eyes with just enough tilt to be exotic.
Kailie lands right next to me, as if she's jumped from ten feet away. She hasn't; I just wasn't paying attention to her closing in, but it's as if one minute I'm alone and the next she's there in a spray of rocks and sand. “Hey!” she whispers. “Jean-Pierre's here.”
My cheeks flush warm. “So?” Jean-Pierre is the high school heartthrob, a nationally ranked chess player who makes smart look so sexy.
“So?” says Kailie. “I think he likes you.”
“He does not.”
She jabs me in the ribs. “I told him you were here. He said he'd come find you.” She pinches my cheeks to make them rosier and I shrug away from her attempts to arrange my hair in a fetching way. The losers across the fire all snicker and whoop in approval.
Then Kailie is gone, drawn away by an outbreak of giggles in the darkness. Some group gossiping about something or other. I flip my hair back over my shoulders and shrug deeper into my jacket. A log on the fire pops and shifts as the flames continue to eat it away. The scent of dry wood ash fills the air and I know my clothes will reek of it.
Minutes later, Jean-Pierre emerges from the shadows, wearing a jacket, jeans and warm cap that are all dark colors. In the dim firelight, his skin looks ebony. He pauses as if to warm his hands and whispers, “Hey, meet me in ten?” Then he gets up strides off into the darkness.
Ten? I think. Ten what? Seconds? Minutes? And meet him where? I've never done a secret meeting before. Why does he want to meet with me? Kailie better not have made him any promises on my behalf. 
I settle for counting to ten, and then get up, stretch and follow him into the darkness.



 
 
 
 
 

My light-dazzled eyes can't see anything or anyone as I trip my way over the broken rocks of the beach. Fortunately, I'm pale enough to glow and a hand lands on my shoulder.
“Jean-Pierre?” I whisper.
“JP,” he says. “Just call me JP.” Only his close friends call him that.
I have no idea what to say to him next, so I hold out the beer. “Not my thing,” I admit. “You want it?”
“Sure.” He cracks it open and takes a swig. “So what're you doing out at a party like this?”
“I'm with Kailie. I think she's drinking herself into oblivion, so I've gotta drive her home.”
“That's nice of you.”
I shrug. That's the system. I never give it a second thought.
“I know it sounds like a line, but do you come to these parties often?”
“Depends on Kailie.”
“See, I don't. It's hard for me to sneak out of my house.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. My parents are strict.”
A lot of people's parents are strict in Pelican Bluffs. Though there are some who fit the stereotype of the rich folks who just buy their kids off, many of the families want very much for the next generation to go to top schools and get top jobs. It doesn't surprise me that Jean-Pierre's are in this category. “Where are they from?” I ask. “Originally?”
“Cote d'Ivoire, or Ivory Coast in English.”
“That in... Africa?”
“Yeah, West Africa. Former French colony. That's why I've got the French name, but I'm probably boring you.”
“No, not really.”
“Howabout you?”
“Um... I'm from here, I guess. I don't know where my mom moved from, and I don't remember my dad.”
“Your mom not like to talk about her past?”
“My mom doesn't talk about much of anything other than clay and pottery. She's driven.”
“Sounds like she's more than driven. You know your grandparents, at least?”
“Nope.”
“You sure she's not some kind of fugitive from the law or something?”
“Nope. Wouldn't know.”
He laughs, which is a relief. Mom's obsession with her art has been raising teachers’ eyebrows all my life, back to the day when my first grade teacher took me aside and asked me if I felt loved and safe at home. “There's living for your art,” my fifth grade teacher once said, “and there's escaping life altogether with an obsession.” I'm the first to admit that their fears aren't unfounded. If I was lying on the kitchen floor with a bleeding head wound, my mother might very well step over me to get to her workshop in the shed and her precious pottery.
“Family can be overrated,” he says. “I shouldn't say that, but some days, when my grandparents and my parents are on my back about my grades, I wish I were an orphan.”
“Well, I guess I don't know what I'm missing, so I can't really miss it.”
By now we've walked well away from the campfire, which is a tiny glow in the distance. The endless ocean is on our left and sheer cliffs on our right. He finishes off the beer with a long pull, then crushes the can and stuffs it in his pocket. See, that's how things are in Pelican Bluffs. Underage drinking gets you in trouble, but littering on the beach, that gets you in serious trouble.
Jean-Pierre stops by a waist high boulder and turns around to lean against it. “Here.” He reaches out for me to lean next to him.
I do and he slips an arm around my waist. Adrenalin surges in my veins as he leans over and nuzzles my ear. “This okay?”
In reply, I turn to look at him and he kisses me on the lips. Don't panic, I think. Pretend like you know what you're doing. The truth is, though, that I've never kissed anyone before. I'm certain I'm doing it all wrong, and when our lips part, I'm sure he's going to laugh at me.
My phone rings. 
I pull it out and answer. “Hi, Kail.”
“Okay, I'm super bored now. Let's go.”
“Um... well-”
“Where are you?”
“Uh...”
“And why are you breathing so hard?”
“I'm not-”
“Just get back here, okay? I want to leave. Now.”
“Okay.” I hang up. To Jean-Pierre's querying look, I say, “I'm sorry. I've gotta drive Kailie home.”
“Right now?”
“I...” Madison, I think, you are a moron. Why didn't you stall with her? Claim to be much farther away?
“It's all right,” he says. “Listen, for right now, can we just keep this between us?”
“Y-yeah. Okay.”
He kisses my cheek. “See you 'round.”
Confusion swirling in my mind, I jog back across the rocky beach towards the fire, my heart pounding like I've just run a marathon. 
I find Kailie throwing rocks at Alex, because apparently she's lost her mind. “You creep me out!” she screams. “What's with the silent act all the time?”
He just stares back at her, shifting slightly now and then to dodge a rock. She doesn't have great aim.
“Okay, we're going home.” I grab her arm and haul her towards the parking lot. “Sorry!” I call over my shoulder, though why I'm apologizing to Alex, I'm not sure. I wonder how he even got on her nerves in the first place.
Kailie stumbles as I haul her towards her car.
“How much did you drink?”
“Dunno. Don't care. I'm so mad at him.”
“Well, he's gone now, so it's okay.”
“He never showed up!”
“Who are we talking about?”
“Ben.”
“Oh, Ben? I thought Ben wasn't coming.” Ben lives in Sequoia Ridge, and I didn't see anyone from there at the party.
“He coulda showed up.”
That lets me know she's had more than a few drinks in a very short span of time. I'd hoped to ask her what, if anything, she said to Jean-Pierre, but while she's like this, I won't get much more than a lot of angry swearing as an answer. “Give me your keys,” I say.
She fumbles them loose from her pocket and drops them on the rocky ground. It takes me a minute of poking around to find them, during which time Kailie starts to yell obscenities to the stars.
“Yeah, okay,” I say. “Let's go.” I get her to her car and fold her into the passenger seat, then walk around and climb into the driver's seat. I don't have a license, but that's beside the point right now. Pelican Bluffs has one police officer, and he's not always on duty at night.
My friend passes out and slumps with her cheek smushed against the window. I start the car, ease it out of its parking space, and drive us to my house, where I try to get Kailie out without dumping her on the ground. She groans, but doesn't throw up, which I'm grateful for. “Okay, okay, I'll walk.” She gets unsteadily to her feet and I close and lock the car door behind her. We crunch across the rock garden, and then it's not easy to get her into my room through the window, and there's no way I can get her to move any further than my bed, which is fine. I yank her boots off, wrap my comforter around her, and fall asleep next to her on the mattress.
 
“Fun night?” That's Mom, standing in my doorway. “Fun enough to be worth ending my career?”
I sit bolt upright and look at the clock. It's five a.m. and Kailie's still asleep beside me. “Get up,” I tell her. “Kail, get up.”
Here's the thing. Kailie's parents own the Pelican Sky Gallery, which is where Mom sells her pottery. The last thing Mom needs is for them to find Kailie at our house when she should be safe in her own bed.
Kailie mutters something and tries to push me away, but my bed is a daybed and I'm lying on the side against the wall, so when she tries to push me, she ends up almost pushing herself onto the floor. She startles, then settles back down, still asleep.
“No.” I shake her. “You have to get up and get home, now. Before your parents get up.”
Her eyes snap open. “What time is it?”
“Five,” says my mother.
Kailie swears, jumps out of my bed, and digs around on my desk for her keys, which I produce with a jangle. “Thank you! Sorry! Thank you!” She darts past my mom and a second later we hear her go out the front door.
Mom shakes her head as she leaves without another glance in my direction. I hear the back door open and close and know she's gone to the shed in our backyard, which is where she does her pottery. It's got her wheel and kiln and lots and lots of shelves.
 
Several hours later, as I'm drying my hair, the doorbell rings, or I think it does. I turn off the hairdryer and listen. Sure enough, it rings again. I put my hair up in a ponytail.
When I go to answer the door, I find those same two Mormon missionaries from the other day on my doorstep. “Madison, right?” he says the blond one. His name tag says he is Elder Britton.
Kailie must've told him my name.
“Madison... Udall?”
Udall is Mom's last name, and the way Elder Britton breaks off lets me know that he saw my reaction. “No,” I say.
“Madison...” He frowns, deep in thought. “Lukas?”
Now I just stare. How on Earth would he know my last name?
At that, the missionary's eyes moisten with barely contained tears. “Listen. My name's John Britton, and I'm your brother.”



 
 
 
 

For what feels like eternity, Elder Britton and I just stare at each other. Then he presses his palms together in front of his face and shakes his head slowly. “I don't know what to say right now, other than sorry. I know I scared you yesterday. I wasn't thinking. One minute I'm just out tracting and the next, there you are, plain as day. I've been looking for you for fifteen years.”
“Elder Britton,” says the other missionary. “You sure?”
“Your name is Madison Lukas,” he recites, “and your mother, our mother, is named Sharon Udall. She used to be Sharon Britton. She's got dark blond hair, about this color-” he points to his own head “-and you'd be sixteen years old, as of last April twenty-seventh. Mom would have turned forty on December fourth.”
I can only stare. All the facts are right, but the situation feels all wrong. For my entire life, it's been just me and Mom. Every time I asked about my father, she'd say, “He's long gone, so it doesn't matter.” She never mentioned being married before or having other kids, and that seems like the sort of thing you'd bring up now and then.
He looks around at the large pot that doubles as an umbrella stand just inside the door, the wall hangings with glazed clay scales that overlap like fish scales, the potshard wind chime on the front porch, and the enormous planters on either side of the front door. “I'm gonna to out on a limb and guess that she still makes pottery.”
“Yeah...”
“And I have no idea what to say now. Or do.”
“Hey,” says the other missionary, “you'll be released from your mission in less than a week. Figure it out then? Maybe we call the mission president now just to let him know?”
“Yeah, good point. Listen, Madison, we're not supposed to have contact with our families outside of letters or emails while we're on our missions. I'll get in touch with you the moment I finish mine, all right?”
“Um...” That's about all I can say. I try to force my thoughts into some kind of order. “Mom was Mormon?”
“She didn't tell you about that?”
“She never told me about you.”
“Really? At all?”
I shake my head.
“Then this has to be really, really strange for you. She mention Lance and Logan?”
“Who are they?”
His eyebrows shoot up. “The twins? They're our oldest brothers.”
The world shifts under my feet and I grab the doorframe to steady myself. From the way both missionaries look at me, I can tell it wasn't an earthquake. It was my knees starting to buckle.
The guy who claims to be my brother radiates sympathy and concern, and now that I take a good look at him, I have to admit, he does look like Mom. Same shape to the eyes. Same stance, one shoulder forward. Same way of pursing his lips. 
I picture Mom, back in the shed, oblivious to all of this, and wonder if I should mention she's only about thirty feet away. She does not tolerate interruptions while throwing pots, but this is the most extreme circumstance I can think of.
“Okay,” says the other missionary. “We need to call the mission president. Madison, Elder Britton, write down your email addresses. We'll figure out what to do once we talk to our priesthood leaders.”
“Yeah, okay,” says my alleged brother. “Right. Sure.” He pulls a pad of paper out of his breast pocket and starts to write. After he rips the page off like a doctor tearing off a prescription, he hands it to me. With shaking fingers, I write down my email address, while a little voice at the back of my mind babbles that I shouldn't give this info out to a stranger. What if, it babbles, this missionary is a stalker? What if he's wearing a disguise? Maybe he looked up all this information on me, put on a suit, got a name tag, and this is all part of some elaborate ruse?
I should take him back to see Mom. I should stop right here, right now, and take control of this situation.
I finish writing and hand the pad of paper back. He takes it, tucks it in his pocket, looks into my eyes, and says, “I'll talk to you soon. Any questions you have, ask, okay?” He hands me his email address and I fold it over and over again.
The other missionary guides him away from our door with a hand on his shoulder and pulls a cellphone out of his pocket. “...figure this out...” I hear him say.
I make myself step back and shut the door, then lean my forehead against it. Talk to Mom, I think. She'll clear this up. I stuff the missionary's email into the pocket of my jacket on the way past. That's where I keep every slip of paper, receipt, tissue, and used tissue I accumulate. It's a bad habit. Right now I couldn't care less.
Mom, I know, is going to ream me out for interrupting her work. She's an artist through and through. She lives to make pottery and if she doesn't get to make enough of it in one day, she makes sure to spread the misery around. “Interrupting my pottery making is like choking me,” she's said before. “You don't like it if someone interrupts your breathing.” And true to analogy, she'll push every interruption away, no matter who they are or what it is they might want to tell her.
Today, however, I'll risk it.
It's only a short walk across the backyard to the rundown shed that seems to vibrate with the sound of the wheel going. I put my hand on the rusty latch, take a deep breath, and haul it open. Mom looks up at the widening sliver of light on the back wall and turns her face to me with an expression of pure rage.
“John Britton came by,” I say.
The bowl that she was making collapses like a deflated balloon. She takes her foot off the pedal and the wheel slows as she stares at me.
“He's a Mormon missionary, claims to be my brother?”
She blinks a few times. I brace myself for her to yell, “How many times do I have to tell you that I'm working? Can't this wait until later?” A broken kitchen faucet that wouldn't turn off fell into her category of “stuff that can wait until later.” Then she'll slam the remains of the clay bowl back into her big bag of clay, get up, and storm off into the house to deal with the situation, or in this case she'll probably charge out into the street after that missionary.
I wait one beat, two. She scrapes the clay off the wheel, gets a new lump out, and slaps it down on the wheel. “Okay,” is all she says.
“Is he really my brother?”
She starts up the wheel, braces the heels of her hands against the lump of clay to center it, glances at me, and says, “Yes. Now leave me alone.”
“Well do you want to see him?”
“No. I don't.” And with that, she's zoned out, back into pottery making mode. She hasn't even bothered to get mad.
In fact, she has that far off look that lets me know that she's gone, mentally. She’s thinking through how to throw a pot, or glaze it or stitch together a wall hanging or tie up a windchime. Her creations get ever more complex. She can spend a month or more on just one piece.
I'd been ready to be yelled at and was preparing to cower. This, I don't know how to deal with. I stand there for a moment longer, then say, “Okay, well... I guess I'll see you later.”
But she is zoned. No reply. I close the door slowly in case she yells at me to keep it open because I've made her eyes adjust to having more light, but she doesn't react in any way as I push it all the way closed.
 
On my way to work, I see Grace Katsumoto on the corner of Wilkstone and Ridge Road, so I cut behind Jacksons gas station and convenience store to avoid her. Alex's mother is literally crazy. Usually when she's out, she's got a caregiver with her who holds her hand, but when she's alone, that's when you know something's gone wrong. It means she’s escaped her caregiver and Alex and will do things like yell at passing cars as if they each insult her. She may only be 5 feet tall, but she gives everyone the willies. I worry that she'll start yelling at me or run into traffic while I'm walking past.
How it is she's kept custody of Alex all these years is a mystery. Every time Alex goes to juvie, everyone hopes that he won't be back, but he always is a few weeks later, loitering around town in that army jacket of his, flipping his lighter like a psycho.
As I continue down Wilkstone, I try to digest the events of the morning, but they sit like a rock in the pit of my stomach. There's just no way to repackage the information so that it fits comfortably; my mom never told me about my three older brothers and her previous life.
By the time I arrive at work, I'm a wreck. Siraj notices at once and I make a silent plea that he doesn't joke about my exciting life.
He doesn't. Instead he beckons me over, puts a hand on my shoulder, and says, “What's wrong?”
I know I look rough. I didn't put on makeup and I left my hair up in a ponytail. Still, it hurts that he can see this at a glance. Besides that, I don't know how to begin to answer his question.
“Family stuff,” I finally manage to say.
“Do you need some time off?”
“I don't know.”
“Go. Take a few hours or the whole day. You haven't taken vacation time for the whole two years you've worked here.”
“Thank you.”
“Let me know if there's anything I can do.”
I thank him again and decide to go find Kailie. This is definitely a job for a best friend.
As I head towards Ridge Road, Officer Li's police cruiser drives past and pulls over at the corner. “Grace,” he says as he gets out. “We have to stop meeting like this.” His tone is all amusement as he tries to get her into his car.
She lets out a shriek that makes my ears ring thirty feet away. I jaywalk across Wilkstone, confident that Officer Li will understand, if he even bothers to notice. He's got his hands full right now.
The Inn is one of the first buildings on the left after I turn down Ridge Road, and today it looks serene, perched on the cliff's edge, its gray clapboard siding standing out in contrast against the royal blue sky. The briny wind off the sea has a chill edge to it and I nuzzle down into the collar of my jacket.
The parking lot has three cars in it, all of them BMWs. I walk around the side of the building that is both the Inn and the Beales home. The Inn half has the great views of the sea, while the residence is tucked in back. I knock on the door to the residence.
Kailie's father answers the door and looks me over. “What do you need?”
“I'm just here to see Kailie.”
He considers this a moment, then nods and steps back. While the Inn is forever spotless, the Beales' home is always a work in progress. The front room has paintbrushes and other remodeling paraphernalia scattered around. One wall is painted a deep purple and all of the furniture, save for a couch and coffee table, is still piled on the other side of the room even though the paint surely dried weeks ago. The cross stitch that reads, “Luke 15:11-32” has been rehung on the painted wall, dominating the room with its intricate swirl decorations. The family Bible is also on display on the coffee table, a great big leather bound tome with gold leaf lettering.
I go upstairs and down the hall to Kailie's room, which is done up like the interior of a beach shanty with seashells affixed to the walls in undulating wave patterns, a mobile of sea glass by the window, dark wood furniture that looks like it was salvaged from a pirate's ship, and a woven rug made out of some sort of strawlike fiber laid across the wood floor.
Kailie's on her bed, tapping away at her computer. “Oh, hey,” she says. “You're not at work?”
“Neither are you.” 
“I don't start today until two.” She works in the Inn, usually behind the front desk. “I'm supposed to be working on my homework.” From her smile, it's clear that she thinks this is hilarious. “What's up? And seriously, are you not wearing makeup? You look like a ghost.”
I flop down in her desk chair. “A Mormon missionary came to my door this morning and told me he's my brother.”
Kailie's mouth drops open and she blinks one slow, long blink. “What?”
“Yeah.”
“Was it a joke?”
“No.”
“Well... is it true?”
“According to my mom it is.”
“Holy cow.”
“So... yeah...” I shrug, helplessly.
“What's the story?”
I repeat the events of the morning and she stops me right when I describe confronting my mother. 
“You told her that your long lost brother was at the door and she didn't try to go talk to him? She just said, 'Yeah, that's who it was', and kept on with the pottery?”
“You know how my mom is with pottery.”
“Are you kidding me? Your mom has problems, you know that?”
“Something really bad must've happened between them.”
“Give me your phone.” Kailie snatches it from my fingers and taps the keys with one hand as she talks. “Listen, he's her kid. How can anything be so bad that you don't ever want to see your kid again?”
“When's the last time your parents saw Kirsten?”
“And went up and talked to her? Not for months, but they know where she is, what she does, whom she's with. They care. They just don't know how to breach the distance, but they want to.”
I don't buy this. Kailie's dad seems to want nothing to do with his daughter who went astray and had the audacity to get pregnant in high school.
“Maybe it's the religion,” I say. “I mean, what do you know about the Mormons?”
“That their token male is super hot and totally unattainable.” She's referring to Carson, driver of the MAV and the only teenage Mormon guy in town. “And I just texted him.”
“What? Why?”
“To get his opinion.”
“Hang on. I don't want to tell the whole town about this.”
“It's Carson. He's not gonna blab, and his dad's the Mormon Bishop or whatever. Their leader. He may have inside information.”
I take my phone back. “I can't believe you'd use this as an excuse to hit on a guy.”
“I'm not hitting on him. It's Carson. I don't think he even believes in holding hands.”
My phone beeps and I look at Carson’s reply: Hey, Kailie. I'll be right over.
“He's coming over,” I say.
“What? No. Not good. Give me your phone.”
I hold it out of her reach. “What did you think was gonna happen?”
“I thought he'd go find the missionary or talk to his dad or something. I didn't tell him to come over.”
I key through my sent messages to see what she did say. Missionary this morning told Madison he's her brother. What's the deal? -Kailie 
“Give me your phone,” she orders.
But it's too late. The doorbell rings downstairs. Montrose Bar and Grille is only a few businesses over, and clearly Carson was there, rather than at his house.
“Great...” Kailie buries her face in a pillow.
There comes the whooshing sound of the front door opening, and then voices talking. The front door closes with a slam that lets me know, Carson did not come in. Footsteps on the stairs make Kailie shrink away from the door and wince when her father appears in it. “Who called the Mormon?”
“Me,” I say. “I texted from my phone. I didn't ask him to come over.”
“All right, listen,” he says to his daughter, “you're supposed to be doing your homework, not socializing. Don't think I'm unaware of the fact that you are about to fail chemistry. And Madison, maybe you’d better move on to work or wherever you're supposed to be right now.” The words are a suggestion, but the tone is a command. I get up to go, with an apologetic glance at my friend, who only peers at her father.
I wait until Mr. Beale gets a good head start and then head downstairs, where I find not Mr., but Mrs. Beale, sitting on the couch with the phone pressed to her ear. “Listen, you want me to present this to the Municipal Council, we're going to have to make some changes.” She waves at me like a state official acknowledging my presence, which is essentially what she is. Both she and her husband have seats on the Municipal Council.
Her curt greeting is a relief to me. She can be every bit as intense as her husband. The one time she helped me with my math homework, back when I was ten, she traumatized me so badly that to this day I can't do a math problem without hearing her scream, “You don't like story problems? You think the universe spits out equations at you? All real math is story problems!!”
I slip out the front door.
“Hey.” Carson – stepping away from where he's leaned against the side of the house – makes me almost jump out of my skin. “Sorry,” he says. He's tall with broad shoulders, dark hair, and eyes the color of a stormy sea.
“Hey,” I tell him. “Was Mr. Beale a jerk to you?”
“Well, I probably shouldn't have stood there holding these.” He hands me a navy blue paperback with gold leaf that reads The Book of Mormon and a card with a picture of a smiling little girl holding her own copy of the book. Under her picture is a toll free number and a website.
“Thanks, but I-”
“No, I know you weren't asking for information on how to become one of us. The website is where you can find out more information and stuff like that. So tell me what happened this morning?”
“I really don't want the whole town to know.” It's a vain hope. Pelican Bluffs is small, and I'm certain that some of its worst gossips can read minds.
“Fair enough. You don't have to tell me.”
“Elder Britton is legit, right? He's a real missionary?”
“Yeah. Far as I know.”
“And do you recruit missionaries from, like, prisons or anything like that?”
“No.” He laughs. “You have to meet certain standards before you can become a missionary, and if you've landed yourself in prison, you've got a ways to go. Listen, the thing is, we all call each other brothers and sisters in the Church. That's part of our belief, that we're all God's children, so was it that or did he say he's your actual brother?”
“My mom told me that he is my actual brother.”
“Okay... so did they call my dad or... what did they do? The missionaries and your mom?”
Even though I didn't want to retell it, this story is getting tangled, so I do, explaining that Elder Britton and my mother never did actually talk to one another. “The missionaries said they were calling someone and... yeah.” I shrug. 
“Well, sheesh, okay. Anything I can do, let me know.” Carson and I, like just about everyone else in our class, have known each other since kindergarten, which doesn't mean that we actually know each other. I can't remember the last time I had a conversation with him, but somehow his phone number is in my cellphone. Now that I think about it, that was probably Kailie's doing. 
“Thanks.”
“You don't have to read the book or anything,” he nods to the navy blue paperback. “It was just something I grabbed on my way out of the restaurant.”
“You keep a stash of these at the restaurant?”
“Yeah, back in the office, and no, we don't usually give them out to customers, but every now and then someone asks.” He shrugs.
“Hope Mr. Beale wasn't too rude to you.”
“No ruder than he is to anyone else.” Carson is completely unfazed. “You all right, though?”
“I guess. I don't know. Does this mean I'm Mormon?”
“No. You'd know if you were. You'd remember being baptized when you were eight.”
“So what happens now with my brother?”
“I have no idea. My dad and the mission president will figure that out. They may even need to call Salt Lake, since this is an unusual situation. You happen to know how much longer he'll be on his mission?”
“A week?”
“Oh, then you'll get to the bottom of this soon enough. Sorry I can't be more help.”
“Well if your dad tells you anything-”
“He won't. He's a priesthood leader. Clergy. He can't talk about other people's business to anyone else. It's confidential.”
“Oh.”
“But you can reach him at the restaurant if you ever feel like you need to talk to him.”
“Thanks.” 
Carson and I say our goodbyes and I head back to work. He heads back to the Montrose Grille.



 
 
 
 
 

When I return to the library, Siraj doesn't bat an eye. There are only three people browsing the shelves and one on one of the computers. I sit down behind the circulation desk and tuck my purse down by my feet.
“Scan these in?” says Siraj, placing a stack of books by my elbow. He's got the phone pressed to his ear and a distracted look that tells me he's deep in conversation. “Mmm, right,” he says. “Hang on, I'm going to transfer to the phone in the conference room.”
I grab the scanner and run each book under it so that the computer records that they are here in the Pelican Bluffs branch of the library. Three of the books were requested by other borrowers, so I leave each of them a message to let them know that the book is now available to them.
The door opens and in strides Alex Katsumoto, jaw set, hands bunched into fists. He glares around and I fight the urge to duck under the circulation desk for cover. Instead I get to my feet. “Can I help you?”
His gaze jerks over to me and he looks me up and down as if to say, “Why are you talking to me?”
“O-kay.” I sit down again. “If you want help with something, let me know.”
He spies something on the desk that draws him over, like a metal to magnet. I look around to see what it could be. There's the stack of books I've just scanned in, the telephone, The
Book of Mormon, and a phone book.
Alex rests his hands on the counter and looks at the phone book, then stares at me as if daring me to hand it over. He doesn't deign to talk and his whole body is tense. If someone came up behind him right now, I have no doubt he'd spin around and punch them, so it's probably not a good idea to give him something as heavy as a phone book, but since I wouldn't be able to defend myself from him if he decided to punch me, phone book or no, I heft the heavy volume onto the counter in front of him and say, “Just leave it there when you're done.”
He continues to stare, as if unsure whether or not he can really have the phone book. Tension stretches so tight the very air rings with it.
“Um.” I cast about and pull the little pass along card out of The
Book of Mormon. “Here, you can have this too. See the pretty picture?”
He glances down at it, looks up at me, then with a lightning quick motion, snatches a pair of scissors from the pencil cup and snips the smiling girl's head off. Then he slams the scissors down on the counter hard enough that I wonder if he made a dent.
“Fine,” I say to him. “If you want to be a jerk, go ahead. I was just trying to be funny.” I shove the phone book at him. “And you're welcome.”
He grabs it with one hand, pulls it towards himself and flips it open.
I grab the cart with all the books that need to be reshelved and escape with it across the room. The cart is only a quarter of the way full, but it's the first excuse I can think of to get away.
Reshelving doesn't take as long as I'd hoped, even doing it the hard way, chasing down every slot for each book in the order they sit on the cart, as opposed to finding the books for each section as I work systematically across the library. But when I peer back at the circulation desk, I can see that I've taken long enough. Alex is gone.
“Something wrong?” Siraj asks when I return to my seat. “With Alex, I mean?”
“His mom got picked up by Officer Li.”
“I was afraid of that.” He frowns at the exit where Alex would have left. “I'd have tried to help him but I was busy arguing with a City Councilor about an initiative to keep this library open.”
“Was it Mrs. Beale, by any chance?” 
“Yeah. Talked her into it in the end. If you can convince the Beales, you can convince the Council. Last time I had to do this was to get your salary approved. Much easier that time.” The Beales have two of the five Municipal Council seats, and another of the Councilors is Megan Romero, who runs the art gallery they own. This means they have a voting bloc that can pass or push aside just about anything. “Being Kailie's friend has its perks, you know?” he says.
“I did not know-”
“Of course you didn't. I'm not saying you did or should care.” He wipes away my concerns with a dismissive gesture.
“But I guess I should stay her friend then, huh?”
His mouth twitches at the corner and he doesn't answer that.
I sit down and return my attention to scanning books.
 
That evening, Mom is still out in the shed at eight-thirty, when Mr. Montrose comes by. “I tried to call her,” he says. The porch light makes his skin look sallow and his eyes bruised with exhaustion. “How late does she usually work?”
“She usually comes in as soon as the sun goes down.” Mom's a real stickler for working in natural sunlight whenever possible. 
“Does she let people interrupt her?”
“Not really.”
“Fine, I'll do it. You can pretend to put up a fight if you need to. May I come in?”
I show him the way through the kitchen and point to the shed, visible because of the orange, incandescent light spilling out between the cracks in the boards. “Sharon,” he calls out.
Now that I'm in the backyard, I realize her wheel isn't running. She never does painting or glazing of any kind under artificial light. For a moment, I wonder if she's okay.
But she pushes the door open and stands, a silhouette in the doorway. “Michael? What is it?”
“I was wondering if you'd like to meet with John. I could arrange it. You've missed two Mother's Days when he could have called you.”
Because her face is in such deep shadow, I can't read her expression. Her stance is rigid, almost wooden. “Thank you, but no.” There's no life in her voice. It's as if her mind is elsewhere and it's clear that she's deep into one of her bigger projects. If the past is anything to go by, she'll be like this for days as she figures out every detail of a new paint technique or the stitching of a new wall hanging.
“Is this anything I can help with?” he asks.
Mom presses the back of her hand to her forehead, and I sense her mind coming back to us, leaving behind its creative calculations for a moment. “Listen, my ex-husband knows I wanted to be an artist. His son has already seen where I live. I'd like to keep any ridicule by him and his father to a minimum. It'd be just like James to call me up and laugh about how poor I am and what I gave up to have this life.”
“James is your ex-husband?”
“Yes.”
“And you have no contact with him? At all?”
“I don't. No.”
“Not even for child support for Madison?”
Mom shakes her head. “Madison is a Lukas, not a Britton.”
“Ah, right. Of course. Well, the mission president and I have already agreed that Elder Britton is not to visit Pelican Bluffs for the rest of his mission, but I should also point out, he won't be a missionary much longer, and once he's finished, we haven't got the authority to tell him not to contact you. I can tell him you would prefer he not contact you, if you like?”
“Please. Yes.”
“What reason would you like me to give?”
But Mom is gone again, back in that place she goes to when she makes her art. “I'm sure you can think of something.”
“Is it that you remain on the outs with is father?”
“I need to get some work done. I'm sorry.” This is the Mom I know well, the one who cannot stand to be interrupted. Next comes visceral anger, if we keep distracting her.
“Okay,” I cut in. “Mom, I'll see you tomorrow, I guess.”
Mr. Montrose takes the hint and I show him out the front door.
 
That night, I begin to wonder if I should try to get Jean-Pierre's phone number from Kailie, but I don't have the guts to tell her why I'd want it. She's a merciless tease about this kind of thing. I also wouldn't have the courage to use it, and I can't think of any way to get him my number, offhand. I remind myself that I'll see him at school the day after tomorrow and try to be content with that.
 
On Monday, Kailie meets me at the corner of my street, as she always does so we can walk to school together. We greet with a hug, then she pulls her iPod headphones out of her ears and winds the cord around the case.
The morning is bitter cold and I nuzzle down into the collar of my coat, grateful for the warmth of my breath against my cheeks. My hat makes my ears itchy and my gloves feel like they do nothing against the icy air. We walk down the side of the street with houses, but on the far side there is just forest, looking darker and more mysterious in the dim, morning light.
“So... I still don't have a phone,” Kailie says.
“Yeah, I texted you some stuff, but the basic thing is, Mom didn't purposely hide anything from me. And Carson gave me a Book of Mormon.”
As if on cue, the MAV shoots past. Carson makes a complete stop, turn signal flashing, before he turns into the school parking lot. Never mind that the road dead ends in a guardrail and there's nowhere else to go. He does the same stop and signal for every turn around the parking lot, including the one into a parking space.
While I watch this, Kailie pauses at the corner of one of the side streets and turns to look at a house, three lots in. It's the same floorplan as mine, with a stucco exterior that's cracking at the corners and has a big gray splotch by the front door, where someone did some kind of repair work, but didn't bother to restore the finish to match the rest of the house. Her gaze is wistful. This is where her sister, Kirsten, lives now. 
“You talk to her?” I ask.
“No. My parents would lock me in my room and throw away the key if I did. Just saying her name gets me a lecture.”
“Seriously?”
“You know how they are. They want to control my whole life. At least Kirsten got out.”
I look at my friend in her warm coat, designer jeans, and genuine leather boots. I'm certain Kirsten doesn't have anything like that to wear. “Look,” I say, “she rebelled. You really think she'd tell on you if you went to talk to her? You admit she doesn't talk to your parents.”
She turns away. “My parents would find out. They always do, you know. They've got eyes everywhere.”
We walk on towards campus and there, at the end of the road, leaning against the guardrail with all of the other screwups is Alex. Despite the crowd around him, he looks as if he's all alone. Isolated. Aloof. For once he isn't smoking, but he plays with his lighter, snapping it open and shut, pausing now and then to watch the flame burn. Typical. I always wonder when Pelican Bluffs High School will catch up with the times and not let people bring lighters to school. I'd gladly walk through a metal detector and surrender my nail files if it meant Alex had to leave that stupid lighter at home.
One moment he's staring at the fire, the next he's returning my gaze. He lifts an eyebrow, as if to challenge me to keep staring. 
I obligingly look away and follow Kailie across the parking lot, but I have the uneasy sense that he's still staring at me.



 
 
 
 
 

I don't see Jean-Pierre until lunch, and he looks past me as if we don't even know each other. It couldn't hurt worse if he walked up and slapped me across the face. He and the football jocks have their own table and they sit and talk and give each other fist bumps as the rest of the school flows around them, watching their antics with a swish of heads turning. We don't have a great athletics program at Pelican Bluffs High, but we do have an amazing football team. It helps that Justin Kreig's dad used to play for the NFL. Jean-Pierre doesn't do any athletics, but I guess the other orchestra and chess club people aren't cool enough for him.
His gaze wanders my direction and I freeze, wondering if I'll get a wink or a smile. But his gaze sweeps right over me. I'm just another face in the crowd. At least I didn't ask Kailie if she knew his phone number. She'd be mocking me right now if she knew. The problem is, I can't just pretend not to notice him, his dark, expressive eyes and infectious laugh. I've liked him for ages, but after kissing him, my attraction's stepped up several notches. I had let myself believe that I might get to kiss him regularly. That's how this usually works, isn't it?
I turn away and try to distract myself with other thoughts. Our cafeteria is a beautiful room. One whole wall is glass, but it's done in little tiny panes, like stained glass without the color. The ceiling is high and punctuated at regular intervals with skylights. The place always smells like grease, regardless of what they're serving. Even when it's pasta, somehow it ends up smelling like grease.
Kailie brings her tray of food over and slides it onto the table. “This food is beyond gross. I know, I know, I should just pack a lunch. Augh.”
I offer her half my sandwich, which she takes and gives me her tater tots in return. They’re already getting cold and disgusting, but I munch on them anyway.
Jean-Pierre's laughter cuts across the rest of the cafeteria chatter and I look at my friend.
“You okay?” she asks.
“Yeah.”
“Well, don't look now, but Carson is staring at you.”
I look, of course. It's a reflex, but I swing my gaze past him so that I don't seem to be looking at him specifically. Just taking in more of that beautiful window, I think. Who am I fooling? Kailie is right, though, he's staring right at me, not even trying to hide it.
“He found out you're Mormon, now he wants to add you to the harem,” says my friend.
“I am not Mormon.”
“But you're okay with the harem part?”
Here's how things work with our small horde of Mormons at the school. Carson is the only male. There are three girls who aren't related to him: LaDell, Wendy, and Rachel, and he has them on some kind of rotation. They take turns going with him to school dances, and the two girls without him as a date and his little sister, Chelsey, either go stag or don't go at all. It's beyond weird, and Kailie loves to joke about it.
“He's coming over.” Kailie shoots a withering look over my shoulder, and I know if that doesn't stop him dead in his tracks, nothing will. My best friend's looks are lethal.
Like a shadow in my peripheral vision, Carson steps over the bench and sits at our table. “Hey,” he says.
I turn and smile at him. “Hey.”
“So, did anything else happen with your brother?”
“No, not really. I haven't even gotten an email from him.” His email address is buried somewhere in my pockets full of paper scraps, receipts, and used tissues. It'd take a while for me to find it.
“But he's about to be released?”
“Released?” says Kailie. “What, is a mission like prison?”
“It's just the term we use. Whenever you do any specific job for the Church we refer to that as a calling, and when you finish a calling, that's when you're released.”
“Mmm.” Her eyes glazed over after the third word.
Carson still gives her a speculative glance, though, before leaning in and saying to me, “Listen, I'm sorry if I crossed a line, giving you scriptures and stuff.”
“It's all right.”
“I'm really bad at knowing what to say when people ask about my religion, and I guess you didn't really even ask.”
I look up at him.
Those stormy gray eyes are intent. Focused on me.
“It's fine, really.”
“I am not supposed to be this close to you,” says Kailie. “My daddy told me not to talk to weirdo religious people.”
“You're religious people,” Carson retorts.
“Yeah, but I'm not a weirdo.”
“Speak for yourself. What'd you use to put on eye shadow today? A spatula?”
“Is it too over the top and daring for you?” She flutters here eyelashes and her eyelids are a pretty strong shade of purple, I have to admit. She makes it look fabulous. 
“Well gee,” says Carson in a monotone. “I find myself overcome with your stunning allure when you do that.”
She blows him a kiss.
He gives me a knowing, tolerant look and gets up to go.
 
That afternoon, as I pack my things at my locker, Jean-Pierre strides by without even a glance in my direction. I try not to stare after him. Let it go, I think. What's past is past.
Kailie dashes by with a, “I have to get home in ten minutes or else,” hollered over her shoulder. I wave as if everything's fine with me. 
At least, I think, this day is pretty much over.
 
That night, a tap at my window nudges me awake. I roll over and wait for it to come again. It might have just been a dream.
Tap-tap-tap.
I haul myself up to flip the latch, and then lay down again. “Kail,” I say, once the window swings open, “It's Monday night.”
“It's not Kailie.”
My eyes snap open. “Jean-Pierre?”
“Yeah. Can I come in?”
“Sure.” I roll out of bed and hightail it to the bathroom. “I'll be right back.”
When I return from brushing my teeth and hair, I find him sitting on my bed. He looks up when I sit down next to him, and for a minute I don't know what to say.
“So...” he begins. “You mad at me?”
“No.”
“You seemed kinda mad today at lunch.”
“I didn't think you even saw me.”
“That what made you mad?”
“It hurt my feelings.”
He presses his fingertips together and fidgets a moment. “I know, we didn't really get to talk the other night. I like you, okay? But I'm not into the whole being a couple thing. The last time I had a girlfriend, it was constant drama. Even having a conversation like this, now, I hate this part. I wish we could just skip it.”
“Skip to what?”
He puts his arms around me and pulls me close. His skin is warm, through the thin cotton of his t-shirt. He nuzzles my nose and coaxes me in for a kiss. Warmth spreads inside me as we lock lips, but so does confusion. His palms slide over my shirt and he leans against me until we both lie down on my bed. The momentary panic I feel subsides quickly. He doesn't try to take off any of my clothes or anything, just kisses me and holds me close.
When we break off, he says, “This all right?”
I do my best to think straight. He just said he hates discussing relationship stuff, so does this mean I shouldn't admit I'm totally confused? “Um...”
He props himself up on one elbow, mind already wandering elsewhere. “This has been the worst week, and it's only just started. I've got a chess tournament this weekend but I've also got an AP English paper due. I'm stressed. Beyond stressed.”
Stress is something I know how to handle. “Here,” I say. “Lay on your stomach.”
He does and I sit up to dig my thumbs into the flesh between his shoulderblades. He lets out a gasp. “Wow.”
I've given my mom massages for years, ever since she started to get repetitive motion injuries in her shoulders and wrists. I get up onto my knees and throw my weight behind the kneading motion as I force his muscles to unclench, teasing out knots with my fingers. I start with his shoulders and work down to the small of his back, careful not to press on his kidneys. Just as I'm working out the last little knot, he rolls onto his side and pulls me down to lay next to him. Both his hands slide under my shirt as he massages my back, and kisses my lips, pressing his body against mine. His breath on my cheek, the taste of his lips, the feel of his skin against mine, it’s all too much to process.
Now I feel completely out of my depth, and what's worse, I feel like it's my fault our bodies are tangled together. I'm the one who put my hands all over him to make him feel good. “Relax,” he whispers.
But I can't. I didn't even bother to keep the condoms they handed out in health class because they seemed about as useful to me as a guide to Paris written in Greek. Kailie was more than happy to take them off my hands. 
Jean-Pierre finally slows things down and shifts to lie next to me again. “You okay?”
I just gulp deep breaths and try to process it all. “Yeah.” 
After a few more lingering kisses on the lips, he says, “I'd better get home. I'm pushing my luck, sneaking out twice in one week.” He gets up to put his shoes and jacket back on and leave. As the window bangs shut, my emotions are in a muddle. I just don't know what I'm doing or how any of this is supposed to go.



 
 
 
 
 

I get up and dress quickly, then climb out my window. Everything's clear on my street. I don't know if Jean-Pierre drove or walked, but there's no sign of him as I walk past the dark, sleeping houses. I turn the corner, cross to the forest side of the street, and head towards Wilkstone, and even though I think I scan carefully, I don't see Ryan, Alex, and company until it's too late and I'm almost on top of them.
They're all in a runoff ditch just off the road that leads to a culvert that all the local kids like to play in even though it's a death trap. The ditch is deep enough that the sidewalk is chest high for this crowd and when I get close enough to be seen, Ryan leaps up onto the sidewalk. “Hey, hey,” he says.
I freeze, and for a moment my thoughts do too.
“You're out late,” he says.
“Let me past.” I keep my voice steady.
“You can get by.” He gestures at the length of sidewalk. “I'm not that fat.”
A couple of the other guys chuckle. 
I lift my chin and step out into the street. One step, then another, I give him a wide berth, only to have him lunge at me so suddenly that I scream.
“Whoa,” says one of the other guys, still in the ditch. I can't see his face.
All of them burst out laughing. 
“What?” says Ryan. “You think I'm gonna assault you?”
I don't know what I think he'll do. It's a small town. If he had a history of attacking people, I would know. Still, the way he stands, shoulders squared and face obscured by shadow, is terrifying. This is not what I want to see while out by myself.
I edge on my way, keeping my eyes on them, and then as they fade into the darkness, on where I last saw them, until I'm a good distance away, then I turn and walk briskly towards the bright lights of Wilkstone Road. Even though I glance back and therefore know that no one's following me, I'm relieved when I get to Jacksons.
This is how lenient my mother is. I go into the town mini-mart, am seen by the cashier who is not known for her discretion, and yet know I won't get in trouble for it. The freezer case at the back is my target. I shove open the heavy glass lid and reach down to grab two EVOL Burritos of the shredded beef variety; these are the best frozen burritos on the planet, almost better than fresh made.
The cashier doesn't bat an eye at the sight of me out at midnight on a school night, just rings up the burritos and holds out her hand lazily for money. I pay and leave, bending my steps towards The Shack.
By day, The Shack serves fresh made Mexican food at obscene prices to tourists passing through, but come midnight, Hernan Garcia – the youngest son of the family of owners – takes over. He turns the place into a burger joint, basically, though he's willing to get creative. When I step up to the cut-out counter in the side of the wooden shack and put the burritos down, he squints up at me. “Whattaya want me to do with 'em?”
“Deep fryer.”
“How long?”
“They're frozen, so however long that takes. And two orders of fries and two medium Cokes.” The deal is, he'll do stuff like deep fry EVOL Burritos for free provided we buy something else.
He nods, tears the wrappers off the burritos, dumps them into the wire basket and drops the basket into the deep fryer. Then he rings up two orders of fries and two Cokes and I pay him.
Fifteen minutes later I've got the burritos and the two orders of fries in a paper bag and the two Cokes in the crook of my other arm. Now the task is to get to Kailie before the grease soaks through the bag and makes it tear. That is harder than it may sound. I wish I could hug the bag to myself for warmth, as the cold air tonight is the kind that seeps in even through my warm clothes.
That gives me an incentive to walk fast to the Inn, where I go around back to the rain barrel, which stands just under the eaves. It isn't easy to climb up onto it with the bag of food gripped in one fist and two drinks in the crook of the other arm, but I've had practice. Seconds later I'm on the roof of the first story, tapping on Kailie's window. 
Her reading light winks on and she slides the window up. At the sight of me her mouth quirks in a sleepy smile. Warm air from her room spills out into the night. 
I hold up the bag and she perks up and grins. “You didn't.”
“Yeah.”
“I love you.” She stands back as I climb into her room and we both sit down on the floor and tuck into our greasefest meal. 
Her parents are just down the hall, and are pretty light sleepers, so we talk in low voices.
“You are the best,” she says.
“I need your advice.”
She nods, her eyes on her burrito, which she bites into with a crunch. The deep fryer makes the tortilla into a hard shell, while inside the warm beef and melted cheese and cilantro and salsa are a heavenly mix. “Sure, about what?”
“I'm kind of involved with Jean-Pierre.”
She stops mid-bite, opens her mouth, and pulls the burrito away. “Since when?”
“Friday.”
“Are you serious?”
I nod.
“Um... wow. Okay. Wow.”
It stings that she's that surprised, but I can't get mad at her for being honest. She isn't wrong. “I'm just... I don't know how all this works. He says he doesn't want a girlfriend.”
“Well, sure.”
“What's that mean?”
“That you aren't his girlfriend. Clearly he just wants to mess around.”
“Mess around like, go all the way?”
“Go all the way?” she mocks me. “What are you, in sixth grade?”
“You know what I mean.”
“Better than you do, yeah.”
“What do I do?”
“If you're into him, have fun with it. If you're not, don't bother. What do you need my advice for?”
“So how does this work, then?”
Kailie sets her burrito down, clasps her hands together, and looks at me. “It's simple. If you like making out with him, do it. If you want to sleep with him, do it. If you don't, don't. He moves on. End of story. Seriously, you can't figure this stuff out for yourself?”
I stare at the floor, my cheeks burning. “I barely even know how to kiss.”
“Please...”
“And sex is like, way scary to me.”
“Scary? This is sex we're talking about, right?”
“Yeah-”
“Well it's not scary. End of discussion. What do you want to talk about now?”
Her dismissal feels like she's planted the heel of her hand on my chest and shoved, hard. I went out of my way to be nice, bringing her food, so I don't know why she's lashing out at me with so much condescension. “It's not like you have it all figured out.”
“Better than you do.”
“Oh really? Howabout we talk about how you drag me out to beach parties in the middle of winter so you can go mooning after Ben?”
“What?”
“Maybe I don't want to sleep with Jean-Pierre because I don't want it to make me a slave for him like having sex with Ben did to you.”
“What do you even know-”
“Gimme a break. I know you. I saw what happened that one beach party when you came back to the car all in a daze, and how after that he hasn't returned your calls or-”
“Stop it-”
“-your texts, or-”
“Now!” She can't raise her voice, so she grasps my wrist for emphasis instead. “You want to hurt me because I gave you a dose of reality? Fine. Go ahead. It won't change the fact that you're a pathetic baby when it comes to dating. Oh wait, you haven't even done any dating, have you?”
I wince. It's one thing to endure Kailie's anger when it comes out of nowhere, but when it's my fault? That's a real nightmare. “Sorry. I was out of line.”
Kailie doesn't argue. She scarfs the rest of her burrito down, slurps her Coke until only air comes up the straw, then says, “I gotta sleep. You good to get home?”
“Yeah.” I take her garbage with me as I climb out the window. She'd get in serious trouble if her parents found it.
As I hop down off the roof, shame settles like a fist-sized rock in my chest. Here I came to ask Kailie for advice, and I end up insulting her. Way to go, Madison. 
The wind is a lot worse now, and my phone says it's 1:37 a.m. I duck my head and walk as fast as I can, eyes on the path in front of me. Wilkstone Road is empty, save for a housecat that stalks along the other side of the street. It pauses to glare at me, eyes green and eerie.
I head for the crosswalk, even though there's no traffic, and nearly run smack into Alex. My scream chokes off at a squeak.
He stares down at me, disgusted. From the slight weave in his stance, I can tell he's drunk. On a Monday night.
“Could you get any creepier?” I snap.
He arches an eyebrow.
“The no talking thing? Pair it with a maniacal laugh and you could totally be a supervillain.”
He chuckles.
“Not quite maniacal, but if you follow me home, I am so calling the police.”
“Got a switchblade? I could chase you with it if you prefer.”
The sound of his voice is shocking, but what he says isn't. It's exactly what I'd expect. “So you can talk.”
He shrugs.
“And you're still a creep. Get out of my way.”
He steps aside and I dart past and across the street. A glance over my shoulder lets me know that he's continued on his way without a second glance at me. That's when I realize how upset I am. I just took on Alex by myself. I'm lucky he didn't really pull a knife and chase me. Ryan, I can believe, is all talk. Alex, not so much.
 
The next day, Kailie isn't at the corner for our usual walk to school. I wait until five minutes before the bell, and then run. It seems, as I dodge the crowd up the steps and weave my way to my locker that I see more heads turning my direction than usual, but I ignore it. 
The sound of someone saying my name and a burst of giggles does get my attention, though, but when I look to see who it was, everyone in the crowd around me is smirking.
I toss my books into my locker, grab my things for homeroom, and focus on getting to class on time.
But even in homeroom, everyone turns to look at me when I walk in. I stop in the doorway, only to have someone smack into me from behind. 
“Oh, sorry,” the person says. A look over my shoulder tells me it's Claire Chung, who is so short she comes maybe to the middle of my chest. Bullying is not her usual thing. 
I look around, confused.
“Maybe you should log onto Facebook more often,” Claire whispers at me, loud enough for the whole class to hear and laugh at.
My cheeks burn so hot that I'm sure I'm red as a tomato. I go slip into my seat and try to ignore everyone's stares. For once, I'm grateful when the teacher walks in, bangs his textbook down on his desk, and starts barking orders for us to get out our homework.
After class, things are worse. Now people are pointing and laughing at me in the hall. I turn the corner and someone grabs my shoulders and slams me into a row of lockers, hard enough to knock the wind out of me. I slide down to the floor, push my hair back, look up, and before I can focus, the person kicks my face so hard that I wonder if I've ruptured an eye. My nose feels like it's broken in no less than five places.
“Who do you think you are?” a female voice shouts. “You think you can booty call my man?”
I touch my face gingerly and my fingers come away with a smear of bright red that drips onto the floor. I can barely focus.
“Break it up,” shouts a hall monitor. “What's going on?”
Around me I sense the crowd shift. People who had stopped to watch, start moving again and someone else squats down in front of me. “Madison?”
“Yeah?”
“'Kay, let's get you to the nurse's office.” Firm hands grasp my arm and help me to my feet.
“Here.” Someone stuffs a wad of paper towels into my hands and I instinctively press them to my nose.
“So what did you do to Tatiana?” the hall monitor asks me. Out of the corner of my eye I see that it's Peter Wong, with his round moon glasses and greasy hair parted in the middle.
“That who that was?”
“Yeah.”
“I dunno. You ever check Facebook?”
“I don't have an account.” He steers me down the hall and into the nurse's office where Ms. Rupetha looks up from munching an apple. Her eyes go wide. “What's this?”
“Tatiana DuPré kicked her in the face.”
“I think my nose is broken.”
“Here, let me see. You're going to have two black eyes. Peter, I want you to go tell the principal. Did you witness the attack?”
“Part of it.”
I zone out as they arrange to bring Tatiana to justice, because I know it won't happen. Peter may be a goody-goody who'll rat on anyone, but no one will back him up. People don't do that at our school.
Ms. Rupetha guides me over to the cot in the corner of her office and looks closely at my nose. With a couple of prods that make me wince she says, “It's not broken, just bruised. Looks like she shoved you in the face with her foot, rather than kicked. And you've cut your lip there. You're going to be black and blue, but it could be worse. I once had a student who ended up with the bully's sneaker treadmarks on his face. You could read the brand name backwards, even.”
I blink and stare at her, not sure if she's being serious.
Her expression gives nothing away. “Let's get some ice on this, see if we can keep the swelling down.”
I miss the rest of my classes that day. Ms. Rupetha gives me some painkillers and instructs me to just lay down with my head slightly elevated. I only leave long enough to get my lunch from my locker, which I eat while sitting on the cot and watching the nurse field phone calls from a parent about how to diagnose meningitis. Every bite of food sends pain lancing through my face, so I eat slowly.
 
When I get to work that afternoon, Siraj glances up from his desk. “I'm going to ask you how school was,” he says, focusing on his computer, “and if you say 'fine', I will suspect that you are lying.”
“I need to log into Facebook.”
“I wouldn't choose today to upload a new profile picture.”
“Thanks for the advice.”
“No worries. There's plenty more where that came from. I'm a giver, you know?” He moves aside as I take my seat. I feel like my sinuses are all stuffed with peanut butter goop and my nose is at least eight times its normal width. Usually I don't notice that I can see it when I look around, but now I've got a blind spot wide enough to hide a car in, if it's right in front of me.
My profile pops up, and the first thing I see is that my status is changed to, “In a relationship.” The second thing I see is that I've sent Jean-Pierre no less than a hundred requests for an array of sex acts, half of which I've never even heard of.
“Someone hack your account?” asks Siraj.
I spin around, terrified that he's looked over my shoulder. The sudden motion makes me so dizzy I grab the chair arms to right myself.
But Siraj's moved away to the reshelving cart. At seeing me jump, he pauses, his hand on a book. “What's wrong?”
“Yeah, someone hacked my account.”
“Any idea who?”
Unfortunately, I think, yes. The only person who would know my password is Kailie. I pushed it way too far last night, insulting her about Ben. That would explain why she didn't walk to school with me.
“There something you need to go sort out?” he asks.
“Later.”
“You're sure?”
“Just give me some books to shelve.”
“Suit yourself.”
 
I get to the Inn just before dinner time and Kailie's dad turns me away because, as he explains, the family is about to eat. He stares at my bruised up nose, but doesn’t comment. As usual, I can't reach Kailie on her cellphone. I've cleaned up my Facebook page and changed the password, but the damage is done. While I should have guessed Jean-Pierre was hooking up with other girls, it hurts all the same. I know if he had to choose between me and Tatiana, I would lose.
I head home, where I find Mom already in from the shed, clattering around the kitchen. She takes one look at my face and blanches. “I heard it was bad.”
“I know. I look like a freak. I'm avoiding mirrors.”
“Mhmm.”
“Can I not go to school tomorrow?”
“Honey, I don't care if you go to school at all. You're sixteen, do what you want.”
“Can you call me in sick?”
“Mmmm... Remind me again tomorrow.”
I nod and stay put, hoping that she'll want to talk to me. Ask me what happened maybe, or how I feel.
She yanks open the freezer. “Here. Frozen peas.” She pulls a bag out, crushes it to break the peas apart, and then tosses it to me. “For your nose.”
“Okay, so, um-”
“I'm going to call it a night.” She pushes past me to get to her room.
I stand with the bag of frozen peas and the unspoken comment on the tip of my tongue. After a moment, I put the bag of peas against my nose and sit down, resigned to the situation.
 
I stay home the next day and in the morning fill the bathtub with a few inches of water and spend hours giving myself a pedicure, then a manicure. My nails look so much better under a layer of opalescent lacquer. 
Afterward I pad around the house, walking on my heels so that I don't smudge my toenails, and painstakingly make a sandwich with some cold cuts and bread that Mom got at a deep discount from the local grocer because they're past their sell-by date. It is not easy to make a sandwich with wet nail polish, let alone eat it. Mom bustles in to make her own sandwich and is out again in five minutes, leaving a plate with crumbs in the sink.
That afternoon I get so bored that I pick up The Book of Mormon and start to read. I've never read the Bible before, so I'm not sure how it compares. The story of a family fleeing Jerusalem goes on and on in the same theme. Two sons are good and do what God says, they get blessed. Two sons are evil and rebel, they get cursed. After the third iteration, I feel like I've had the point hammered into my skull, so I put the book down. 
It's now two, and I'm bored stiff. The house feels smaller than ever. I go stare out the back windows at our yard, which we just leave to grow wild. A rickety fence does its best to hold out against the forest beyond it, and the dilapidated shed slouches in the corner, the door slightly ajar, the steady hum of Mom's potters wheel inside.
It's a relief when someone knocks on the front door. At least, I'm relieved until I open it and see Mr. Beale. He looks me over, his mouth pressed into a thin, puckered line. “I hear someone hacked your Facebook page.”
“Yeah. It's no big deal. It was a joke,” I say.
“Was it Kailie?”
I hate lying to people, but Mr. Beale gives me the jitters. “No. She wouldn't do something like that.”
“You don't think?”
“I'm sure.”
“How sure?”
“I found the person who did it. It's all good.” 
He looks me straight in the eye, then looks over the rest of my face. I take a deep breath, hold it, and meet his gaze. Just stare back, I think. Don't think anything. Don't worry about him finding out about Kailie. He won't, not if I just stare.
He looks away first. “You all right, then? Your face?”
“Just looks awful.”
“Looks like it'll clear up in a week or so. You let us know if you need anything, all right?” That's the sort of thing the Beales say all the time, but no one takes them up on.
“Thanks. I'm all right.”
He nods, as if confirming something to himself, and turns to leave.
I go get myself ready for work.
 
“I didn't think you'd be in,” says Siraj.
“I would've called if I wasn't.”
“Well, you and your exciting life. You sure you can remember to call?”
“Very funny.” Only then do I see Kailie peer out from the shelves.
“My guess that someone is not supposed to be away from her home right now.” He nods in her direction. “I am very insightful, did you know that?”
“Don't tell on her.”
“What makes you think anyone would ask me? When does anyone ask me anything?”
“You're a librarian. People ask you to find books for them all the time.”
“Even that, it's only three books. The dictionary, the thesaurus, and Fifty Shades of Grey.”
I shake my head as I cross over to where Kailie is. “Thank you for not ratting me out,” she says.
“Thanks for trashing my page.”
“I got mad, okay? You were really rude that one night you came by.”
I could point out to her that the last time she came to my house, she dragged me out to one of her parties just so I could drive her home, but the urge passes as quickly as it comes. “You okay?” I ask.
“Yeah, I'm fine. I just wanted to make sure you were too. I gotta sneak back.”
“I'm good. Don't get caught.”
Siraj watches her dart across the room, peer through the glass door, and then dart outside. “It's like an action movie in here.”
“Well, the action sequence is over.”
“I know. They do go fast. The good ones.” He taps away at his computer as if he's just talking about the weather.
I stifle a laugh. Given the way my face is right now, it'd probably just hurt.
 
My resolve to stay home all week cracks on Wednesday. I don't have work on Wednesdays and the solitude drives me nuts, so on Thursday I head back to class. Everyone turns to look at me when I step onto campus. I ignore the stares and just go to my locker, where I find Kailie trying to jam a folded up piece of paper in through the vent.
“What's that?”
“It's my apology note. It's too fat.” She turns around and hands it to me. “Your face looks all right.”
“Liar.”
“It's not as bad as it was Tuesday. I bet you the black eyes are gone in a week.”
I unfold the paper and spread it out flat against my thigh. “What is this, a news report?”
“Yeah, it's been exciting around here.”
I skim the words. “Carson threatened Jean-Pierre? Greeeeat, and then what? Tatiana and Belinda got into a fight? And then... what?” The page details all kinds of vigilante action against the people who hurt me. Jean-Pierre got his car keyed and Tatiana had her locker vandalized.
“Apparently if you get sweet little Madison kicked in the face, there's hell to pay. Also, I wouldn't recommend trashing her Facebook page.”
“Oh whatever.”
“Seriously. I thought I was going to get kicked in the face.”
I look around and then step forward and hug her, publicly. “That should take care of the, like, two people who cared.”
Jean-Pierre walks past then and slows his steps, looking at me.
I look away. Three days with no contact makes me assume we're over. If there ever even was a “we”.
“Hey,” he says.
Kailie ducks her head and darts off.
I avert my gaze from him, his beautiful eyes and lips that I can feel the ghostly memory of pressed against my own. “Hi.”
“Listen, can we talk? After school, maybe?”
“If you want.” I try to keep my voice casual.
“'Kay. I'll come by your house.”
“I've got work.”
“Okay, then can you meet me in the ditch for, like, five minutes?”
“Yeah, sure.”
“See you then.” As if copying Kailie, he also ducks his head and walks off.



 
 
 
 
 

The ditch is one of the coolest places to play if you're small enough to fit in the culvert, because that leads to a storm drain that's got little rooms branching off it. Not sure why there are rooms, but they beg to be turned into secret hideouts. The only problem is, if it rains you'll drown, but since that's never happened, generation after generation of elementary schoolers hang out in there.
At the mouth of the culvert are two boulders, just the right height to sit on, facing each other. They allow you to sit low enough that you can't be seen from the sidewalk, and when I get there after school, Jean-Pierre is already sitting on one. I jump down and sit on the other. High pitched kid screams and shouts sound throughout my subdivision. The elementary school kids all got dropped off by the bus half an hour ago, but none are close by.
“How're you feeling?” he asks.
“Been better.”
“Listen, I didn't know whether I should come by or message you on Facebook or what.”
“I think I'm done with Facebook right now.”
“Well, yeah. Look, I knew it wasn't you, okay? I never thought it was you.”
“Tatiana did.”
“Well, now you know another reason I don't do girlfriends.”
“So you can hook up with both me and Tatiana?”
“No. No way. I'm not like that. Tatiana thinks I should date her because she's all into this idea that black people should only date black people and so any white girl who hits on me is encroaching on her turf. Between her and my parents not wanting me to date at all...” he shrugs. “Tatiana and I have been over for months. I helped trash her locker.”
“So when you say you don't want a girlfriend, what does that mean? Do you see other people or-”
“Who cares what he means? He's wasting your time,” says a voice from up on the sidewalk.
I look up but the sun is in my eyes so I don't see who it is until he jumps down. It's the missionary, wearing jeans and his pea coat, his name tag still affixed to his breast.
“Hey,” he says to Jean-Pierre, “I'm her big brother.”
“Um, hi,” I say. “What are you doing here?”
“Got a ride from Bishop Montrose. My mission's over and I've got an hour before I need to leave for Sacramento to catch my flight home.”
“This is your brother?” says Jean-Pierre. “You've got a brother who's a Mormon?”
“Well... yeah. It's kind of a long story, and I don't actually know it.”
“I'm John,” says Elder Britton.
“You're a racist, cultist fanatic is what you are,” says Jean-Pierre.
“I am not a racist.”
“No, just your religion is. Are filthy black people allowed in your temples?”
“Yes, actually. That's why we've built some in Africa.”
“Oh that's riiiiight. 1978. Keeping up with the times. The whole Civil Rights movement looked like it might catch on?”
“What are you guys talking
about?” I ask.
“Ask your brother.” Jean-Pierre shoots him a look of pure loathing. 
“Yeah, okay,” says Elder Britton, “can I just ask what exactly you were saying to my sister when I got here?”
“Mind your own business.”
“I'm her brother, so it is my business.”
“Ooooh, the protective vibe.”
“Yeah, something like that. I see my sister with two black eyes and you saying you don't want her for a girlfriend, I'm gonna want to know what's going on.”
“This is between me and her.”
“Did he hit you?”
“No.” I spit the word out. “How stupid do you think I am?”
“Yeah,” says Jean-Pierre.
“I had to ask.”
“No you didn't,” I say.
“Madison, I'll catch you later.” Jean-Pierre clambers up onto the sidewalk and heads back towards campus where his car is in the parking lot.
Elder Britton glares after him. Then turns to me. “Okay, sorry if I came across the wrong way.”
“You came across like you think my life is your business and I need a protector, which I don't.”
“What happened to your face? Please tell me.”
“He didn't hit me.”
“I heard that. Who did?”
“What was all that stuff about racism?”
At that my brother scuffs his foot in the dirt. “The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints didn't ordain blacks for a while. If you want to dig deeper into all of that, I'm sure I could find you some articles and stuff to read. But the thing is, God is not a racist, and we operate by revelation from God, so whatever His reason was for that, we can only guess. Black people being inferior is clearly not the reason.”
Yeah, I think, that doesn't sound crazy... “Revelation from God, huh?”
“Yeah. You get that we're a religious organization, right? I thought we were pretty up front about that.” 
“I need to go to work.”
“Can I walk with you?”
“I don't know, can you?” I climb up to the sidewalk and he follows me. From the way he behaves, I know he'd follow me no matter what I said.
“Who did that to your face?”
“I did. Walked into a door.”
“I don't believe you.”
I shrug. “Then don't.”
“I care about you, okay? Please, is there anything I can do for you?”
“Stay out of my love life.”
“Not a chance. Anything else?”
I pick up the pace.
“Madison, listen, that guy's bad news.”
“Mmm-hmm.”
“Speaking as another guy, him mocking me for wanting to protect you-”
“I don't need protection.” I round on my brother and glare. “I don't even know you, so don't just show up in my life and tell me what to do.”
“You got your face mashed in. You aren't a poster child for 'I can take care of myself.'”
I turn my back on him. He's just wasting my time.
“Listen, sister I only just found and am already having an argument with...”
I keep walking. The sound of running footsteps behind me only makes me walk faster. 
“Wait. Slow down.”
I speed up.
“Just... I wanted to talk to Mom too. Can you tell me where to find Mom?”
“She won't like that.” I stop and turn.
He blinks as if I've jabbed him in the nose. I have to remind myself that for him, Mom is a close relative he remembers. For me, it's different. This guy telling me off might as well be my eighth cousin. Related, but who cares? I take a deep breath. “She doesn't want you to go back to your father with all your judgments about how we've done since she left.”
I watch my brother process that. “I don't talk to... our dad. He'd be your father too.”
“I'm a Lukas. I would guess that means-”
“No, I know we've got the same father. It's obvious. Mr. Lukas has dark hair and olive skin-”
“You know him?”
“Mom's old art teacher. He was my high school art teacher and I am really glad I didn't know you had his name. I have no idea what went down all those years ago, I just remember the fights and you and Mom leaving. His name came up, but I guess I didn't really think about what that meant at the time. I was too little.”
“Well, anyway-”
“I'd like to see her, even if it'll upset her. I don't want to upset her, but I haven't seen her in fifteen years and, I just want to. Nothing will get back to Dad. I haven't spoken to him in three years. Didn't even call him on Christmas. We're estranged.”
I know it's low of me to dump him on Mom, but he really is annoying me. “Thursday is when Mom does her deliveries to the art gallery and stuff. She'll be somewhere between our house and the Pelican Sky Gallery.” I point to Ridge Road. “You know where that is?”
“I'll find it. Not exactly a lot of winding roads in this town.”
“Okay, well... I gotta go to work.”
“I'll come find you after. See you soon.” He waves and jogs off towards Ridge Road.
I walk the rest of the way to work. Siraj looks up from where he sits behind the circulation desk. “How was school?”
“Fine.” I sit down, put my backpack under the desk, and log into my computer.
 
At four, Kailie strolls in. “Okay, your long lost brother is hot.”
“Where'd you see him?”
“Standing outside Jacksons, having a screaming fight with your mom.”
“Oh.”
“What's this?” says Siraj.
“Madison has a long lost brother who just showed up in town.”
“Was this before I asked you how your day was?”
“Yeah,” I say.
“What does it take to be noteworthy in your life? This falls under, 'fine', as an answer?”
“I found out about him days ago,” I say.
“I'm pretty sure I ask you how your day is every day.” His eyes grow serious, though. He's joking around, but I can see he's grasped that this is what upset me on Saturday.
“What are they screaming about?” I ask.
“He says she's a bad role model. She says he's a cultist.” She pauses, and scans her eyes in the air as she goes over her memory. “I think that's pretty much it. They just use different words for the same stuff over and over.”
“How long did you listen in?”
“For all of it. You can hear them from Ridge Road.”
“Great. So the whole town's gonna be filling me in?”
“Pretty much. But back to him being hot.”
“I think he's older.”
“Like, how much older?”
I realize I have no idea. “He remembers me being one?”
“Oh, that really narrows it down.”
The door swings open and Elder Britton strides in, cheeks flushed. At the sight of Kailie, he bobs his head in greeting, then turns to me.
“How old are you?” she demands.
“Twenty-one.”
“See, way older,” I say.
I now understand why the panel of wood at the front of a desk is called a kickshield. But for it, Kailie would've kicked me in the shins, hard. “Elder Britton-”
“John,” he corrects me.
“John, Kailie, Kailie, John.”
“How long you in town for?” Kailie asks.
“Approximately twenty minutes.”
“Madison, go,” says Siraj. “I'll see you tomorrow.”
Even though I am not really grateful, I say, “Thank you.”
“No, thank you. You keep things interesting around here. What's next? Someone going to ask for a book other than Fifty Shades of Grey?”
“Just order a copy and put
it out on the front table,” I suggest.
“This is a public library. We do have standards. I'm not ordering porn.”
“Glad to hear someone's taking a stand,” says John.
I do not want to spend another minute with this guy, let alone twenty, but I pack up my things and follow him out.
Once we're outside again, we stop and look at each other. I can still see the resemblance to my mom, now made stronger by his beaten down, spent demeanor. “I completely screwed this up,” he says. “I've been acting like Dad, bossing people around. I'm sorry, okay? I don't want to be like him.”
I fold my arms across my chest.
“I'm gonna start over here. Madison, it is amazing to see you again. You remember Black Bear?”
“No.”
“Your favorite teddy bear?”
“I don't have a teddy bear.”
“I know, you gave him to me. The night before you left I was crying over your crib and you handed me Black Bear and gave me a big hug. You couldn't even talk, but you were so sweet. It was your favorite teddy bear but you were adamant that I keep him. I brought him on my mission, even.”
“Did you get mocked for it?”
“Not when I told people the story, no. I've prayed every morning and every night for fifteen years to find you, and when I finally do, I come tell you off. I'm sorry.”
I shrug. “It's fine.”
“Please tell me what happened to your face.”
“A girl at school kicked me.”
“Why?”
“Because she claims we were seeing the same guy.”
“The guy you were talking to when I showed up?”
“Yeah.”
He nods. “Okay, so what happened after she kicked you?”
“I stayed home from school a couple of days and then when I went back today, JP wanted to talk so we were talking and you showed up.” My heart gives a little flutter when I use his nickname. It's the first time.
“Please tell me you aren't going to be involved with him.”
“Mind your own business.”
“I want to, but for what it's worth, he gave a real bad impression.”
“You sure you're not racist?”
“Yeah. Seriously, the guy could be fluorescent blue for all I care. It's that he mocked me for being protective of you. He should've shown some respect.”
I roll my eyes.
“It's a guy thing.”
“What, a territorial thing?”
“No. Like I said, it's a respect thing.”
“Fine.”
“And the not wanting to call you his girlfriend...”
I turn my gaze to Wilkstone Drive and the little gift shop across the way that sells postcards and knickknacks. 
“How do you feel about that?” he says.
“Like I don't know. This is all new to me.”
“Okay, so are you dating him right now?”
“I don't know.”
He holds up his hands. “All right. Well, if you ever want to talk to me about this, please do.”
I can't imagine I ever would. I've already said more than is any of his business.
“Can I have your phone number?” he says.
“I guess.”
“I don't have one yet. I'll text you when I get one.” He hands me a piece of paper and a pen to jot mine down, so I do.
“And... can I hug you?”
I'm not much of a cuddler. Mom's a very hands off kind of person, but I remind myself that John will leave in a few more minutes and he has waited fifteen years to see me again, so I guess it's only polite. “Okay.” I step forward, put my arms around him, and pat him awkwardly on the back. 
He pulls me in, rests his cheek against my forehead, and holds me for a long moment. “I've missed you so much, you have no idea.”
The hug isn't as uncomfortable as I feared. In fact, it feels pretty nice. “I'm probably a lot different now.” 
“Sure, but you're still you. You're still my little sister.”
I sense he's about to get condescending again and pull away. He lets me go without protest. 
“I'm sorry I didn't email you earlier,” he says. “I didn't want to just bombard you with a million questions, but I want to know everything about how you've been, what's happened as you've grown up, everything.”
“I'm not that interesting.”
“To me you are. And howabout you? There anything you want to know about me?”
“Um, I'm still trying to come to grips with you existing.”
“That would make sense, yeah. You want me to send you pictures of our brothers and stuff like that?”
“Okay.”
“And anything else, just ask.”
I nod.
He presses his palms together and touches them edge on to his lips for a moment, just like he did a few days ago when he stood on my doorstep. “It really is amazing to see you again. I love you so much.”
No guy has ever used the l-word with me. It sounds strange and more than a little stifling.
But he doesn't seem to need me to say it back. The MAV drives past and pulls into Jacksons. 
“That's my ride,” he says.
“Carson's taking you to Sacramento?”
“To the bus stop.” He smiles. “Bus to Sacramento, spend the night there, fly out tomorrow.”
“Well, have a good trip.”
“Thanks. Bye.” He says it like it's hard to say, like he's worried he'll never see me again.
Annoying as he's been, I walk with him to Jacksons, where Carson looks up at us from the gas pump and nods. “Hey, Madison.”
My brother looks back and forth between us.
“Hi Carson. Bye John.” 
“Bye. Hey, listen. It's a miracle that I found you.”
That's nice, I think.
“But then again, our God is a God of miracles.”
Yeah, that's what I was afraid of, that he'd get all preachy. I give him one last hug, which he seems to truly appreciate, and then head for home before he can say anything else.
 
That evening Mom comes in with a preoccupied air. She washes her hands in the kitchen sink, which she never does because the clay can wreak havoc on the plumbing.
“So,” I begin, “I'm sorry that I sent John to find you. He was asking all these questions and-”
Mom reaches into the cupboard and pulls out a small box, which she tosses onto the table. Condoms. “You bring boys in at night, you use those. I don't need another mouth to feed around here.”
I stare down at the box, unsure what to say for a moment.
“And don't ever send your brother around to bother me again. He's dead to me. I don't need him criticizing how I live my life.”
“What did he do? Preach?”
“He didn't like me buying those. Said that having overnight guests set a bad example for you. So I told him they were for you-”
“You told him you bought these for me?”
“Mhm.”
“Was this during the really loud fight outside Jacksons?” My cheeks burn with embarrassment.
“No. It was before that part. But you will use those and not get pregnant. We clear?”
“Mom, I am not ready for anything like that.”
“I was eighteen when I had my first baby, so don't give me some silly excuse about not being ready.”
“I didn't mean-”
“I'm gonna hit the hay.” She walks off as if she hasn't even heard me and goes to her room.
I go back into my room and put the box of condoms in my desk drawer, then wonder if I should have one on me at all times, as random as that sounds. It's what they tell us to do in health class. Knowing me, though, I'd pull something else out of my pocket and it'd go flying and probably hit some cute guy in the forehead. Best to just leave them where they are.
 
A couple of hours later, a tap on my window wakes me up. No, I think, not now. Whoever it is, I don't want to see them.
“Madison?” It isn't Kailie's voice, or Jean-Pierre's. I glance at my clock and see that it's only ten thirty. 
“Who is it?” I say.
“It's Carson.”



 
 
 
 
 

I get to my knees, pull the curtain aside, and flip the window latch. Carson stands in the rock garden, his hands in the pockets of his khakis, looking like a total preppie, which he is, I guess. Our school is well funded enough to be almost like a prep school. “How’s your nose?” he asks.
“It hurts,” I say.
“Yeah, I can imagine.”
I touch my face, gingerly, then fold my arms.
“John told me the gist of what happened. Maybe it's time to get a new best friend?”
“You don't know the whole story.”
“Nobody deserves what you got. Did you report her to the police?”
“What? No.”
“You should think about it.”
“Sure. I'll think about it.” There's no way I'm reporting my best friend to the police. I look past Carson to the street.
He glances over his shoulder. “Hmm?”
“Did you walk here?”
“Yeah. I thought, you know, bringing the MAV woulda been kinda excessive.” 
“You call it the MAV?”
“Yeah. Doesn't everyone?”
“You live clear down at the other end of town.”
“My family all go to bed at eight.” At my baffled stare, he adds, “Because, you know, we have Seminary in the mornings.”
“Seminary?”
“Yeah, religion class before school. That's why all of us LDS students arrive in the MAV... what, did you think we just did that to be... um...” He stares at me.
“Weird?”
“Yeah, which we are. But not in a hive mind, we go everywhere together kind of way.”
“How does your family run a restaurant if you go to bed at eight?”
“Well, okay, our parents manage the restaurant and get home at about one and our grandmother watches us but she's deaf as a post.” He shrugs. “So I have until one before I get caught. Anyway... what are you doing?”
I'm across the room now and turn to look at him again, a pair of jeans and a clean shirt draped over my arm. “Just let me change. I'll come out.”
“You don't have to do that.”
“Please. You walked, like, three miles to get here.” And, I think, I'm not inviting you in. That would be extra weird. I go into the bathroom, switch clothes and then return to my room to put on my jacket and climb out the window.
He looks at me, then down at himself. “So... what do people normally do when they sneak out?”
“Usually they wait until later.”
“Right.”
“And then we get deep fried burritos at The Shack.”
“Is that, like, a ritual? It has to be later?”
“Well, midnight is when Hernan takes over.”
“So? They run the deep fryer all day. That's how they do their chimichangas. Let's go.”
“I'm pretty sure Beatriz and Ernesto aren't gonna let us deep fry EVOL Burritos in their fryer,” I say as I tag along after him.
“You ever asked them?”
“Okay, you can ask them. I'm not gonna risk the wrath of Beatriz. She's got that powdered habanero or whatever it is that can sting your eyes across the room.”
He looks sidelong at me, not the least bit convinced. “You want me to get the burritos from Jacksons or-”
“Yeah, that's where I go.”
“But, do you want to be seen there? If your mom finds out-”
“I do this all the time. My mom doesn't care. Your parents might, so you stay outside.” We're nearing the corner of Wilkstone Road now.
“No, I'll go.” He seems determined, which is odd to me. Not sure why he cares so much about burritos, but we make our way past the gas pumps and into Jacksons together. Carson knows which freezer case to go to and insists on paying. 
Our next stop is The Shack, where I hang back because I really don't want Beatriz to throw habanero powder in my face. Much to my shock, Carson returns several minutes later with a greasy paper bag and a triumphant grin.
“How?”
“You just ask,” he says.
“Maybe you do.” I follow him across Wilkstone and out onto the Ridge Road. He makes straight for the bluffs and seems to know where he's going. We end up on a rocky outcropping that overlooks the sea, three lights along the horizon are a fishing fleet coming straight towards shore. I sit down on a boulder beside him and he hands me my burrito. The air has a salty tang and the breeze is light.
“So, anyway,” he says, “I just wanted to see how you are.”
With a gesture at my swollen nose, I say, “And now you've seen.” I bite into my burrito and pain shoots across my face. I can't jar my nose at all without feeling it, and the tortilla is so crunchy that I feel jabs every time I chew. It's bearable, though.
“Totally none of my business, but you and Jean-Pierre? Is that real or was it just part of Kailie's prank?”
“What's wrong with Jean-Pierre?”
“I don't like him. He's arrogant.”
I remind myself that Carson is also in chess club and is not a nationally ranked superstar. It makes sense that he'd be jealous. “He was always nice to me.”
Carson stares out at the pitch black sea. The breeze picks up a little, bringing with it the scent of salt, rotting seaweed, and wet stone. “I've got this nightmare about you.”
“A nightmare?”
“Four years from now, I get home from my mission and you're living in a trailer park somewhere with a couple of kids.”
How to answer such a strange comment? I stall by taking another bite of burrito and chewing, slowly.
“I just imagine everyone in your life taking and taking because you've got it to give,” he adds.
“Jean-Pierre doesn't have a whole lot of trailer parks in his future. He'll probably be a junior at Harvard in four years.”
“Sure.”
“And as for me, I'm not sure I'll even get asked out on a date in the next four years.” I pause so he can laugh.
He doesn't. Instead he says, “You have got the lowest self confidence, you know that? That's why I worry about you.”
That sounds an awful lot like condescension. “You don't have to worry about me.”
“You're pretty. And you're nice. Lots of guys like you.”
Sitting on a boulder with no makeup on and wearing my most comfortable jeans, I feel pudgy and frumpy.
“But you have the worst taste in friends. Are you finally going to stop hanging around with Kailie?”
“No.”
“What's it gonna take, then?”
“You don't know her or her situation, and I really don't need your advice. I can take care of myself.”
“What could possibly justify you getting kicked in the face?”
The truth is, I know Kailie's felt this banged up and worse, emotionally, but she bottles it up inside. People only see the carefree front she puts up. They don't see how every chance she takes in her life backfires, whether it's her relationships with guys or her attempts to win more freedom from her parents. They don't see the constant cloud of disappointment that hangs over her head. This isn't something I'm going to share with Carson, though. “If I want to be nice to someone who's having a rough time, that's my prerogative. I don't need your permission.”
“Normally I'm all for turning the other cheek, but when it gives you two black eyes, maybe its time for a new strategy?”
“Did you really drag me out here to tell me what to do?”
He looks down at me. “I don't get you. I'm trying to be nice. You let Kailie push you around without complaint, but when I just offer a little advice-”
“I barely know you.”
“Sorry you feel that way.” His tone is defensive. Wounded. 
Which tells me I'm missing something.
He looks down at his hands, clasping his half eaten burrito. “I really, really like you.”
When I don't say anything, he picks a flake of tortilla off his khakis and says. “I have forever, all right? I'd treat you a whole lot better than Jean-Pierre ever would. How did you even get into a situation where you'd get to know him? I mean, you two aren't exactly in the same social circle.”
“It's a small town.”
“Yeah, that's true. I guess I just feel like I'm a million miles away from getting to know you.”
“Do you even date people outside your religion?”
“What makes you think I date at all?”
“Well, you go to all the school dances.”
“With Wendy, LaDell, or Rachel, sure. They're friends. Wendy and Rachel's mom doesn't even want her daughters to steady date while in high school. I mean, thank you, for thinking I have a love life, but I don't.” He shifts his weight, his khakis scraping softly against the rough surface of the boulder. 
I look at his profile as he eats more burrito. Kailie calls him hot, and she's not wrong. He is very attractive with a chiseled jaw and those eyes that catch your attention whenever they turn your direction, even across a crowded room. I've never thought about him in a romantic way. Now I wonder if that's because I'm not interested or I always thought he was off limits and never even considered it.
“I sense I have not made you swoon,” he says.
“Well... I'm not big on being bossed around.” 
“Noted. Sorry.”
“And you're right. We barely know each other.”
“Yeah, how is that? I remember when you lost your first tooth.”
“On the playground.”
“And you cried because you couldn't find it for the tooth fairy.”
“Sure, and I remember when you accidentally dented Mr. Kim's car, when you were swinging your backpack around as fast as you could and you let go of it-”
“I'd forgotten that.”
“Oh. Sorry to remind you.”
He laughs. “It's all right. We know all about each other, I'd bet, but you're right. We don't actually know each other. How do we change that?”
“Talk, I guess. Have conversations.”
“I'd like to do that more often. I mean, don't get me wrong, I'd totally be fine to kiss you right now, but if you want to get to know each other, I'm cool with that.”
“Yeah...” I try to think of a diplomatic way to tell him that I'm not sure the kissing thing will ever happen, but already, it's too late. My awkward silence tells him everything.
“Eh, it's all right,” he says. “I know what's really going on here.”
“What's that?”
“You'd have so much trouble controlling your physical attraction to me that you'd put my covenants in danger, and it's sweet of you to not just think of yourself and how badly you want my body.”
“Right. I wouldn't want to get you in trouble. And I wouldn't want to damage your clothes by tearing them.”
That catches him off guard and he laughs out loud, then bites his fist, his ribs shaking with mirth. “You are too kind.”
“I know.”
“Wow, Madison Lukas joked about ripping my clothes off... just... wow.”
When put like that, I'm reminded of all the disgusting stuff in my Facebook profile and I take another big bite of burrito to hide my wince.
He sees it, though. “Everyone knows the Facebook stuff wasn't you, okay? And Ryan and his group blabbing about seeing Jean-Pierre climb in your window, nobody's gonna listen to them. It's not like they've got any credibility.”
Except that they're right, I think. That would explain why Tatiana didn't just mock me, but instead elected to kick me in the face.
I eat the rest of my burrito and then wonder if I'm going to have to trade a size up in my jeans. I've had two deep fried burritos in two days. Disgusting.
Carson holds out a hand for my garbage, and stuffs it into the paper bag. We walk back to town, him kicking the occasional rock along the way to send it skipping ahead into the darkness. “Thanks for hanging out,” he says.
“It was nice.”
“Did it make your day any better?”
“Actually, yeah.”
“Cool.” He gives me a wistful smile, and I can't help but notice all over again, he is really good looking.
 
When I get home and climb back in my window, I can hear my mom moving around in the kitchen. “That you, Madison?”
“No, it's a burglar.”
“Well, you picked the wrong house. There's nothing to steal.”
I go join her. “Carson came by and-“
“Make sure you close your window. The heating bill is high enough.”
“Okay. So-“
“You have a good night.” She brushes past me and goes to her room.
 
The next day, JP gives me a surreptitious wink and smile during lunch, but I don't dare return it. A note in my locker promises he'll be by tonight, but I don't know how I feel about that.
That afternoon at work, I have an email from John.
 
Hi Madison,
 

I'm home now, and just dropping you a note to say hi. Sorry I didn't get to spend much time with you, but here's my phone number. Contact me any time.

 

I love you,

 

John

 
I stare at the “I love you.” That, I have to admit, is weird.
The library is quiet this afternoon, as always. I start scanning in books that have been returned while two people talk in hushed voices at one of the tables. Siraj is humming to himself back in the office. Some younger kids come in and grab novels, which they sit and read over by the window.
And then there's the sound of tires screeching and glass breaking outside. I jump to my feet and run over to the front doors to see what's going on. There, in the middle of Wilkstone, is Officer Li's car, with its lights flashing, and in front of it is Alex with a fist-sized rock in one hand. I watch as he bashes the headlight again.



 
 
 
 
 

Cold fear grasps my stomach and I feel like I should run and hide, but I can't look away.
Officer Li gets out to stand by his car, waving his hands in a gesture for Alex to calm down. Alex responds by smashing the car's other headlight into a thousand little shards that sprinkle across the asphalt.
Voices on the cop's radio blare in an incomprehensible stream of syllables. I can't hear what the dispatcher is saying, but I can only assume that more cops are on their way. There's an officer in Sequoia Ridge which is only ten minutes' drive.
Alex bashes the rock into the cruiser's hood with a bang like a gunshot, creating a dent and some impressive scratches. 
Officer Li pulls his gun.
I suck in a breath and don't exhale. I'm about to see one of my schoolmates shot to death.
But Alex's shoulders sag in defeat. He leaves the rock on the cruiser's hood and puts his hands in the air.
Officer Li orders him to take off his army jacket and throw it to one side, which Alex does. In just his shirt and jeans, it's clear he hasn't got any more weapons. He doesn't do baggy clothing like some of the guys in his clique.
I stare in disbelief as he's made to get down on the ground, hands and feet apart, until Officer Li goes to pin him with a knee to the small of his back while he grabs each wrist to snap on handcuffs. At this point Alex's face is obscured by his long hair. He tosses it back as the officer hauls him to his feet and loads him into the back of the cruiser. He doesn't look to the right or the left as the car pulls away, just stares straight ahead.
Siraj steps up behind me and watches the cruiser drive off. Everyone else who was in the library is now on their way out, whether to rubberneck or to tell their friends, I don't know.
“So how was your day?” I quip.
“Fine – oh I see. It does just roll off the tongue automatically, doesn't it?”
“I always knew he was a psycho. The way he just hangs around town, totally silent.”
“It's called selective mutism, I believe. Or is it voluntary mutism?”
“What?”
“A person who can't talk for psychological reasons. Someone who can only talk to certain people or in certain situations. You usually don't see it in someone that old.”
“What, you're saying Alex is like the lady in The Piano?”
“Well... yes, that's what she had.”
I consider that a moment. “He talked to me. Threatened to chase me with a switchblade.”
“Ah, well, apparently threatening unarmed girls is not a situation that intimidates him. Assuming you were unarmed?”
“Yeah, and it was the middle of the night.”
“Even better then. Did you tell the police?”
I shake my head.
“Even that? Not noteworthy enough to mention? Not even to me when I ask how your day was?”
“My life is just so exciting. You really mean to tell me that Alex is too intimidated by people to talk? He just vandalized a police car. I'm not seeing a shy person there.”
“Well,  I'm no expert. I think what I read – and its been a while – is that it's often a kind of social anxiety. People who are nervous in large crowds or with people they don't know very well. But different things can cause it. I read about one case of a girl who was like that all through school because she was from a small town and everyone labeled her as the girl who never talked, so she went along with it. I remember wondering if that were Alex's situation. I get teachers in here every now and then who want to look up the condition so they can understand him a little better.”
I touch my nose gingerly and stare at the shattered glass in the road. “And does being a selective mute make you insane? Like, take on a cop car with a rock kind of insane?”
“I suspect that had to do with his mother. He's very protective of her and Officer Li is not always very understanding about her condition.”
“Still.”
“I wonder if Grace is being involuntarily committed.”
“What, you mean like carted off to an asylum?”
“It'd be the psychiatric hospital, but yes.”
“So that was what? Alex finding out he has to go into foster care?”
“I believe he's over eighteen, so he won't. After what he just did though, he may have to go to jail.”
“Good riddance.”
“I won't argue with you there. It's a very sad situation.”
 
Kailie calls right before it's time for me to leave and I text her back that I'll call in a few minutes. 
She texts: Come 2 the Inn?
My reply: OK
So after Siraj and I close the library, I walk across Wilkstone, and motion in the gutter catches my eye. It's Alex's army jacket, still lying where he threw it before Officer Li took him away. I debate whether or not to leave it, but an image of Alex wearing it back when he was in fifth grade flashes in my mind. I can't just leave it there. 
When I pick it up, though, the first thing I notice is that it reeks of cigarette smoke. Gross. In the pockets are a pack of cigarettes, that stupid lighter of his, and a cellphone. Clearly he talks to someone, or maybe he just types texts.
On the front of the jacket is the name “Katsumoto” on one side and “U.S. Army” on the other. It seems extra sick to me that he had his own name put on the jacket. I wad the thing up and stuff it in my backpack. 
 
When I get to the Inn, Kailie's father is standing by the back door, talking to someone I assume is a guest. The guy throws his head back, laughing hard at whatever Mr. Beale just said. That's the thing about him. When he wants to be charming, Mr. Beale can be the life of the party.
Inside the Beales' house, things are more somber. Kailie answers the door and the lights in the front room are off. The furniture isn't stacked against the wall anymore, but part of the flooring's been ripped up.
“Hey,” she says. “Exciting afternoon?”
I follow her in and up the stairs. “You have no idea.”
We cross the landing to her room, where I stop as if I've hit a wall of glass. All of her furniture is gone. There's just a little pile of blankets in the corner and the area rug.
“Yeah,” she says. “My dad says that if I want to behave like a delinquent, he'll treat me like one.”
“What did you do?”
“I yelled back at him last night. He was all threatening me.” She mimes someone standing over her with a fist raised. “He was sure the guests heard me shout, so he and Mom took my furniture and stacked it in the guest room.” She steps into her room, does a slow pirouette with her shoulders shrugged as if to say, “whatever”. “So you're okay? Alex didn't charge the library?”
“No, Officer Li subdued him with his gun before that happened.”
“No way. I-” The sound of a car going past on the street outside catches her attention and she goes over to the open window. “Come look,” she says.
I wonder why her window is open in the middle of winter, but don't ask. Instead, I go to join her. A white van heads along Ridge Road, past all the little restaurants and shops, and turns the corner. For a moment we lose sight of it, but then it reappears along the bluffs.
“Wow, I was kind of kidding. Maybe it really is them,” says Kailie.
“Really is who?”
“The psychiatric hospital people. Alex's mom is gonna be committed.” 
“So that is why he trashed Officer Li's car?”
“Guess so.”
“How did you know about his mother?”
“My dad heard it, I dunno from whom.” She shrugs. “How much do you wanna bet Alex comes to school armed?”
“Do not joke about that. It's not funny.”
“Is it a joke? The guy's got a mentally unstable mother and attacked a police car.”
I shake my head. “Yeah, maybe we shouldn't go to school Monday.”
“Maybe we should all ditch,” says Kailie. “But my father would, I dunno... confiscate my clothes? Send me to school in my underwear? Never goes real well when I dream of that happening.”
“Do you really think Alex would do something drastic?” As soon as the words are out, though, I hear how dumb they sound. Of course he would. This is Alex.
Kailie leans against the wall and stares at the white van, which is now making its way back. “He's the perfect stereotype, you know? Alone all the time, never talks, plays with his lighter, no sense of humor.”
I disagree with that last part. He does have a sense of humor, albeit a warped one. It's not worth voicing my disagreement aloud, because it's only over a technicality.
“And the military jacket,” she says. “It's classic. You know, I get how these situations happen. We can all see this coming a mile away, but what is anyone doing about it? They could expel him, but that might just push him over the edge.” She shudders. “They need to lock him up.”
The door downstairs slams. “Hang on,” Kailie says, “I gotta put my phone back in my parents' room before they find I have it.”
I wince. Her parents look in her logs and they're going to see that she texted me, unless she deleted it. She's smart enough to remember to delete it, I reason. I watch the white van drive past the house. It's impossible to know whether it really is from the psychiatric hospital. I glance at my backpack, where I've stuffed Alex's jacket.
Kailie slips back into her room. “Okay, so, anyway,” she says, “want to... uh... sit on my floor?”
I smile and plop down in the middle of the room. “So, other than our schoolmate having a psychotic break, what's new in your world?”
“I want to know what happened with Jean-Pierre.” She sits down across from me.
“That's kind of embarrassing. My brother showed up and tried to defend my honor.”
“Spill.”
“It was bad.”
“Well, so what now?”
“I don't know. I think I may want to go back to being the dateless nobody.”
“I'm with you on that. Let's both be nobodies.”
“You aren't qualified.”
Kailie flips her hair back over her shoulder and rolls her eyes. “I can try, all right? No judging here.”
“Kailie Lynn!” shouts her mother. “Dinner in fifteen.”
“That's my cue to leave.”
“I'll see you tomorrow.”
 
That night there's a tap on my window. I hesitate, the note in my locker today means I know it's JP. Do I want to let him in? I'm fully dressed. The truth is, I've waited up, changed into my skinny jeans, and reapplied my makeup. I remember Kailie's advice, that if I want to make out with him, I should just do it. If being in a relationship is not an option, it's not. Would I prefer to not make out with him?
The tap comes again and I reach up to flip the latch open.



 
 
 
 
 

JP gets all the way up onto the windowsill and jumps over my bed to the floor, then pulls the window shut, leaning over me. “Listen, I'm sorry I picked a fight with your brother.”
“Don't be. He was being a jerk.”
“Well... yeah, he was.” He pulls off his shoes, takes off his jacket, and I stay seated on my bed, not sure I even want him here. 
He sits down next to me.
“Everything all right?” he says.
“We didn't really finish our conversation yesterday.”
“Well, I don't have anything to add.” He looks me straight in the eye.
And I feel pudgy and plain. Why's he even here, looking at me like I'm pretty? I drop my gaze and before I can react, he leans in and gives me a long kiss that makes spots swim in my vision. He even tilts his head so as not to touch my bruised nose. Taking my hand in his, he places it on his chest, where I can feel his heart beating fast.
He kisses me again and strokes his hands down my back. “You want me to give you a massage this time?”
I shake my head.
“Okay, listen, we won't do anything you don't want. But just being honest here, you are so hot.”
I know this is a lie, but it's a kind one. This time, when he kisses me, I let myself kiss back.
True to his word, he doesn't force anything, he just kisses and caresses me with such passion that I'm intoxicated by the feeling that someone like him wants me this much. We're both careful about my swollen nose and don't kiss on the lips as much as before.
In his arms, with his mouth pressed hungrily to my skin, I start to believe I'm beautiful, that my body is desirable. The thought of letting go with him is both terrifying and fascinating. I sense how he reacts to me running my hands over his back and he really wants to take his shirt off so that I touch his skin. I've got a power here that I never knew I had.
I shut my eyes and just let myself be in this moment. School, Mom, my brother, all my stress dissolves under JP's touch. I forget that my face is black and blue.
We don't use the condoms tonight, but at the rate things go, it's just a matter of time. Even after we cool down from kissing, he lays next to me and runs his hands over me, fitting them to my curves.
“You've got such a great body,” he tells me.
“I'm kinda fat.”
“You’re not that bad, really.”
I know I should argue, but I don't. We share a smile instead, and after he leaves, I feel both better and worse. He does like me, I think to myself. He does think I'm pretty. Underneath all that, though, is the creeping sense that he's using me. Stopping by because I make him feel good about himself. 
 
The following day, there's another email from John. 
 

 


Hi Madison,

 

Okay, took me a while to get pictures, but now I have them. Like I said, you've got three brothers, me, and then Lance and Logan are identical twins who just turned twenty-three. Lance is married to a woman named Cynthia whom I don't know very well yet. They got married while I was on my mission. Logan is a senior at UVU, where he's getting a teaching degree.

 

As for our dad, I don't have any pictures of him handy. I know this is awful of me, but we do not get along. I need to forgive him, and I'm working on that. I don't understand why he could let you go and would never help me look for you. If things didn't work out with him and Mom, fine, they're adults, but I never understood how he could know you were out there and not want to know how you are. Even if you weren't his, that wouldn't be your fault. I didn't even go see him when I got home from my mission. I haven't told him I found you.

 

I'm working for a cellphone company for the rest of this year and I'll start again at BYU in the fall. I'm not sure what major I want to have. I'm really into psych but I also love fine art. I'm a photographer and a sculptor. Mom's genes, I guess. Psych is probably the more sensible major.

 

And that's the family. Anything else you want to know, just ask. 

 

Love always,

 

John

Attached is a picture of a guy with white blond hair, like mine, holding a pretty redhead in his arms. Her engagement ring is on prominent display, so my guess is that this picture went with a wedding invitation. They both look so young.
The other picture is of the same guy, only upon closer examination I realize it is not the same guy. This guy's got a mole on his left temple, rather than his right, and he's a little bit heavier. Given he isn't pictured with a woman, I assume this one's Logan.
They both look a lot like me. Same coloring. It's so weird. 
“Are men sending you pictures now?” says Siraj.
My face flushes with shame. “These are more brothers,” I say, defensively.
“Ah. All right. I'll stop teasing you. Listen, I may be a few minutes late to work on Saturday, so can you handle things here if I am?”
“Yeah, I think I can prevent any raves or drunken orgies.”
“Really? They have those in American high schools? Your life is exciting.”
“I guess so.”
I can sense he knows something's not quite right because he peers at me over his glasses. “Your nose is healing up very nice. The bruise is fading.”
“Still sore.”
“I would imagine so, yes. No more cage fighting for you. That is what I've been telling people. It makes me rebellious by association. They say, 'Do you have a copy of Fifty Shades of Grey?' and I say, 'She's a cage fighter, you know. You should have seen the other guy.'”
“I'll have to remember that one.”
“Did your brother do something to upset you? In that email or yesterday?”
“He's fine.”
“All right. I won't pry, then.”
I turn back to the computer and click open the reply box to his email.
 
Dear John,

 

Thanks for the pictures. I really appreciate it. Hope you had a safe trip home.

 

Madison

 

Five minutes later there's a reply.
 

Hi Madison,

 

Any time, and if you ever need anything, let me know. I'll try to find some more pictures of our grandparents and people like that. Can you send me a picture of you? I’m still trying to think of the best way to break this to Lance and Logan. We talk, but they’re way closer to Dad than I am, so we don’t talk often. It feels wrong to hide you, so I’m still figuring all that out. When I do tell them, I want them to be able to see your beautiful face.

 

Love you,

 

John

 

 

John,

 

You really don't need to do the flattery stuff, okay? Here's a link to my Picasa album of pics from a camping trip I went on with my friend Kailie and some of her cousins.

 

Madison

 

 

Hi Madison,

 

It's not flattery. It's the truth. You're gorgeous, and now I have the pictures to prove it.

 

Love,

 

John

 
I click open a chat window.
 
Madison: Just stop it, okay.

 

John: Stop what? 

 

Madison: All the stupid stuff about me being beautiful. I'm tired of it.

 

John: I didn't mean to offend you. What's wrong with me saying you're pretty?

 

Madison: It's a lie.

 

John: It is not a lie. Why would you say that?

 

Madison: I'm fat. I'm pasty.

 

John: You are not fat, and you're pale, not pasty. Fair skin, blue eyes, flawless complexion. You're stunning.

 

Madison: STOP IT, okay?

 

John: Whoa. What's wrong, Sis?

 

Madison: I'm tired of guys just saying what they think I want to hear.

 

John: Look, I may not be the most intuitive person, but I can tell this is not what you want to hear. It clearly makes you mad. I'm still going to say it because it is the actual truth.

 

Madison: Would you tell me if I was ugly?

 

John: I would never call my own sister ugly, but I wouldn't lie to you. Listen, you want to call me later? Clearly I've upset you.

 

Madison: I don't know.

 

John: Up to you, but you've got my number.

 
“Dare I ask,” says Siraj, “what has you pounding the keyboard so hard?”
“Would you ever tell your sister if she was ugly?”
He blinks a few times. “Two of my littlest sisters have Down's Syndrome. I helped take care of them because our mother died when they were just babies. Other people don't see how beautiful they are. They got teased a lot.”
“But did you tell them they're beautiful?”
“They are beautiful. I don't care what anyone else says. They are.”
“Would you send them to an audition to become supermodels?”
“That's entirely beside the point.”
And I sense, from his quiet, determined tone, that for him it really is beside the point. “Sorry to get all personal, there,” I say.
“It's quite all right.”
 
Madison: Okay, fine. I guess it's just a brother thing.

 

John: We brothers see the truth so much more clearly than anyone else.

 

Madison: Right. Anyway. I have work.

 

John: Okay. Talk to you later. Love you.

 
I stare at those words for a minute.
 
Madison: Bye.
 
John: Bye!
 
Monday morning, when Kailie and I step onto campus, Carson beckons me over to where he stands, by the MAV.
“Something going on with Carson?” asks Kailie.
“I don't know. I mean... he said he's interested in me and-”
“You are such a liar.” She turns on her heel and stalks away in the direction of the school.
I look after her, puzzled, and Carson waves to me in my peripheral vision once again. Since I'm not a big fan of being summoned, I let myself scowl as I head over to him. “Yeah?”
The rest of the Mormon herd is still piling out of the MAV through the sliding door, which is on the far side. I hear five sets of shoes hit the pavement, and the door slide shut.
“Just wanted to see how you were.”
“And now you've seen.”
“Listen, rumor has it you're back with Jean-Pierre.”
“Well, I don't listen to rumors.”
“I hope it's not true.”
“Thanks for the advice.”
“Promise me something? That the next guy who kisses you will be your boyfriend? He'll acknowledge you in public?”
“Yeah, sure, I promise.” Anything, I think, to end this conversation. Why is he back to bossing me around?
“Why do you have to be so short with me?”
“You are still telling me what to do.”
“Well, I didn't mean it that way. Give me a chance. Take a break from the selfish, cruel people you surround yourself with all the time and go out with me. One date.”
“Insulting my friends isn't the way to get on my good side.”
“Okay, well I didn't mean it that way either.”
But I've had enough. I turn away, head across the parking lot, and step between two large utility vans that are parked right in front of the school. Someone taps me on the shoulder, and when I turn, whoever it is plants his mouth on mine.



 
 
 
 
 

A million thoughts flit through my mind as this mystery person kisses me. It's not a passionate kiss; it's an obnoxious one, the person sucking on my mouth in a really annoying way. I squirm and the person lets me go.
I blink and find myself face to face with Alex.
He smirks, as if to say, “Well, it was worth a try.” And turns to leave.
But my temper flares and I grab his arm. “What was that?”
No response, just the usual stare.
“You don't do that, jerk. I don't care how hot you are, you are not hot enough to get away with assaulting people.” I wonder if it counts as assault, though. I don't know the legal definition, but I bet he does, which means I'm insane to grab his arm and yell at him.
He looks down at me, pulls his arm out of my grasp, and then glances around, though there isn't much to see besides the blank white sides of the vans we stand between. What's odd is how vulnerable he seems now, even though he's six feet tall at least, and all corded muscle. He shrugs again, as if this is supposed to explain why he planted one on me.
And then it clicks. “That whole promise to Carson, the next guy who kisses me is gonna be my boyfriend? Dream on. Sneak attacks so don't count.”
“What if you sneak attack me?”
Really, I think, it's better when he's silent. I unzip my backpack, pull out his jacket, and try to shove it at him, only to discover that he has rock hard abs. I'd thought that was just a saying. It's like punching a brick wall and I wince in pain.
He, however, stares down at his jacket as if I just handed him a brick of gold. 
“Why are you even in school today?” I ask. “Why aren't you in jail?”
A sullen glare is the only reply to that one. 
“And listen, you are a loser, you are a creep, you threatened me with a switchblade-”
“Was a joke.”
“It wasn't funny! Let me add to that list of what it would take for a guy to be my boyfriend. He'd have to be nice to me. He'd have to talk to me sometimes. He'd have to not feel like he has to sneak around and catch me off guard. He'd have to act like he likes me.”
“That all?”
“What? It rules you out. Except for the talking thing. And what is with the talking thing? Why are you talking now?”
He ignores that, lifts his jacket to his face, and sniffs it.
“Oh, and smoking? Disgusting. I washed your jacket because it was giving me a headache.”
A dig through his pockets, and he pulls out his cigarettes, then looks at me with a lifted eyebrow. 
“What? I am not a thief. Of course I put them back.”
The pack crushes in his fist.
“What are you doing?”
He digs in his pocket again and retrieves his lighter.
“Yeah, I gave that back to you, so you'll have it to burn down the school or whatever.”
But rather than ignite it and shove the flame at me, as I expect, he tosses it to me and I catch it awkwardly with one hand. “Thanks,” he says. He leaves without a backwards glance.
I collapse against one of the vans and take a few deep breaths. That, I have to admit, really frightened me. I'm glad it was during the day, because if he tried something like that at night...
“You okay, Madison?” Carson peers in at me.
“Alex is a scumbag.”
“He came to church yesterday.”
“He what?”
“Yeah and he came to Seminary. That's why he was in the MAV today. Didn't you notice? He said you were the one who gave him the pass along card. He talked to me, with words. It was weird.”
I brace my forehead against my palm. “How much you wanna bet he's going for an image makeover before he goes to court for attacking a police car?”
“Well, if he is, we'll weird him out in a week, tops. He'll figure out that we're actually into this whole religion thing, and that if he stays with it too long, we won't let him leave. We'll come pile baked goods on his doorstep until he lets us in.”
“Are you joking?”
“Mmm. No. Not really. You coming inside?”
I nod and together we walk into the school. 
JP walks past and I sneak a glance. He just looks away.
 
At lunchtime I dig the lighter out of my pocket and take a look at it. It isn't a cheap little Bic. It's all metal with, “Alexander W. Katsumoto” engraved on the side in script. It feels wrong to have this, as someone clearly gave it to him as a gift. I just wonder what kind of strange person would give a kid a cigarette lighter, as Alex has been flipping this thing like a psycho for a few years now.
Kailie slides into the seat next to me, and I stuff the lighter back into my pocket, then notice she doesn't have any food. “Can I borrow five bucks?” she says. “I will totally pay you back.”
I pull out my wallet and hand her twenty. “Just keep it.”
“Thank you.” She gives me a hug and I notice how her bones dig into me. I watch her go through the cafeteria line and fill her tray full of food, then return to the table and wolf it down. I try not to stare, but other people in the cafeteria talk behind their hands and giggle. One girl mimes jamming her finger down her throat. I glare back at her. If they could see her barren room, they wouldn't be teasing her about an eating disorder. And even if it was an eating disorder, I don't see how that's funny at all. 
“Your parents not feeding you?” I ask.
“I have to earn points to get meals, and I'm not earning the stupid points.”
“How do you earn them?”
“Finish my homework, do my shifts in the Inn. Total control.”
I nod. Her parents no doubt think they’re setting the bar low, but I understand how Kailie sees it. To her, they’ve effectively said she’s not worth feeding unless she does her chores. I don’t think her parents are bad people, but I do think they’re clueless sometimes.
She kicks me under the table. “Cheer up.”
“People are laughing at you-”
“I don't care. Stop it with the frownie face.” She scrapes her plate clean and licks her fork.
“Don't kick,” I say. I lift my feet and sit cross-legged on the bench.
She braces the sole of her shoe against my shin and shoves.
“Ouch. What's with you?”
She kicks hard enough that I stand up in order to avoid falling flat on my back.
I gather my lunch and leave the cafeteria. She's in a mood again, and I know it's best to just stay away from her until she gets over it.
 
At the end of the day, I pack up my things at my locker and swing the door shut with a metallic crash. Alex, Ryan, and the rest of that crowd all loiter at the end of the hall. Apparently going to church hasn't changed Alex's social set at all. Not a big surprise. As I walk towards the exit, I grasp Alex's lighter in my hand and my steps slow. Only when they all stop talking to each other and turn to look at me do I realize I'm staring at them. I stop, not sure what to say or do next.
The hallway is just as cold as outside, because it isn't all the way enclosed. There are clerestory gaps along the entire length that let in the cold air, rain, snow, and whatever else nature throws at us. It's a pretty design, but far from ideal. Try opening your locker on a freezing cold day when you can't wear gloves to manipulate the little metal lock, or imagine the patches of rust that develop over time. A tile floor gets extremely slippery when it rains or ices over. 
Alex steps away from the rest of the group and comes over to me. All eyes are on us. Right now, the age gap feels enormous. Alex is an adult, and the way he towers over me with those muscular shoulders and broad chest makes me feel like I'm an elementary school kid. He doesn't talk, just waits.
I hold out his lighter to him. “I assume you want to keep this. It's way too nice to just give away.”
Again with the raised eyebrow. 
I feel like I'm babbling, like I should just duck my head and flee. The moral high ground I had this morning allowed me to yell my way through the encounter. Without that, I feel so nervous that I'm afraid my hand, holding the lighter, will shake.
He looks me straight in the eye, then drops his gaze to the lighter. When his gaze returns to mine, he looks like he's considering something, like my gesture has a significance that he's weighing up. His friends all gape openly, and I have to admit, they're right. Why am I talking to Alex?
With a jerk of his head, he indicates I should follow him, and we start to walk.
Madison, I think, you're letting Alex take you somewhere. This will probably not end well.
We don't go far, though, just several paces away from everyone who might overhear. When he speaks, his voice is so quiet it's barely audible. “You gave me this.” He points to his jacket.
“That was already yours.”
He touches the name on the front.
“Yeah, yours. Your name on it.”
“My dad's.”
“Oh. I kinda assumed your dad was white.”
For a moment Alex just fidgets with the name patch and doesn't look at me. After several beats he says, “He was. He took my mom's last name when they got married.” 
“Oh. Okay.”
“He died when I was two. I never knew him. So, thank you. It's not like I could ever replace this.” He lifts his gaze to mine again.
I smile, partly to be kind but mostly from relief. He hasn't taken me to a dark alley to beat me up.
He relaxes, visibly.
“Hope I didn't damage it in the washing machine,” I say.
“You trying to make me feel bad?”
“No. Why?”
A few people walk past and Alex waits until they're at the far end of the hall. “I freaked you out this morning.”
“Yeah, that was not cool.” 
“And you give me my jacket back, laundered, with all the stuff in the pockets. Now you're giving my lighter back and apologizing about theoretically damaging this jacket while you were washing it for me. Can you make me feel any worse here?”
I shrug. “I could try.”
“Go for it.”
“No, I'm sorry. I shouldn't pick on you.”
He rolls his eyes in disbelief. “That works. I feel worse. Why shouldn't you pick on me?”
“Because I don't even know you. Clearly you've got stuff going on and it's probably none of my business. I mean... you talking to me? That's hard for you, isn't it? You don't talk to other people much.”
He looks me up and down. 
I feel very, very short and plain right now. I have strayed way too far out of my social niche and now not only his friends have taken notice. Everyone passing by in the hall stares at me as if I'm an alien who just beamed in. 
Alex waits again until everyone's out of earshot. “I used to only talk to my mother. That way they always kept us together. Never took her, never made me stay in foster care.”
That, I have to admit, is one of the best reasons imaginable for choosing to be mute. “I am really sorry about what happened to her.”
He looks away and shrugs his shoulders uncomfortably.
“Again, none of my business,” I say.
“I think bashing a police car on Main Street kinda makes it everyone's business.”
“Well, okay, there is that.”
He smirks, and I can't help but notice how good looking he is. It's like I'm standing next to a model for jeanswear. A psycho model for jeanswear.
I push the lighter at him and he takes it. “See you around,” I say. I turn to go, but he grasps my elbow. I look up at him, stunned.
He lets go and holds up his hand apologetically. “This morning. I'm sorry, okay? I was completely out of line.”
“Yeah,” I agree. Then turn and make my escape. I can not get out of the hall fast enough.
 
That afternoon, at work, there's another email from John.
 
Hi Madison,

 

It's okay if you're mad at me. Or maybe you're busy. I don't mean to be needy here, but I want to make sure you aren't still angry after our IMing on Friday.

 

I love you,

 

John

 
I click open the reply box.
 
Dear John,
 
I'm fine. Just busy. Thanks for caring.
 
Madison
 
Two hours later another email arrives from him and the subject line is “Our grandparents”.
 
Hi Madison,

 

So, Mom's parents live in St. George, which is kind of the stereotypical place to retire in Utah. They've got three other kids besides Mom: Aunt Jill, Aunt Kate, and Uncle Roy. Aunt Jill is widowed, Aunt Kate is married to Robert, and Uncle Roy just got remarried to our new Aunt Amy. It's kind of a scandal because she was with him before he filed for divorce from Aunt Heather, so no one in the family's gotten to know her real well.

 

We've got seventeen cousins on that side. Let me see if I can name them: Trudy, Tessa, Rachel, Heather, Miriam, Georgette, Robert, Michael, Deacon, Spencer, Joseph, Keiran, Connor, Zach, Jackson, Owen, and Christopher. Okay, I'm not gonna list all their ages and stuff because I'm sure I'd get it wrong. Mom was the oldest in her family, so Lance and Logan are the oldest of the cousins on that side.

 

On Dad's side, we have one aunt, Aunt Janet, and she is married to Uncle LaBob. They don't have any kids. They're inactive in the Church, live in Arizona, and I barely ever see them.

 

I've attached more pictures.

 

Love you,

 

John

 
The pictures are a lot of group photos of kids of all ages piled on a couch in some random living room somewhere. There are no captions to tell me who's who, so I just get a sense of overwhelming numbers. All my life I've been from a small family, so to learn that I'm from a big family torques my whole universe. Everyone in the pictures seems to smile all the time. They remind me of the beaming girl on the pass along card – the one who Alex decapitated with scissors.
 
Hi John,

 

Thanks. Wish I could send you something in return.

 

Madison

 

 

Hi Madison,

 

Just talk to me. That's all I want. I've wanted to be in your life for so long. Give me a chance?

 

Love,

 

John

 

 

Hi John,

 

I don't have much to say. I'm not very interesting.

 

Madison

 

 

Hi Madison,

 

Hey, don't say that about yourself. I know for a fact that it's not true.

 

Love,

 

John

 
I read this and my temper flares.
 
John,

 

You don't even know me, so stop saying stupid stuff like that. I'm boring. My entire social life is me being the designated driver for my best friend. I work in a library. If you look up “dull” in the dictionary, you'll find a picture of me.

 

Madison

 
A chat window pops up.
 
John: Are you happy?

 

Madison: Happy with what?”

 

John: Life. Do you wish you did more social stuff? Went to more parties?

 

Madison: No. I don't even like parties. That's how boring I am.

 

John: I don't like them either. 

 

Madison: So you going to tell me I shouldn't go? Tell me what to do?

 

John: I'm done telling you what to do. Even when I ask you to talk to me, that makes you mad. I really don't want to boss you around, at all. I want to get to know you.

 

Madison: Well, now you do. There's not much more to know.

 

John: You are way more interesting to me than you are to yourself. You spend every waking hour with you. I've only had a few minutes, and I think you're fascinating. Tell me all about working in the library, or watching Mom do pottery, or counting cracks in the ceiling. I really do want to know.

 

Madison: Mom doesn't let anyone watch her make pottery. Especially not me. I bug her.

 

John: I doubt it.

 

Madison: She doesn't even like me. She thinks I'm boring.

 

John: I'm sure she loves you.

 

Madison: She doesn't even want to eat dinner with me at night. If I'm in the house, she goes to her room and doesn't talk to me.

 

John: Huh. All these years, I assumed she took you with her because she wanted you to herself. Not that I have abandonment issues or anything :-)

 

Madison: I guess I remind her of Mr. Lukas or whatever.

 

John: Wild guess here, but I'm thinking she put Mr. Lukas's name on your birth certificate to get a divorce. Dad's extremely conservative. If anyone were to divorce him, that'd be the way to get him to sign the decree.

 

Madison: So I'm the price she paid. She's stuck with me now.

 

John: I hope she doesn't see it that way.

 

Madison: Well, maybe I really am boring and not that great to know.

 

John: Okay, I am going to give you some advice. Don't read if you don't want to see it. Spend more time doing what you want to do and less time doing what other people want you to do, and you'll probably find you like your life better. I know, you hate advice.

 

Madison: There isn't anything I like to do.

 

John: Well, you might find out differently if you start making your decisions based on what you want.

 

Madison: Well, okay. I have work.

 

John: I won't keep you. Love you, sis!

 

Madison: Bye.

 
On my walk home, someone says “pssst” from down in the ditch. I pause and look and see that it's JP. Quickly, I jump down.
“Hey.”
“Hey.” He glances around.  “Listen, I've got, like, maybe an hour before I'm supposed to be home. Your mom in?”
“No.”
“What do you say?”
With him right here, in front of me, I want more than anything to feel his arms around me and his lips on mine, but I can't help but remember the letdown that comes afterwards, when he won't so much as look at me in public.
“You okay?” he asks.
I remember Kailie's advice again. Do it if I feel like it. I remember Carson saying that he'd treat me much better. While I'm still not sold on Carson and his arrogance, the thought of a guy who treated me like he was proud to be with me does appeal. 
“Earth to Madison?”
“Sorry...”
He stands up and puts his arms around me. I can't help but melt as he kisses my lips. Pick your letdown, I think, letdown from feeling used versus letdown from letting the chance go by? My brother's advice is useless here. What I want is to have both the time with JP and no letdown afterwards. As it is, I have to choose the lesser of two evils, if I can figure out what that is.



 
 
 
 
 

Fifteen minutes later I'm lying on my bed with him, gasping for breath as he kisses me, his hands pulling my shirt up, inch by inch. “I missed you,” he whispers. “Let me be with you. You are so hot. Madison.”
Do I want to sleep with him? I feel like the answer should be no, but I don't entirely know why. The letdown would be worse, or would it? Would it establish a connection between us that would endure even when he couldn't acknowledge me in public?
Think about what happened to Kailie with Ben, says the little voice in my mind.
But, I reason, she slept with him the first time they ever hooked up.
“Madison?” All kissing has stopped and JP just stares down at me.
“Sorry... got distracted...”
He blinks, and I realize I've dealt him a grave insult. “Well, I gotta get home soon, but that was a nice way to kill some time.” 
“No, I didn't mean... some crazy stuff's happened. I have a lot on my mind.”
He gets up, puts on his shirt, shoes, and jacket.
“JP, stop.” I sit up. 
“It's fine,” he says, in a way that sounds perfectly sincere. “I just need to go.” The entire encounter was probably less than ten minutes.
I think I should say something, ask him for something, but I can't formulate what that would be. Instead I just watch him leave and the usual sense of letdown, coupled with a big dose of guilt for insulting him, wells up inside me.
 
The next morning as I get ready for school, I have to cover a bruise on my neck with concealer, a new experience for me. I can't help but stare at myself in the bathroom mirror, moving to see between the clay fish magnets that Mom's decorated it with. Here I am, me, Madison Lukas, who has barely ever kissed anyone and has been with a guy for less than ten minutes in the last twenty-four hours, covering up love bites.
Don't sweat it, I think. You've got nothing to be ashamed of.
But the sight of myself makes me want to look away. 
You are not easy, I think. You're a virgin. You've only ever kissed one guy.
How long, I wonder, will I keep that first claim? 
I can't help but remember Tatiana's “booty call” accusation. Is that all I am? 
And why does this bother me? Is it because I can't let go of the romantic notion of having a boyfriend? Is it because I'm starting to think Carson might be a better option? He's every bit as good looking. I imagine him walking down the hall with his arm around me, smiling down like I'm beautiful and he can't take his eyes off me.
 
This image surfaces up in my mind again the next morning when Kailie and I step onto campus just as the MAV is unloading. Carson catches my stare and pauses, before climbing the rest of the way down from his seat. Everyone else piles out without a glance in my direction and heads for the school building. Alex is with them again. That is so weird.
“Yeah, leaving now,” says Kailie. She flips her hair over her shoulder and strides off as Carson makes his way towards me.
I stay where I am, marveling at how he's making it obvious, to anyone who's watching, that he wants to talk to me. “I'm sorry,” is the first thing he says, “about yesterday. Seems like I keep screwing up with you.”
Since I don't know what to say, I shrug.
“I'm bad at this,” he says.
“It's not like I'm an expert either.”
“What do I need to do? I'll beg.”
I shake my head and look down. “No, don't do that.”
“You look beautiful today.”
“You really mean that?”
“Why else would I say it?”
JP and a couple of his friends walk by, and although he doesn't stop or even slow down, I do catch him glancing in my direction, and my confusion deepens. If we're not together, am I not supposed to talk to other guys? 
“Go out with me,” says Carson. “I know we never talk, so let's do that. Get to know each other. Spend some time.”
“No,” should just roll off my tongue, but it doesn't.
He stares intently at me. “Think it over?”
“Um... sure. I guess. I'll think it over.”
A smile spreads across his face. “Okay. I'll see you around then.”
“See you.” I turn away and head for the school. Once I'm up the stairs and through the doors of the building, I nearly run right into Kailie, who screams, “You are a psycho!” at Ryan. More emotional tension. Just what I need right now. 
An imposing figure ghosts past in my peripheral vision, and then Alex is there, jabbing a finger at Kailie's chest. “Don't use that word,” he says. He stares her down so that she backs up into a row of lockers. “You don't even know what it means.”
She looks up at him, bug-eyed.
“Alex,” I say.
He glances at me, shoots another glare at Kailie, and then strides off around the corner. His loser friends all follow.
“Oh. My. G-”
“Probably not a good idea to pick fights with any of those guys,” I say.
“What is his problem?”
“He's Alex. What more do you need to know?”
“Since when does he talk?” says someone else in the crowd. I don't see who it is. Everyone is staring after him, amazed at the sound of his voice.
 
While I'm at work that day, I get a text from Carson that reads: Hi. You can call me anytime, you know.
I know I should be doing my homework, but I find myself searching for The Book of Mormon online instead. What pops up is a page full of links to: “The Truth About Mormons” and “Secrets of the LDS Church Revealed”.
I feel my pulse edge up a notch as I click on first one link, then another. Slowly the picture emerges. The LDS Church was founded by a guy named Joseph Smith in the 1800's after he claimed to have a revelation from God, and The Book of Mormon was a holy book he claimed he’d translated from some gold plates found in upstate New York with the help of two magic “seer stones.” This golden book, he claimed to have then given to an angel for safekeeping, thus removing any evidence of its existence altogether. How convenient.
After he started his church, he took his followers to Ohio, then farther west to Missouri and Illinois, where he started preaching polygamy and married multiple women, and did things like set up a city militia and run for president. He also had the members of his religious movement give all their money to the church to build expensive temples, each of which was abandoned soon after it was built as the fledgling Church kept getting driven out of each new location by the locals.
Joseph Smith was shot to death in his late thirties, and Brigham Young, with his many wives in tow, took the rest of the Church members to Utah on a cross-prairie trek that killed hundreds.
Now I get why JP called my brother a “cultist”. I close that tab in the browser and get up to reshelve some books.
 
JP finds me again on Friday, when I'm on my way to work. Again he waits in the ditch and says “Pssst,” when I walk by. I stop and jump down. The letdown from the last time we hooked up hasn't left me completely. Ghostly fingers of disappointment cloud my vision as I look at my sort-of boyfriend and think of kissing him.
“How late do you work?” he asks.
“Till five-thirty.”
“All right, well, if I'm free, I'll try to meet you then.”
“Sure.”
“Everything all right?”
I force a nod. “Yeah.”
“You sure?”
I try to nod again, but shrug instead.
“Listen, are things moving too fast, physically?”
“I don't know. Maybe.”
“You a virgin?”
The question comes as a shock. “Yeah.” I should think that was obvious.
“Oh. I didn't know.”
“Are you?”
“No... That mean you want to keep things from going... farther?”
I definitely don’t want to “go farther”, but I can tell from his expression that this is the wrong thing to say. My instinct is to say what he wants to hear, but when I open my mouth, that isn’t what comes out. “I don’t know,” I hedge. “I don’t really feel ready for that.”
His expression reveals nothing. “I'll see you later.”
“See you.” Smile, I think. Act happy. My face won't obey my mind's command, though.
And then JP is gone, so it doesn't matter anyway.
 
When work is over and JP isn't there waiting on my way home, I feel a slight letdown, but also some relief. I head home, eat dinner, and go to bed at eight, I'm so tired. It occurs to me that I always feel tired. I never caught up all the way from the almost nonstop nighttime visits I've had lately. It feels good to snuggle down in my bed and pass out.
 
A knock on my window wakes me up. I groan. It comes again and I find I don't want to wake up enough to tell the person to go away. Instead, I let myself start to drift off to sleep again.
“Madison?” Kailie's voice.
Go away, I think. I don't want to get up and go out into the cold.
“Madison? You in there?” She raps on the window with her knuckles, then my cellphone rings.
I roll over and answer it. “Hello?”
“Where are you?”
“I don't feel very well.”
“Whatever. I want to head down to the beach.”
“Mmm, not tonight. Sorry. I am so tired.”
“Well who's gonna drive, then?”
“I don't even have a license.”
“Well fine. Next time you want to come over and whine about your problems, forget about it.” She hangs up.
Guilt overwhelms me. I sit up and peer out the window only to see my friend retreating towards her car. I could call out to her, or I could go back to sleep. Sleep comes a lot more easily than I would have thought. Apparently I'm not too upset after all.
 
After work the next day, I think over what I want to do if Kailie comes by again, wanting to party. Do I want to go sit by a fire on the beach and get my clothes all smokey? No, I think. I don't. But JP might be there, says a little voice in my head. You could get a chance to talk to him.
But of all the beach parties I've been to, and it's been dozens, he's only ever been at one of them. I think of Kailie going to search for Ben time after time and, more often than not, coming home disappointed. That, I decide, is not going to be me.
So when the knock comes on my window several hours later, I wake up, flip the latch and say, “No parties.”
“Why not?” Kailie leans in and scowls at me.
“I don't want to go. We can get burritos, though, if you want?”
“Why, so you can whine at me about your problems?”
“No. It's too cold to be out. We can get burritos and come back here.”
She shakes her head. “Ben might be at this one.”
“Then let him miss out on seeing you. Maybe he'll call.”
“That's the stupidest idea ever. You obviously don't get how this works.”
And you do? I think. I hold my tongue.
“Well, I don't want to eat a gazillion calories and just hang out here,” she says.
“Okay. Maybe some other time.”
“You are unbelievable.”
“Sorry, I just don't want to go out in the cold.”
“Whatever.” She pulls her head back and slams the window shut.
I wonder what kind of retaliation she'll inflict on me for this one.
 
On Monday, though, she's waiting for me at the corner with her usual smile and carefree air. The day passes without incident. I wonder if perhaps I've gotten away with it this time. The thought of being able to say what I want without her getting my face mashed in is far more liberating than I expected. 
 
On Thursday, Kailie comes into the library. “Hey, can we talk?”
Siraj waves a hand in the direction of the little conference room, so Kailie and I go back and I shut the door.
“Are you still with Jean-Pierre?” 
“Yeah,” I say.
“I saw him making out with Tatiana, behind the school.”
Those words feel like an icicle rammed through my heart. My breath catches for a moment.
“When?”
“Like, ten minutes ago. I had to stay after for detention, which, can I say, is so much nicer than being grounded at home?”
I only half hear that.
“Madison?”
“Yeah, sorry.” I wish I had JP's phone number. It never bothered me before that I didn't, but now it does. It occurs to me to wonder why I don't have it.
“So you know what you guys have isn't exclusive, right?”
“No, I didn't.”
“Well, catch a clue. Anyway, I gotta get home.”
“Thanks for telling me.”
“Guys are more trouble than they're worth, I swear.” She lets herself out of the conference room and darts on out the front doors.
“Secret meetings now?” says Siraj, but when he sees my face, his expression goes serious. “Everything all right?”
“Yeah, it's fine.” I do my best to act like I don't care. This, after all, could be Kailie's retaliation for last weekend. Lying about something like this is just her style. It's a variation on the Facebook hacking.
“I'm beginning to think that 'fine' does not mean the same thing to you that it means to everyone else,” says Siraj. “To you it seems to mean, 'leave me alone and don't ask.'”
I sit down at the desk.
“Then again, perhaps that is what it means to most people in these circumstances. All I am trying to say is that it's okay to tell me things are not fine.”
“Thanks.” I log into my email and find another message from John.
 
Madison,

 

I know it's pathetic to beg, but I'm begging you, talk to me? Please? I refuse to stop telling you you're beautiful and interesting, but surely that's not a good reason to cut me off, is it?

 

Love,

 

John

 
I frown. He is not who I want to talk to right now. It was his stupid advice that got me into this situation. I can't even tell him about what Kailie just said to me. He'd launch into another of his anti-JP diatribes.
“Is your email also fine?” says Siraj.
“It's my brother.” 
“He okay?”
“He doesn't like my boyfriend. Acts like a total know-it-all.”
“You sure he doesn't just want to protect you?”
“Do I need protection?”
“Who doesn't sometimes?”
I stare down at the grimy keyboard of my computer.
“Especially at your age. You have the problems of an adult and the life experience of a child. It's a difficult transition to make.”
“Gee thanks.”
“It's not an insult. There is nothing wrong with being young. It's how we all start out.”
“Maybe I just don't want him to be right about something. He'd be all, I-told-you-so.”
“Then don't tell him. Find some way that he's wrong and pick on him for that.”
Not the answer I expected. “What?”
“You aren't experienced with having siblings. Allow me to educate you. I have nine.”
“You have nine?”
He laughs. “I'm from India. It's a very overpopulated place. You think having a brother who emails you is hard, try having three who share a room with you.”
“Yeah. Well, thanks for caring.”
“Of course I care. You're welcome.” He smiles at me and returns his attention to his computer.
 
Friday morning, Carson climbs out of the MAV and comes straight towards me. Kailie carries on with a disgusted look in my direction.
“If you go to the movies with me Wednesday night,” says Carson, “that's when a whole group of us is going. Mutual was canceled because our Young Women's presidency is all out of town.”
That last sentence made absolutely no sense to me.
“Will you think about it at least?”
“Yeah, I'll think about it.”
“Okay. Everything all right?”
“I think so.”
“You've got my number.”
“Yeah. Thanks.”
He nods and looks at me for a moment longer before saying goodbye.
I can't help but think of all the things I learned about his religion on the internet. I'm curious to hear what he'd think about it, but I'm also pretty sure he'd get upset. Best to just leave it lie, I think.
 
As I start my day at school, I figure my plan is simple. I just need to find JP and talk to him. I even sent him a Facebook message before I left work yesterday to let him know I wanted a moment.
He is nowhere to be seen before class. No big deal, I think. I don't always see him before class.
I catch a glimpse of him between second and third period, but he breezes by with his friends and doesn't notice me. Also normal, but kind of annoying.
At lunch I see plenty of him. He sits with his friends and I can't even look at him for too long without giving away my feelings. I feel like I'm wearing an emotional straightjacket.
Kailie is preoccupied, picking at her food.
“Can I ask you something?” I say.
“Hmm?”
“Are you a hundred percent sure you saw JP with Tatiana?”
She rolls her eyes. “Doubt me if you want. Maybe I'm just messing with you. Go ahead, think I'm evil.”
You are evil sometimes, I think. Even though JP's told me that we are exclusive, today has made me realize I have no way to verify that. He's got all the power over when and whether or not we see each other. I am at his beck and call.
Tatiana gets up from her place, three tables over, and heads out into the hallway, alone. I consider following her. I could ask her if she's with JP.
Just the thought makes my nose hurt. She kicked my face in once without getting in trouble for it. I'd be insane to go off alone somewhere with her. I wrack my brain. There has to be some other way to find out if JP's seeing other people, but short of tailing him, I can't think of anything.
Carson's gaze catches my eye and I turn to look at him. He's staring at me, and doesn't even look away when I stare back, only smiles and continues to stare.
“Yeah, go for Mormon Boy,” says Kailie. “Still think he likes you? Seriously, you go for the most unattainable men.”
“He asked me out.”
“Sure he did.” She laughs at me and doesn't even try to hide it as a snicker behind the hand.
I try to catch JP's eye and he glances at me, but looks away with annoyance, and that is the last straw. Fine if he doesn't want to be hanging all over each other in public, but treating me worse than his friends? It took Kailie's ploy for me to see it, but now that I do, I can't ignore the fact that JP holds all the cards. If I can't even get through to him to ask a question, we really don't have a relationship at all. Not even a secret one.
I get up from my seat.
“Where are you going now?” says Kailie.
Carson continues to stare as I cross the cafeteria to him. “All right,” I say.
“All right, what?”
“All right, I'll go with you to the movies on Wednesday.”
He grins. “I'll pick you up at seven.”
I walk back to my table with my head held high. “I just accepted the date with Carson.”
“What about Jean-Pierre?”
“What about him?”
But Kailie just shakes her head and laughs.
It's then that I wonder if I just took her bait. Kailie's good at mind games. Did she just get me to cheat on JP for her own amusement? I resolve to try to talk to JP, somehow, before next Wednesday.
 
JP doesn't talk to me Monday, Tuesday, or Wednesday. I send him one more Facebook message, but then decide I'm tired of the lack of response. I can't find a plausible way to get his cell phone number from anyone else, so on Wednesday I'm stuck with the fact that I may be involved with two guys at once. It's nervewracking. I'm Madison Lukas, the no-date, never-been-kissed girl. How did this happen to me? Well, Kailie's smirk answers that question. She seems to be enjoying every minute.
John emails me every single day and sends a ton more pictures of family members at a barbecue that they had over the weekend. Everyone looks all smiling, happy, and wholesome. I'm still not sure how to respond to him.



 
 
 
 
 

I arrive at the theater on Wednesday night in the MAV, seated in the coveted shotgun seat, next to Carson. The other girls don't give me any overt grief, but I can tell they're jealous. He may think he's just friends with them, but they seem to think he's their territory. It's not as bad as Tatiana's kick in the face, but it's got the same vibe. I'm unworthy to be interesting to him.
Alex is already at the theater, leaning against his little black sedan. The sight of him shocks me, but I don't know why it should. He's kept on doing the Mormon thing, as far as I know, so of course he'd be here too. I hang back, but Wendy, Rachel, LaDell and Chelsey all bound forward with girly trills of “Hey!” and “How are you?”
Carson puts a hand on my shoulder and says, “Yeah. Let's get tickets.”
“You've got competition,” I say.
“Remind me to care sometime.” We slip into the dim interior of the box office.
But I find myself looking back over my shoulder, watching how Alex treats the other girls. He's nice enough to LaDell, who plays flirtatiously with his zipper pull. I wonder if he talks to them, and if he does, what kind of stuff he says.
He seems his usual, quiet, psycho self as he and all the giggling girls get into line behind us, even though Rachel tries to provoke him by stealing his cell phone. He just stands, looking bored, while she and Wendy flip through his contacts and text messages, which seems really invasive to me. They hand it back before we reach the front of the line.
When we get into the theater itself, Alex strides on ahead and parks himself at the far end of the row, and before I know what I'm doing, I've walked across to sit next to him. Carson plops himself on the other side and squeezes my shoulder. “Nice. These armrests flip up. Noooot that I'm suggesting anything.”
The four other females sit in the row behind us, and I have the sense that they glare at the back of my head. Every time I glance at Alex, he's just staring at his hands. He slouches low in his seat, elbows on both armrests, long legs jutting into the aisle. It's as if we're a group on a field trip and he's the chaperone. He's so adult. 
The lights dim and the previews start, and I find myself still glancing at Alex. Finally he turns and looks at me.
O-kay, I think. Madison, you just put yourself in the seat next to Alex in a darkened room. Way to go. I sense his gaze search my face. Nervously, I look back at him.
Our gazes lock for a millisecond, and then I look away. 
I realize I can't even follow the plot of the trailers. I'm just seeing flashing images. Get a grip, I think. I shut my eyes and take a couple of deep breaths.
The previews end, and the opening credits of the movie start. There's a voiceover.
Listen to it, I think. Watch the movie. Stop freaking out.
I sense Alex shift in his seat. “So,” he whispers, low enough that only I can hear, “when the voiceover isn't James Earl Jones or Samuel L. Jackson, you know it's not a well funded movie. Who is this guy? He sounds like a high school guidance counselor.” 
I can't help but giggle.
He smirks. A few minutes later is a scene of the heroine getting dressed in her room, first thing in the morning. Alex mutters, “That's how you know she's the heroine. Everyone, view her as a sex object now. She'll be eye candy for the rest of the movie.”
I turn to look at him.
“What?” he says. “That's what they're trying to do. I hate movies like this.”
“Then why are you here?”
“For the spiritual enrichment. I dunno. Why are we here? Well, I know why you're here.”
I glance at Carson, who is watching us out of the corner of his eye. He reaches for my hand, and I'm not sure how to react. I don't like feeling as if I'm territory and he's staking a claim. Still, this is a date with him, and he's been nothing but nice to me. I hold his hand. Shifting in seats behind me makes me wonder if I'm going to have a Coke dumped on my head.
Alex just looks back at the screen. “And here's our hero, with a shirt on? Aw, you know that's gotta come off. I'll bet you five M&M's that it'll be off within the next fifteen minutes.”
“Five M&M's?”
“It's what I've got.” He pulls a bag out of his pocket. “I figured sneaking beer in for a church activity would not be cool. These were too easy. You want some?”
Right at that moment, the hero takes his shirt off.
“How many will I owe you then?” I ask.
He chuckles. “Oh, greasy hair. You know that's a bad guy.”
The greasy haired guy pulls out a gun and starts shooting, and I laugh, which I realize is completely inappropriate.
“Yeah, this is a great church activity,” mutters Alex. 
I remind myself that the person who's cracking me up is a psycho.
“Listen!” bellows the hero on the screen.
“Morons,” Alex slips in.
“You-”
“greasy-”
“low-life-”
“B-listers-”
“need to know-”
“that we've got two more hours of this garbage and we can't blow anything too big up yet or else we'll be through the special effects budget and have to just use stock footage for the rest of the film.”
I'm laughing before I can even think to stop myself. 
Carson switches hands and slips his arm around my shoulders. I turn to him. “Sorry. I'll be quiet.”
“Since when does Alex do movie reviews?”
“I dunno.”
“Is there trouble in paradise, kids?” says Alex.
“Hey,” I turn to him. “Knock it off, all right?”
“Knock what off?”
“Mocking me.”
That shuts him up for a few scenes.
I want Carson to let go of me. His arm feels like it weighs a ton, but I can't extract myself without rejecting him outright. Madison, I think, you made out with JP on the first date, and it wasn’t even really a date. Why are you being so frigid with Carson?
Part of it, I know, is that I still feel attached to JP. I wish he'd responded to my message and that we could have talked. I don't really know what I'm doing here. Another part of it is that I just don't feel the same draw to Carson that I did to JP. I still don't feel like kissing him.
“You ever listen to Rifftrax?” Alex asks.
“'Kay, let's just watch the movie.”
“These guys who do audio tracks that you watch with a movie. You sync it and they make fun of the movie as it plays. I wanna see this movie with the Rifftrax.”
“Sounds like you can do that all on your own.”
“Am I interfering with your cinematic experience here?”
“Yes, you are and you know it.”
“Sorry.”
“You are not.”
“Yeah, true. I'm not. Man is this a stupid flick.”
“You drove yourself. You don't have to stay.”
That shuts him up again. He munches more M&M's.
Carson squeezes my hand so tight I wince and tug it loose. “Ouch.”
“Sorry.”
Alex holds out the bag of M&M's to me. I politely refuse and he resumes eating.
I have completely lost track of the movie, though as Alex has pointed out, the plot is so formulaic that I'm sure I could pick it up again with a glance. I don't want to be here, sitting between these two. I wonder if I have the courage to get up and walk out, but then I examine how that would look. Carson asked me out, but then I sat next to Alex and spent the whole first part of the date talking to him. That, I have to admit, probably made Carson feel left out, which wasn't very nice of me.
But come on, I think. It's Alex. Who cares if I talk to him?
I turn back to Carson and hold out my hand. “Sorry. He's just joking around, okay?”
He takes my hand again with a wary look at Alex, who ignores both of us and eats more M&M's.
We all sit in silence for most of the rest of the film, which feels as if it's ten hours long. Alex finishes his candy, wads up the wrapper, and holds it in his clasped hands. I don't dare look at him, but I find I strain my peripheral vision, wondering what he's doing.
The movie reaches its climax and the explosions begin and go on, and on, and on. I glance at Alex and he just stares at the screen, as if he's actually watching.
When I look at Carson, though, he's looking at me.
“What?” I say.
He rolls his eyes.
“No, seriously. What?”
“You and Alex buddies, then?”
“What are you talking about? I've known him just as long as I've known you.”
“Minus the months he's spent in juvie, so not as long.”
“Okay, fine, you want to talk to me, talk to me. Don't pick a fight with him.”
“Can you keep it down?” says Alex.
I ignore him and round on Carson. “Seriously, what did I do? I am here with you, holding your hand, okay?”
“Very charitable of you.”
I pull my hand out of his. “I don't do charity.” I get up and walk out. 
As soon as I'm squinting in the bright lights of the lobby, I wonder why I did that. Was Carson right to get his feelings hurt? Did I seem to be flirting with Alex? I laughed at his jokes, and I have to admit that I do think he's gorgeous. But I also think he's a psycho, and furthermore, he's not interested in me. Or did Carson think that he is? 
Suddenly the lobby feels stifling too. I head out into the parking lot, where the fresh air feels glorious, as if I've been in a sauna for two hours. There's a light mist in the air and everything smells like damp earth and asphalt.
“Madison?”
I turn to see Carson coming out the front door. 
“I'm sorry, okay?” he says.
“I wouldn't hold hands with you if I didn't want to.”
“Sure you would. You're nice like that. You don't like hurting people's feelings.” Somehow he makes a compliment sound like an insult. 
I don't know how to respond.
He folds his arms across his chest and says, “I have never heard Alex talk that much to anyone. I didn't know he told jokes, like ever.”
“Carson...”
“It was weird. I'm sorry. I was surprised. Since when are you two friends?”
“We aren't friends. And I thought he talks to everyone these days.”
“A little bit. He doesn't hold conversations, or like in there? He was talking more than you were.”
“So what are you trying to say?”
“What am I trying to say? Okay... I'm trying to say I'm sorry, and I'm trying to explain why I said what I did.”
“Apology accepted.”
People start to come out of the theater, and before long, the rest of the Mormon herd are arrayed around us. Alex stands slightly back.
“Okay, let's go home,” says Carson.
LaDell turns to Alex. “Can I get a ride with you? You live closer to me.”
He nods.
I wave goodbye to her just like everyone else does, and then the rest of us get into the MAV and again, for the ride home, I sit across from Carson, who puts his full attention into driving, signaling at every single turn. There is silence in the back, and I can't tell if it's stoney silence or just exhausted silence. It is pretty late.
Carson drops me off first, and again, I don't know whether to read anything into that or not. He does walk me to the door and we shake hands, which I find weird, but in a good way. I don't want to kiss him, even on the cheek, in front of the other girls. I'm not sure I want to at all.
What I really want to do is call Kailie and gossip, but there's no way I can. She'd just play more mindgames. 
I step inside and my gaze falls on Mom, who sits at the kitchen table, looking at me like I reek of garbage and excrement. “I let you do pretty much anything you want, and you're joining up with the Mormons?”



 
 
 
 
 

“No, I haven't joined them. It was a movie night,” I explain.
“It was Mutual.”
“Huh? No... I think they said mutual, or whatever you call it, was cancelled. Carson asked me out.”
“It's John, isn't it?”
“What? No-”
“Has he been in touch with you?”
“Yeah, but-”
“Why? Why do you talk to him?”
“I don't really. He emails me.”
“He emails you what?”
“He tells me about our family and stuff. It's no big deal.” 
“Your family are a bunch of Mormons.”
“They're still my relatives. I'm not gonna go to church with them. I just want to know who they are.” 
“Toxic, weak minded sheep who follow their cheerful leader. They claim to have a prophet, did you know that? One guy in Salt Lake City who talks to God and tells everyone else what to do.”
“Yeah, I kind of looked that stuff up. Definitely not gonna join the religion, so don't worry about it.”
“Mormons hate women, all right? They're misogynists. They believe your place is home, pregnant, with a lot of craft projects so that you can pretend you matter to the world but you don't.”
“I'm not gonna marry Carson or join the Church, so it's all good.”
“I said the exact same thing about James. Oh, I'll never marry him. I'm no one and he could have anyone. I'd be lucky to end up with him. Then at eighteen I'm living in a studio apartment with twins on the way and that's it. That's my life.”
“Okay, stop. Getting ahead of ourselves here.”
She buries her face in her hands. “I did not escape from that life to have you turn right around and waltz back in.”
“I am not going to church with them!”
I shout. “Stop lecturing me and listen. I am not looking for a relationship with God. I went on a date with Carson. There's a difference.”
Mom gets to her feet. “How often do you talk to John?”
“I don't know. He emails me. Sometimes I email back.”
For a moment she just stares at me, her eyes narrowing, then she lunges across the room and slaps me across the face. Pain explodes across my still tender nose and sinuses and I find myself clinging to the fridge door handle to keep from falling down. I must have stumbled into it after Mom's blow. “Mom...”
She curses, then ducks out the back door.
Papers flutter in her wake and I snatch one out of the air. It's a cancelled rent check. The others on the floor prove to be other canceled checks, but I take a closer look at one and see that it's actually a bounced check. Mom's overspent her bank balance again. I pick them all up – a headache beginning to throb behind my eyes – and stack them neatly on the table again. I hate it when mom hits me. She never does it hard enough to leave a mark, but it stings to have the one person I live with hate me so much that she resorts to violence.
It makes me feel like a stranger in my home, an intruder, someone who isn't welcome. When I walk back to my room, I can't even sit down on my bed, I perch on the edge and catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror. The two black eyes have faded into just dark circles, but I wonder if they'll purple up again. 
Out in the back yard, I sense more than hear her potters wheel start up. I hope that calms her down.
And I really wish I could call Kailie. I flip through my pitifully short list of phone contacts and stop on John's name. A glance at the clock tells me it's eleven p.m., which means it's midnight in Utah. My thumb hesitates, then punches the send key.
One ring and I feel like I'm being rude. Two and I feel like I'm taking a bad night and making it a million times worse. Three and I get ready to hang up.
“Hello?” says a sleepy voice.
“Hi.”
“Mmm, hi. Who's this?”
“It's Madison.”
“Madison?” He says my name as if I'm a movie star who just called him at home. “Really? How are you? It is so good to hear your voice.”



 
 
 
 
 

“I'm sorry to call so late,” I say.
“I love you,” is John’s reply.
“Thanks.”
“What's wrong?”
“Nothing,” I lie.
“If you say so.”
“Yeah, I'm sorry to bother you. I should just get to bed.”
“Whoa, hang on. What did I say wrong?”
“Why do you always have to be such a know-it-all?”
“I am? Feels like I know nothing. Especially about you.”
“But when I say nothing's wrong-”
“You called me at midnight on Wednesday sounding like your puppy died. I may not be super-intuitive, but I can tell something's wrong, but you know what? You don't have to tell me anything. It's your life. I respect that.”
“I went out with Carson tonight.”
“That mean things are over with Jean-Pierre?”
“I don't know. That's kind of complicated.”
“I'm sorry. Carson's a nice guy, though. He's got a real thing for you. The way he talks about you-”
“When do you talk to Carson?”
“We talked when he drove me to the bus stop.”
“Oh, right.”
“Yeah. He asked if I thought you'd ever be interested, but I told him, it's your call and even if you do like him, he'll never be good enough to date you. No one will.”
“This is Carson.”
“Mmm-hmm.”
“His dad's a bishop.”
“Which is good for his dad, but who cares?”
“He's, like, straight-laced Mormon Boy.”
“I know who he is, okay? I've spent time at his house and eaten at his family's Grille.”
“He came over to see me the night after he dropped you off at the bus station.”
“Oh yeah?”
“Did you tell him to do that?”
“No, I’m not like that. You are the most amazing person I've ever known. It’s not like you need any help attracting guys.”
My tear ducts burn and my vision blurs. “Why do you say stuff like that? You barely know me.”
“I've got Black Bear here. I know you don't remember him, but he was your favorite toy, and you gave him to me. Wouldn't take him back, even when you were leaving and I'm sure you guessed you might not ever see him again. All the time that I knew you, you were the sweetest, most forgiving person I've ever known. Someone pushed you down, you'd offer them a hug.”
“Carson says I always do the nice thing.”
“You do.”
“So he says I'm destined to end up in a trailer park with some guy just because I can't say no to people.”
“Fifteen angry emails telling me to shut up says that you have no problem saying no to people. He's wrong.”
“Maybe.”
“You don't think so?”
“JP doesn't want a girlfriend, but whenever he's wanted to hook up, I've gone along with it. It's like I can't say no.”
“Well, sure, you're human, and I can tell you really like him. This mean you've slept with him?”
“No.”
“Good. Don't, and that's not me just being a religious guy. You aren't even in a conventional relationship, which has gotta already be hurtful enough. Don't make it worse.”
“He's not pushy like that. Except...”
“Do I need to take a deep breath and count to ten before you tell me this?”
“I gave him a backrub one night, on my bed and that made things much more... um... heated.”
“Well, listen, and this isn't just your brother talking, listen to me as a guy. When you're that close with someone, know that you and your body will test any guy's control.”
“No-”
“Dead serious. Yes. Guys are wired differently than girls, okay? I'm just telling you how it is. If you weighed 500 pounds and had chin hair, I'd tell you the same thing.”
I blink and let that sink in. “Okay.”
“And I told you before, Jean-Pierre didn't make a good impression on me.”
“I still think you were being a little racist.”
“I really don't care about his ethnic background. I care that he doesn't realize he's dating one of the most amazing people on the planet.”
“It'd be nice if he treated me like he thought that.”
“It'd be more than nice. It'd be normal. Dating someone means you think they're wonderful. I mean, that's kind of central to the whole concept of dating.”
“I can't imagine a guy treating me like that.”
“Not even Carson?”
“He puts me down. Told me I was being charitable for holding his hand tonight.”
“Was he trying to be mean or was it a misunderstanding?”
“I think he thought I was flirting with someone else.”
“And I take it you weren't?”
“No.”
“Okay, dumb question. What I should have asked is, was the other guy flirting with you?”
“No. The guy's psychotic. There's no way.”
“I think you mean psychopath.”
“Same difference.”
“No. Psychopaths are the dangerous ones. They've got no empathy for other people and no innate sense of morality. Psychotic people are the ones who can't tell the difference between real and imaginary and spend a lot of time very confused. Sorry. I'm trying to relearn psych before I start school again.”
“Well, fine, Alex is the dangerous kind then. Total loner. Never talks. Wears a military jacket all the time and stares at people and flips his lighter.” I realize as I say this that I haven't seen him do the lighter thing for quite a while.
“Okay. I'm not sure how that would preclude him being interested in you.”
“He's also really, really good looking. Like, male model good looking.”
“Uh-huh. And?”
“Come on, I-”
“I sense you're about to put yourself down again. Don't do it. I am the Y-chromosome holder in this conversation, so I am the expert.”
“You're biased. You're my brother.”
“Yeah, I'd think you were cute no matter what, but I can be objective. You're the kind of sister who makes a brother contemplate getting a firearm. Guys are going to go after you because of how you look, even if they don't appreciate the person you are. Deal with it.”
“You are... psychotic.”
He cracks up. “No, I'm not.”
I chew my lip. “Mom got so mad at me tonight.”
“Because you went out with Carson?”
“Yeah.”
“She's not a big fan of the Church.”
“I looked up stuff on The Book of Mormon online.”
“I'm sure you found all kinds of garbage.”
“Well...” I recite to him what I remember, about Joseph Smith translating gold plates with magic stones and then practicing polygamy and running for president.
“You've got the facts right, though I'm sure what you read didn't put the nicest spin on them,” says John.
“You believe those facts?”
“Well, those pretty much are the facts. I mean, that is what Joseph Smith said about how he found and translated The Book of Mormon, and the Saints did have to flee west several times.”
“What about the polygamy thing?”
“Oh yeah, that's true too. Our great-great-great grandfather had five wives. Scandalous, huh?”
“And running for president?”
“Mmm, I've got the election platform he used in my notes somewhere. That happened, yeah.”
“And you believe this stuff?”
Much to my surprise, he laughs. “You mean, do I believe the religion that that guy founded? Yes, I do. I don't think he was crazy. I think there's more to life than meets the eye, and some of it will blow your mind. But you have to find out for yourself what the truth is.”
“What if that isn't possible?”
“Congratulations, you're agnostic. I'm religious. I believe it is possible.”
“How? By asking God?”
“Yeah. Follow the counsel in the Book of James.”
“In The Book of Mormon?”
“Bible. New Testament.”
“You believe in the Bible too?”
“Yep.”
“I'm not really interested in all this stuff.”
“Fine, sure. You're missing out, though.”
“I read part of The Book of Mormon. It was kinda boring. If you obey God you get blessed, if you disobey you get cursed. I mean, I got it the first time.”
“There's always more than meets the eye. You can't just read it like a novel. You've got to take your time and think it through.”
“That sounds... even more boring.”
“You ever hear of likening scripture?”
“Lichen scripture?” This, I fear, is going to get really weird.
“Likening,” corrects my brother. “Taking a situation that comes up in the scriptures and thinking of an equivalent in your life. If you had to trek out into the desert and leave a comfortable life behind in Jerusalem, how grateful would you be to God? There you are, living in a tent when you used to have a house and servants. You think it's easy? You think it's obvious that if you do what God says, you'll be blessed? His first blessing was to get them out of Jerusalem before it was destroyed, but they never saw it actually get destroyed. Talk about needing faith.”
“Oh, well, I guess I didn't get all that.”
“The scriptures are about life, about real things that happen to real people.”
I decide not to bring up again that his scriptures were supposedly taken from some golden plates that are now nowhere to be found.
“God does communicate with us. You've seen one miracle, after all,” he says.
“You finding me?”
“Yep.”
“I think that was a coincidence.”
“Yeah, well, here's the thing, we all see miracles. It's what we do once we see them that makes all the difference.”
“So I should be thanking God that you found me?”
“Well... only if gratitude really is what you feel. You sure you wouldn't rather tell Him off for putting this really annoying guy in your life?”
“You aren't that annoying.”
“Well, thank you for saying that, but... I dunno. I think people overlook a lot of miracles because they're more common than we realize, but if we sit down and think about all the coincidences that help us, we start to see a pattern.”
“You sure you're not just picking a pattern out of randomness?”
“Well, try it sometime. See what you think.”
Out of politeness, I don't answer that. Last time I agreed with someone to be polite, I had the senior class psycho prank me with an assault. “Sorry for telling you off in email.”
“It's all right. You don't remember me. I get that.”
“Thanks for talking to me.”
“Anytime. Seriously. Three a.m., I don't care.”
“Thanks. I'm gonna go to bed now.”
“I love you.”
I have no idea how to respond to that, but without missing a beat, my brother says goodbye and we hang up.
 
The next morning I wake up after Mom's already out in the shed and take a good look in the mirror. I can still see the outline of the bruises on my face, but they're still fading. Mom's slap didn't bring any back.
When I meet up with Kailie to walk to school, though, she takes one look at me and says, “What's wrong?”
“Nothing.”
“Liar.”
“I don't feel good.”
“Well cheer up!”
“Yeah, okay, I feel better now.”
“Don't be a frownie face.”
I want her to leave me alone, but I know if I ask her to, that'll only provoke a fight. I speed up my steps and she keeps pace with me at first, then complains that I'm going too fast and drops back. Walking away like this is rude and I know it, but I don't know any other way to deal with Kailie.
This means that I arrive on campus alone, just as the MAV pulls into its parking space and the Mormons all pile out. Carson comes straight towards me, the girls all glare at me and head towards the school, and Alex goes with them, without so much as a glance in my direction.
Carson, though, wears a broad smile. “Madison, you, me, beach, campfire, marshmallows, Saturday. What do you say?”
An evening campfire on the beach sounds beautifully romantic and Carson is handsome. The obvious answer is yes. 
But he's still waiting and I haven't said anything. His smile has faded and I can tell he's standing on the brink of major letdown.
I say the first thing that comes to mind. “Listen, my mom got pretty upset when she heard I went out with you.”
“Oh.”
“So... yeah.”
“Because of what?”
“She doesn’t like the Church.”
“Oh.”
“I’m really sorry.”
“No. It’s all right. It’s not your fault.”
“I know, but I feel bad.”
“Bad enough to defy her and go out with me? I mean, you ignore her rules to go out and spend time with Kailie.”
I am so sick and tired of him digging at me for being nice to Kailie. “Yeah, well, that’s different. I’ll see you around.”
“Wait...”
I ignore him and walk away.
 
When I go inside the school, JP is waiting at my locker. I approach with caution, it feels like a long time since I've seen him.



 
 
 
 
 

“So this your game?” JP says.
“I'm not playing a game.”
“You just take up with someone else?”
“How do you even know about that?”
“Kailie told me.”
Another sabotage attempt by Kailie. Great. “I told you I wanted to talk to you.”
“You accused me of cheating on you.”
“Well, I wanted to ask you about that.”
“I'm insulted. I've never been a cheat.” His anger, the set of his jaw, the tone of his voice, all of these persuade me that he's telling the truth. Now I'm the cheat.
“I'm sorry,” I say. “I just wanted to talk to you. It made me mad that you blew me off. I don't even have your phone number.”
“I've been busy. You know how it is. Sometimes I've got a little time, sometimes I don't.”
“Well I'm not interested in a bunch of fifteen minute hookups.”
“That's all I got.”
“You are standing here, talking to me right now. Why can't we do that sometimes? Why can't we at least act like friends in public? What's wrong with that?”
He looks away.
“Even if you didn't cheat on me-”
“Hey-”
“It'd be easy for you to do.”
“I don’t do drama.”
“I just want to be able to talk to you sometimes.”
“Fine. We're over. Date Carson.”
Ouch. Even though I'm the one who first declared it over by dating someone else, the words feel like a punch in the gut. I want to disappear, just teleport to my bedroom and hide, but what I do instead is lift my chin and say, “Yeah, I'm gonna date other people. I may even have a boyfriend. Someone who wants to be seen with me.” Big talk, I think. 
“Okay, you know what? I lied. You are fat. You're pasty. You're plain. Good luck finding another guy to date.”
That hurts and I want to hit back. I want to hurt him like he just hurt me. Instead I take a deep breath, wait for the sting to fade, and say, “Well, you're really hot, so I'm sure you can replace me easily enough.” I shoulder him aside and spin the lock on my locker.
He stares at me like I just slapped him. “Madison-”
“Go away.”
“Come on, I-”
“Bye.” I don't bother to put my textbooks in my backpack, but rather carry them in my arms so I can get away faster. My locker, I shut with a kick.
 
At work that afternoon, there's an email from John.
 
 

Hey Madison,

 

Hope you're feeling okay. Let me know if you need anything. 

 

I love you.

 

John

 
I click open a reply box.
 
Hi John,
 

I told Carson I wasn't interested, officially broke up with JP, and still have no idea about what to do with Mom, but at least I didn't bruise any worse. I guess I'm okay.

 

Madison

 
An hour later, he says:
 
Madison,

 

Bruise any worse? What happened that would cause a bruise?

 

Love,

 

John

 

 

John,

 

Mom slapped me last night, hard.

 

Madison

 
A chat window pops up.
 
John: That happen often? Mom hitting you?

 

Madison: No. She was really upset. Thought I was going to join your Church.

 

John: That's really not okay.

 

Madison: I'm fine. Most of the time Mom just ignores me.

 

John: Sounds lonely.

 

Madison: It's not so bad. Thanks for caring, but I think it's all good.

 

John: Okay, well, you know where to find me.

 

Madison: I've gotta get back to work.

 

John: Talk to you later. Love you.

 
He logs off before I can agonize about saying it back.
 
That evening, when Mom comes in from the shed, she doesn't look at me. Just puts her cup in the sink and starts for her room.
I'm seated at the kitchen table. “Mom,” I say, “I told Carson I wasn't interested.”
“Fine.”
“So can we talk?”
She doesn't even glance at me. “There's nothing to talk about. I'm tired. I've had a busy day.” She goes into her bedroom, shuts the door, and then I hear the metallic click of her pressing in the lock.
Things are back to normal.
 
As I walk home from work on Saturday, I see Alex filling up his sedan at Jacksons. He doesn't even look up at first, until I slow down and stop. When he does look up, he gives me his usual, neutral, unblinking stare.
“Psycho can be short for psychopath or psychotic,” I say. Then I shut my mouth. Random, I think. Be quiet, Madison.
One blink, and no expression change. 
“So is your mom...”
“She's psychotic.”
“Oh.”
“She's a schizophrenic.”
“So, does she, like, hallucinate?”
“Yeah.”
I nod. Well, all right, I think. What a lovely conversation. “How is she doing?”
He looks me up and down and then in the eye, then shrugs.
“Have you seen her lately?”
Wrong thing to say. He yanks the fuel nozzle out with more force than necessary and slams it down on the pump. Watch this, I can hear my brother saying. He does that with the gas pump, imagine what he might do to your face. Assuming my face was ever within arm's reach. I push that thought away.
Alex takes a few deep breaths and flips his hair back from his face. “I can't.”
“You're not allowed?”
“No, I can't. I just can't.”
“Where is she?”
“A ways. Ninety minute drive.”
“You ever been-”
“I can't do it, okay?” He whirls around and glares at me.
“No, hey, relax. I'm not trying to push you. I'm just asking.”
He looks down at his feet. “I don't even know what medications she's on, or what else they might be doing to treat her.”
“Can't you find out?”
“I don't have guardianship of her, so I'm not privy to her records without her permission, but she's kind of mentally ill, so you know, that doesn't work.”
“Have you talked to her, even? On the phone?”
“Yeah. She just cries.” He sets his jaw and folds his arms.
I glance at my phone. It's four in the afternoon. “How late do visiting hours at the hospital go today?”
“'Till seven.”
I look at him, with his military jacket and hostile stance, at the way he looks at the ground as if embarrassed to admit to me that there's something he can't do. “Want me to come with you?”
He looks at me and lifts an eyebrow at that.
I take a moment to think about what I just said. My brother, if he were here, would be screaming, “Madison, this is not your problem. Run away!”
An image of Grace, Alex's mother, pops into my mind. I think of how disoriented she seemed, wandering around town. Now the thought of her in a place with dozens of other people like her and no contact with her son makes my heart ache for her.
And then there's Alex, clearly distraught, and clearly feeling helpless. 
I wait.
“Would you?” he says.
Before I can digest the thought fully, I march myself over to the passenger side door of his car and open it. “Let's go.”



 
 
 
 
 

The first thing I notice about Alex's car is that it reeks of sandalwood and Tiger Balm, smells I associate with older, Asian people. The second thing is that the passenger side seat has a pile of what look like toys out of McDonald's Happy Meals still in their cellophane wrappers. Aside from the toys, the car's spotless, its beige leather upholstery looks like it just came off the lot. A carved jade figure dangles from a knotted red string hooked over the rearview mirror.
Alex opens the driver's side door and reaches over to scoop the toys off the seat and dump them in the back. “Sorry,” he says. “My mom's.”
I sit down and buckle myself in. “Just so we're clear,” I say, “if I show up dead in a ditch somewhere, my brother will kill you. Skin you alive.”
“I'm not like that.” He gets in the driver's seat and shuts his door. For a moment he stares at the steering wheel, his jaw working. Then he turns to me and says, “Madison, listen. Thank you, but you don't have to do this.” 
“Would your mom get to see you if I don't?”
No ready answer.
“Okay, let's go.”
He looks at me a moment longer, then starts the engine and reaches down to shift gears, his hand coming within inches of my knee. We pull out of the gas station, onto Wilkstone, and head left. We're going south.
“You know the way?” I ask.
“Yeah, it's easy.”
Now I wonder what's the bigger danger, getting attacked by Alex or getting lost with Alex? I pull out my phone and tap a text to my brother: Don't be mad. I'm going with the senior class psycho to see his mother in a mental hospital. 
The phone rings ten seconds later. I press the ignore button. 
But that doesn't work. My phone rings again.
Alex glances at me, as if curious why I'm not answering.
I put the phone to my ear. “H-”
“Okay, what?”
“Yeah, so now you know.” I keep my language vague. Saying stuff like, “Yeah, I know he's a total psycho but really it should all be fine, I'm just calling to let you know in case I disappear,” seems like a bad idea with Alex sitting right next to me.
“How did you-”
“Listen, I'll call you later-”
“Whoa, wait a minute. Hang on. Where are you now and where are you going?”
I look over at Alex. “Where are we going?”
Alex tugs a card out of the breast pocket of his jacket and hands it to me. It's a doctor's business card. I read the address off to John. “We're about ninety minutes away.”
“You will call me when you get there.”
“No.”
“Or I will call you. Your choice.”
“Give me a break.”
“And you will call me when you leave, and you will call me when you get home or else I will call Carson Montrose-”
“Hey.”
“-and Jean-Pierre's mother and everyone else in town who has a listed phone number to tell them that Alex might have kidnapped you. Get them out to find you, and if I don't hear from you before tomorrow, I will call the police.”
“Overreact much?”
“Honestly? No. My sister just texted me that she got in the car with a psycho to visit a mental hospital.”
“See if I ever tell you anything again.”
“You know I'm just doing this because I care. I love you. Call me.”
“I'm not gonna do that.”
“I'll talk to you in ninety minutes. Love you.”
“You are such a jerk.” 
“Black Bear says stay safe.”
“Please...”
But he's done with his lecture, so we sign off.
“Your mom?” Alex asks.
“My brother.”
“He read you the Riot Act?”
“Yes.”
Alex looks sidelong at me. “He's a good brother.”
“You think I should be scared of you?”
He looks me up and down and in the eye, then returns his attention to the road. 
That sends a chill down my spine. “Okay, I'm scared now.”
“I won't hurt you.”  
I curl up and tuck my feet under myself. This, I can tell, will be a very long ride. “I didn't tell him you bashed a police car.” 
“Yeah, well, that's why he isn't here with a gun to my head.”
“You think he should be?”
“I get it. The guy is protective. He loves you. Obviously.” Alex rolls down his window so that he can look out as we get on the freeway. Wind roars into the car, tugging at strands of my hair. With his hand on the gear shift, he hits the accelerator. As we slot our way into traffic, he pulls his head in and rolls up the window, smoothing his hair back down by running his fingers through it. 
“Can I just ask... why did you bash Officer Li's car?”
He glances at me. “My mom's been deteriorating. We've tried a few different drugs, and one of those made her hallucinate so bad she ended up out on Main Street.”
“You mean Wilkstone?”
“Yeah. She saw people chasing her and she got scared. The caregiver called Officer Li, even though she should have called me first, and Officer Li decided to just tackle my mother and haul her off in his car. She was terrified.”
I think of the day I saw her there, yelling, and the scream she let out when Officer Li grabbed her. Now I imagine it from her point of view. How could I just jaywalk away from that situation? The poor woman.
“She scratched his face and he had her declared a danger. We took her off that medication, but no one cares what I have to say because I'm just the messed up kid. I stopped his cruiser to try to talk to him but... talking's hard sometimes. Especially when the other person laughs. He called my mother a lunatic.”
I try to imagine being mocked like that. “That's awful. Guess it's good that all you used was a rock on his car.”
“Yeah. That was me showing real restraint.” He rolls his eyes.
“Well, I'm sorry that happened. Are they going to send you to prison for it?”
“My lawyer's gonna ask for community service.”
“Then I hope that's what you get.”
He gives me an unreadable look. “Thanks.”
I don't know what to say next, so I tap my nails against the back of my phone. A few minutes elapse. “Thanks for talking. I know you said it's hard.”
“Sometimes. Usually it just feels weird.”
“Like how?”
“Like... I dunno. Think of something you never do in front of other people, and then imagine doing it.”
“So it's like the nightmare when you're at school in your underwear?”
He laughs. “Not quite.”
“Are you dating LaDell?” The words are out before my brain can catch up, and blood rushes in my ears as soon as I hear them.
“No.”
“Sorry, none of my business... I... never mind.”
“I'm pretty sure all of them were told not to even think about it while I'm not baptized. Bishop Montrose thinks I'm confused enough.”
“Oh.”
Again, he shrugs. “I don't go to church for the cute girls.”
“Why do you go?”
He looks at me, amused. “Because I'm investigating. Checking it out.”
“You don't think the history is a little, um...”
“Crazy?”
“Yeah.”
He glances at me, then taps his thumb on the steering wheel a few times. “Honest answer?”
“Yeah?”
“I know crazy. I've seen crazy all my life. Joseph Smith wasn't crazy.”
“So you think he really did... everything they say he did?”
“Well, I dunno about that. It's still a lot to swallow. But crazy people, the kind who see stuff, they don't found major religious organizations, or any kinds of organizations. They're not organized, and the stuff they say isn't gonna change people's lives for hundreds of years. Their minds are broken. They talk about aliens in league with the White House to steal dog food from poodles who live in secret camps on the border of Canada and stuff like that.”
He gets halfway through this before I start to giggle, but I try to stifle it. I'm not sure it's the kind of thing I'm allowed to laugh at.
But he smirks at me. He doesn't mind. 
“I shouldn't laugh.”
“It's okay.”
“I totally do not want to mock your mother.”
“I know. You're nice. To everyone.”
“No I'm not.”
“Fine. To most people then.”
Madison, I think, this is a pointless thing to argue about. “So... what's your mom's condition like? Schizophrenia. Isn't that the one where you have multiple personalities-”
“No. I don't know how everyone got that confused, but what you're talking about is called Dissociative Identity Disorder, and it may not even be a recognized disorder for much longer. The whole multiple personalities thing is really, really rare. A lot of psychiatrists don't believe it really exists. Schizophrenia's just a psychotic disorder.”
“Where a person sees stuff?”
“And hears it. Schizophrenics often have delusions.”
“What does that actually mean? Having a delusion? Is it like when people call you delusional as an insult?”
“That you live in an imaginary world, basically, yeah. People think they're private detectives or superstars, or aliens, or other ones that don't make much sense. Schizophrenics' minds are just... they don't work right. I'm not describing that real well.”
“So what caused it? Your dad dying?”
He shakes his head. “It's genetic, as best anyone can tell. She had it before he died, and one of her delusions is that he isn't dead. She still sees and talks to him.”
“Oh. And she sees people coming to get her-”
“If you scare her. Not usually.”
“So is schizophrenia hereditary?”
“Yeah. But it's pretty rare. My family only has this one case.”
“Well, obviously you don't have it. I didn't mean to say-”
“It doesn't show until a person's late teens or early twenties.”
“Oh.”
“So I'm probably safe, but I won't know for sure for about ten years.”
“That's gotta be hard, though. Wondering.”
He shrugs. “At least I have some warning. Coulda been like my mom, whose family didn't know what was going on. You could have it too, you know.”
“Thanks for that.”
“Just sayin'.”
“But if you're praying and stuff and investigating Mormonism...”
“Do I wonder if the answers I feel might be delusions? Sure. Guess that’s why religion works best as a group activity.”
“So that you can compare notes?”
“Something like that. You pay attention, you know? Is what you're going through making your mind clouded or clear? Is life better or worse? Is it easier or harder to interact with people?”
I think that over. “How is it so far?”
“Yeah. It's gone better than I expected. First time I went to church, I was sure they'd just throw me out. Tell me I wasn't welcome. I mean, those people are all the sheltered, suburban, casserole eating types. It's not like I was ever allowed to go over to their houses to play when I was a kid. But when I walked in, they were not just okay with me being there. They were happy about it. They wanted me there.”
“Well, that's cool.”
“It is, but it also means I really gotta think about stuff. Any religion worth having is one where you'd go even if everyone hated you, you know? It can't be about other people or superficial stuff.”
“So, not to be rude, but why did you go? I mean, I gave you that card and you cut-”
“I remember.”
“It's kind of funny, in hindsight.”
“Sure it is.” He rolls his eyes again.
I shrug.
“You remember what you said to me?”
“Don't be a jerk?”
“You told me I didn't have to be a jerk. And you were right. I did what I always do, which is push you away, try to freak you out so you don't even try to talk to me. Which doesn't work with you.”
“I left you alone.”
“After telling me off some more, and a week later you're mouthing off to me on Main Street in the middle of the night.”
“You threatened to chase me-”
“I know what I said.”
“You were a total jerk.”
“Yes I was. I'm used to shoving people away. I'm used to defending myself from people who think I belong in jail and my mom belongs in an institution.”
“You realize that just makes people-”
“Want to throw me in jail. Yeah, yeah, I know. I figured that out, okay? I mean, I guess I always knew, but I didn't care. Those times, I figured out that I'd missed two chances to just be nice to someone who's nice to everyone, and I wondered if I miss a lot of chances like that. Thing is, I didn't know what to do about it, and then I remembered the smiling girl on the card... and some other stuff happened... I figured I had nothing to lose.”
“My brother would be so proud of me.”
“Yes, I'm sure he would.”
“You know him?”
“I know about him. Come on, the big fight in front of Jacksons with your mom? Everyone knows.”
“Didn't know you paid attention to that kind of stuff.”
“Nah. I don't.”
I realize that I've cut off circulation in one of my legs and shift my weight. Pins and needles spread down to my foot, which I rub to get the sensation to go away.
“Listen,” says Alex, “if my mom makes you uncomfortable, you don't have to be around her. I understand.”
“Huh? No. I mean, fine if you want time alone with her, but I volunteered to come, you know?”
“I know she freaks people out.”
“Is there anything I need to be careful not to do? Besides threaten her?”
“Yeah, no calling her a jerk or creepy or telling her off.”
I flip my hair back over my shoulder. “I only do that to jerks and creeps.”
“I know.” He says it without irony. “I was kidding. No, there's nothing really to do or not to do. If she makes you uncomfortable, let me know. She might want to touch your face. She does that a lot to people.”
“Okay.”
“But she's never violent or anything. Most mentally ill people aren't.”
“And there will be other people there, right? With different things wrong?”
“I'm thinking I'll just take my mom out. Go somewhere and get dinner.”
“You can do that?”
“Yeah. If you're a relative.”
“Okay.” This whole outing isn't quite as daunting as it seemed at the outset. “So, does anyone at church help you with this at all? I mean, do they even offer any kind of services or anything like that?”
“I don't know. I don't ask. I'm not ready for that. Last thing I want is to get my mom involved and then decide I don't want to join.”
“Oh, yeah. That's smart.”
“Thank you, by the way,” says Alex.
“For?”
He laughs. “For? Coming. Helping me.”
“Yeah, sure.”
“Your mom gonna worry about you if we get back kind of late?”
“Uh, you ever see my mom worry about me?”
“I wouldn't know.”
“No. She doesn't even care if she hears me sneaking back into the house.” I glance at my phone.
“Time to call your brother?”
“No, not until I get there, so if you kill me now, you have about an hour before he calls the police.”
“I really won't hurt you. I wouldn't, okay? Ever.”
“But you think he should worry?”
“If I had a sister as cute as you, I'd probably sneak a GPS tracker into her purse.”
Cute? Alex called me cute? To my face? I don't know how to respond.
But he doesn't seem to care, just keeps driving as if it's nothing, and after a moment, I realize that maybe it is.



 
 
 
 
 

I wake up to the sound of Alex pulling the parking brake and wonder when it was I drifted off. It must've been a while ago because my legs and back are cramped from me being curled up. I unbend slowly, wincing at the muscle twinges as I extend first one leg, then the other. We're in a parking lot of a large, concrete building that looks more like a prison than a hospital. There's even a fence with razorwire. We're inland now; I can't tell how far, but there's no hint of beach or bluffs in any direction, just forest. My back pops as I sit up straight. 
“Call your brother,” says Alex.
I tap out a text instead: I'm not dead. Call off the dogs.
Alex gets out his side and through his open door comes chill air that smells like pine sap. I zip up my coat before I get out my side and I wonder if I've got weird marks on my face from his upholstery. I can't feel any with a brush of my fingers over my skin. I'm sure it's very red, at least, and that my hair's flat on one side. As I follow him towards the building, I do my best to fluff it, running my fingers through the roots and teasing it back into shape.
The front door of this place leads into what looks like a hospital lobby. Alex goes straight to the desk and leans against it. When the woman talks to him, he answers her, so I hang back. He seems not to need any help from me.
After a brief exchange, the woman directs us to sit on a row of chairs, the generic industrial kind that are all welded together with shared armrests. Alex is fidgety, his fingers tapping together. I can almost see him mime the act of flipping his lighter.
But before we can even get comfortable, if it even is possible to get comfortable in chairs like that, the elevator door at the back of the lobby opens and out walks a guy in scrubs and Grace Katsumoto, who wears her usual skirt, sweater, and blouse. She looks so normal. I hadn't known what to expect. A hospital gown, maybe? A straightjacket? I figure this is a good time to keep my mouth shut and my ears open.
She looks at me with curiosity before giving Alex a warm hug. “Are we going home?” she asks.
“No. Just getting dinner.”
“When am I going home?”
“I'm working on that, okay Mom?”
Her face crumples with disappointment for a split second, and then she turns to me and looks me over, very much like Alex does. “You're from his school?”
“Yeah. Hi. My name's Madison.”
“Madison, right. I know you. Your mother works at the market.”
“She's a potter.” I'm not sure what she even means by “market”. Supermarket? Crafts stall? Probably not worth obsessing about.
She looks sidelong at Alex and says something I don't catch. It takes a few seconds for me to realize she's speaking in Japanese.
That I might have expected, but what I do not expect is for Alex to respond, also in Japanese. All these years I wondered if he talked at all, and he's actually bilingual? “'Kay, Mom, English,” he says. “Don't be rude. Come on. Let's go eat.”
“McDonald's?”
“There isn't a McDonald's in town, but it's okay. I got all the toys that you missed.”
“No McDonald's?” This seems to genuinely distress her.
Alex puts his hands on her shoulders and looks her straight in the eye. Whatever he says, he says in Japanese, but his tone is calm, soothing.
She listens, then nods. “No Burger King?”
“All they have is Subway.”
“Subway doesn't give toys.”
“I know, I know.” More Japanese. He puts his arm around her and guides her out the door. I follow and try not to feel like a third wheel. The two of them have their heads together as they cross the parking lot to his car, but at the sight of all the toys in the back seat she breaks free and presses her nose to the glass, chattering excitedly.
“Yeah,” Alex switches back to English, “I told you I got them all.”
I wonder where his mother keeps all these toys. Is there an entire room of their house filled to the ceiling, like what you see on documentaries about hoarding?
He opens the door to the back seat and she climbs in, picking up each toy in turn and sorting it by some system I can't grasp. Some go on the seat, some in one footwell, some in the other, and some get tossed up by the rear window.
“Here,” Alex gets my attention. He's holding open the passenger side door for me.
And here I am just staring at his mother. How rude. I duck in, my face flushed with heat.
What I expect to happen next is for Alex to drive us to a local fast food restaurant, or maybe a diner, but before I know it, we've pulled up to a restaurant that is much nicer than anywhere I've ever been. My mom and I don't do restaurants. Everything in Pelican Bluffs is way out of our budget. I've only ever been in one a few times in my life. Once for Kailie's eighth birthday party, which she had at the Montroses' grill, and another was for her thirteenth, which she had at a seafood place down the coast.
Grace seems critical of it, nattering away in an irritated tone of voice, and Alex replies patiently. “Sorry,” he says to me. “She's picky and this is the only sushi place for, like, fifteen miles.”
Sushi? I know exactly two things about sushi. One is that it's raw fish, but I couldn't care less about that. The other is that it's outrageously expensive. Calm, I tell myself. I've got my credit card. I can pay my share. We'll figure it out. Just don't make the situation awkward.
We all get out and I follow Alex and his mother into a place that looks like it's straight out of a design magazine. The furniture is all light wood with delicate, clean lines and each table is made out of granite, or something that looks an awful lot like it. The sort of surface I only see in the homes of people who live bluffside. A smiling waiter greets us and smiles even wider when Grace answers him in Japanese. The two carry on a conversation as he takes us to a table and we all sit down.
Keep your face blank, I tell myself, though I know I must look like I'm being tortured. I'm seated next to Grace. Alex is across from her, and the table settings have only chopsticks and little cups for tea, the kind that don't have handles. I have a hard enough time with a knife and fork when I'm nervous. I've never even held chopsticks before.
The waiter plops down menus in front of us, and I'm relieved to see they're in English, but that relief is short lived when I see the prices. The appetizers begin at eighteen dollars. Even worse, Alex notices my expression.
“Raw fish not your thing?”
“No, no, that's... no. It's fine.”
“You sure? There's other stuff.” He starts listing things that could be food items, or could be building materials for all I know. It's all too foreign.
And I know I'm making the situation worse by being uptight. Lying won't help me here, not even white lies. I can't pull them off right now. “I... I didn't mean to crash a really nice meal with your mom,” I say, fully aware that Grace is sitting right next to me and understands every word. “I just thought... I don't know what I thought.”
Grace reaches over and pats my shoulder. “You're a nice girl. Very well brought up. So polite.” She snatches my menu. “We will order. You just try things. It's okay if you don't like it. Have you ever had Japanese food before?”
I shake my head. “Nooo. I'm not very cultured like that.”
“Cultured? See, such a nice girl. Not like one of these people who turns up their nose. Alex, where did you find this nice girl?”
“She found me, Mom. And I have no idea why she's hanging around.”
“No, you don't say that about yourself.”
“Mom, I'm going to court on Tuesday for attacking a police officer. Nice girls aren't usually into guys like that.”
I look at Grace, shrug, and say. “Guess I'm not a nice girl, then.”
She cracks up and pats my shoulder. “You are a very nice girl. Maybe you can help keep him out of trouble. Do you go to his church?”
I shake my head.
“Seem to be nice people at his church.” She turns her attention back to her menu and resumes speaking Japanese. She and Alex argue over items, pointing at various places on the page, and then when the waiter comes back, they talk to him long enough that I'm sure they are not ordering off the menu, but rather making it up and seeing what they can get. The only words I understand are at the end, when Alex says, “and tea. You want tea, Madison?”
I frown at the teacup. “I'm afraid I'll drop this.”
“No, you hold it like this.” Grace takes my hand and shows me how to pinch it between my thumb and index finger, holding only the rim and the bottom. “Then it doesn't burn you.”
“Tea for these two and ice water,” says Alex.
The waiter bows and leaves.
“Is now a bad time to say I don't know how to use chopsticks?”
“We don’t use chopsticks for sushi,” says Grace. “We eat it with our hands. Much easier.”
The waiter deposits a bowl of what look like unshelled peas on the table. Alex shows me how to split each pod open and pop the beans into my mouth. “Edamame,” he says. “Soybeans.”
They taste pretty nice, actually.
What comes next is miso soup, which Grace doesn't approve of. “They made the water too hot.”
“It's fine, Mom.”
Even though I see them both do it, I hesitate before picking up the bowl and drinking out of it. This just feels wrong, but there are no spoons. It's very salty, almost like what I imagine hot seawater would taste like.
“His is better,” she tells me. “He's a very good cook.”
Alex knows how to cook?
He just smirks, though. “If I could, Mom, I'd bring you miso soup every day.”
“When can I come home?”
He looks down into his bowl. “I don't know. Like I said, I'm working on it.”
But Grace is agitated now and Alex switches back to Japanese, reaching across the table to hold her hands and look her right in the eye as he talks. After a few minutes, Grace slouches in her seat and appears resigned to the situation.
More food arrives and I just try whatever they put in front of me. Despite what Grace said, she and Alex do use their chopsticks to do things like mix wasabe with the soy sauce and to grab things off plates, but they switch to using their hands to eat the sushi itself, so I don't feel too awkward. It's actually pretty good and I manage not to drop anything on the floor or down my front. The seaweed has a papery texture and a salty taste, while the fish tastes not too different from cooked fish. What amazes me is the craftsmanship that's gone into each item. It's obvious why it costs as much as it does.
Every piece I eat wins me a broad grin from Alex's mother, as if this meal is some sort of test and I'm passing with flying colors. She leans in close and tells me, “You are a very nice girl. Why are you with my son, hmm? You know he's trouble, right?”
“I heard that, Mom.”
“He's been nice to me,” I say. 
She gives him a longsuffering look and shakes her head before plucking more sushi rolls off the serving plate with her chopsticks and dropping them on mine. It feels a little strange to drink hot tea with a meal, and I notice Alex doesn't. He just drinks water.
We make it ten minutes before Grace begins to argue with someone who isn't there. It's in Japanese, so I don't know what it's about. This, I finally feel prepared for. This is one of the symptoms Alex mentioned.
He watches her, listening, and I can tell he's trying to decide whether to intervene or let it go on. I just keep eating until she turns, grabs my arm, and snaps something at me.
Calm, I think. She doesn't see me right now. She sees someone or something else. I take her hand in mine and hold it a minute. She blinks, focuses on me, and reaches out to touch my face. I sit still and let her. I wonder if feeling my face helps her know what's real and what's an illusion. Does her condition make things feel different too? She blinks a few times, then pats my cheek as if nothing's happened and resumes eating.
I follow her cue, though I can feel Alex's gaze on me. When I look up at him, I can't quite read his expression. He looks away after a second. 
The next time she starts to talk to someone who isn't there, I don't even look up.
Forty minutes later, the waiter comes to clear the plates and, miraculously, I don't feel like a complete idiot. I've survived, even held my own in the conversation. Alex pays the bill, though, and just waves me off when I try to contribute. His mother pats my arm and tells me again what a nice girl I am.
And then it's time to take Grace back. I can tell that she knows it. Alex puts his arm around her on the walk back to the car and the two of them talk. I sit in the back seat this time and do my best to stay unobtrusive, but as we head closer to the mental facility, Grace starts to get agitated. “I want to go home.”
“I know, Mom. But it'll be okay. We're going to get you moved soon.”
“Home?”
“I don't know.”
“Why can't I go home?”
“I'm working on it, okay?”
Once we're within sight of the hospital, she breaks down in tears. 
I make myself as small as possible, willing the two of them not to notice me as Alex tries to soothe her. In the walk across the parking lot to the front door, I hang back several paces while he stays with her, again, with an arm around her shoulders. I can't hear what they say, but I get the gist. Grace is scared and homesick and doesn't want him to leave. My heart breaks for her. 
When we step inside, everything gets worse. The receptionist summons two guys in scrubs who each grab her by the arm. She lets out an ear piercing shriek.
“Let her go,” says Alex. “Don't grab.”
 But the two ignore him and one puts her in a kind of headlock. She sobs and screams and struggles and I can tell that she's not just seeing the guys in scrubs anymore. She feels trapped and surrounded by who knows what. Of course she's terrified. 
“Stop it!” shouts Alex.
One of the guys blocks him.
I duck past both of them and get in front of Grace. “Let her go,” I say.
“We're just calming her down,” says the hospital worker.
“Grace,” I say. I put my hand over hers. “It's okay. Really.” Her eyes focus on me for a second, and then the worker hauls her away towards the elevator. She whimpers, then goes limp and sobs. I've never seen anyone treated that way. She's a grown woman, not a bratty child. 
“You stay where you are, or I'm calling security,” the other man in scrubs says to Alex. I turn and see him standing, helpless, his hands balled into fists and his jaw working with anger as he stares after his mother. The receptionist babbles some inanity about how glad she is that Grace is back, but Alex doesn't even acknowledge it. He turns on his heel and storms out.
“Hey!” the hospital worker yells after him. “You're welcome. We're only keeping your mother safe.”
I want to say, “Is that what you call it?” but I bite back the words. Mouthing off will probably just make the situation worse. I dart through the sliding doors after Alex and step outside just in time to see him kick the wall, hard enough to break his foot, I'm sure, but he doesn't even wince.
I watch him struggle for control, then turn around and slide down to sit on the pavement, his head between his knees. The sun is setting, so the whole parking lot is bathed in rich, gold light, which feels all wrong right now. This is a bleak moment.
I go sit next to him.
“Sorry,” he mutters.
“You've got nothing to apologize for.”
“You helped, a lot.”
“I tried to help, but I'm not sure it did any good.”
“It did.” He runs his fingers through his hair, flipping it back from his face. “She didn't try to give me her watch at least.”
“Her watch?”
“It's a suicide thing. People give away important stuff when they don't want to live anymore. I hate this.” He exhales what sounds an awful lot like a sob, then folds his arms over his face and starts to cry. Not something I ever thought I'd see tough, mean Alex Katsumoto do. 
I feel like I'm intruding again on a private moment and try to think of something to say to let him know that I understand. Except, I'm not sure I do understand. I could imagine my mom angry and upset if someone took her from her pottery, but you could lock her up anywhere with a potters wheel and clay and she'd be fine with it. Losing me wouldn’t make her this sad. I try to comprehend exactly how much sadness it would take to make someone like Alex cry. 
This whole afternoon, watching a family that has so much that is obviously wrong with it, I'm shocked by the feeling that underneath it all, Alex and his mother have it fundamentally right. You're supposed to love each other this much. You're supposed to cry when you think of the other person being hurt. I wonder if my brother would cry like this if I got locked up in a mental hospital.
I know the answer before I can even complete the thought. Yes. He would. He barely knows me, but I know that if I don't call him to tell him I'm okay in a few minutes, he really will call around Pelican Bluffs to get people to help him find me.
“You pity me?” Alex asks. He says it with disgust, as if he's somehow beneath my regard and knows it.
I weigh my answer carefully. “I admire you.”
He snorts.
“No, I do. You've dealt with this all your life on your own. It's impressive. And just now, I mean, I get why you haven't been down here. Totally understand.”
“Do you even know how not to be nice?”
“Sure. I call you a jerk all the time.”
That earns me a laugh. He peers at me with one eye, still red from crying. “Yeah, but that's a compliment. I've deserved worse.” He sniffles and I pat my pockets for a tissue to give him. He takes it from me with a rueful smile. I can tell he hates having me see him like this. “This is all my fault.” 
“No, it was an accident. And Officer Li-”
“Got her committed, but the psychiatrist evaluated her and said she's clearly not a risk to society. She could be discharged, but she doesn't have any near family to take custody. I can't have her back because I'm going to court for assaulting a police officer. She'd be home by now if I wasn't such an idiot.” He looks me in the eye. “Every time she asks me if she can go home, what am I supposed to say to her?”
“Well, if you get community service can you have her back?”
“Depends on whether the court trusts me to take care of her.”
“How can they not? She obviously trusts you. You've taken care of her all your life.”
He looks down.
I sense he's about to resume the not talking thing, so I cast about for a way to prevent that. “Listen, can I ask a nosy question?”
“Hmm?”
“Your family clearly has, um, means. I mean... you live bluffside. Why is she in a state funded place like this?” 
He takes a moment to form his response. “Because we still don't know what's next. I don't know if we can bring her home again or if she'll have to be in a group home. And she's on Social Security Disability and then the family's money is in this, like, special needs trust thing.” He stuffs the tissue in his pocket. “We can't do anything without a lot of paperwork, basically.”
“What's a group home?”
“It's an-” he gestures at the empty air “-assisted living facility. A place where people who can't live by themselves live under supervision.”
“So that would be a better place? Better than here?”
He exhales a shaky sigh. “I dunno. The people who work at these facilities... I mean, it's not exactly a dream job, you know? The places sometimes have to take who they can get. People with no qualifications and no other options...”
“So,” I say, “not to be insulting, but...”
He looks at me. 
I bite my lip. “Is it the kind of job you could get?”
He lowers his eyebrows, absorbing that, then looks at me as if I've just told him he won a million dollars. His posture relaxes. “Maybe.”
“Is it the kind of thing you could do for community service? Assuming that's what you get when you go to court?”
He shuts his eyes for a long blink, then stares out across the parking lot. “Yeah. I can always try, right?”
“It was just a thought.”
He nods to himself, then looks at me again. “We should get home.”
“Okay.”
“You need to call your brother, again?”
I pull out my phone and dial. “He said it wasn't worth his time to kill me,” I say when my brother picks up. Alex starts across the parking lot and I follow him.
“Okay, he's dead then. Tell him.”
“I'm not gonna pass on a death threat.”
Alex laughs.
“I love you,” says John.
“I love you, too.”
There's a long pause. “Thanks for calling.”
“I'll text you when I'm home.” We're at the car now.
I hang up and turn to see Alex scooping all of the Happy Meal toys into a plastic bag. At my curious look he says, “Yeah, she just needs to sort them, and then I throw them out.” He shrugs.



 
 
 
 
 

The next Monday, Kailie latches onto my arm after school. “Hey,” she says, “can I come to work with you today?”
“Come to the library?”
“Yeah.”
“Sure.” 
She's fidgety, which means something is on her mind. 
“You okay?” I ask.
“Yeah. I'm fine. It's all good.”
But she keeps on fidgeting. 
I try to think of something to say to distract her. “Did my nails yesterday,” I offer, holding out a hand.
“Very nice.” She glances, smiles, then looks away.
“Did my toenails too.”
“Cool.” 
“You have to let me do yours sometime.”
“Yeah. Okay.” She is so distracted, though, that I'm not sure she even really hears me.
So I give up. We walk past Alex and the rest of his slacker friends and I wave to him. He nods back.
That gets Kailie's attention. “Um, what?”
It looks like Alex's friends feel the same way. They all look at him like he just keyed their cars. Apparently we each crossed some uncrossable social barrier.
I shrug and keep walking.
 
There's an email from John when I log into my computer.
 
Hi Madison,

 

Just checking in on you again. You need anything? How are things with Mom?

 

I love you,

 

John

 
I click open the reply box.
 
Hi John,

 

Things are okay, except yesterday we got a letter from our landlord saying we're three months behind on our rent. I don't know if we're going to get thrown out or what. I don't want to ask Mom about it because she hates talking about money stuff.

 

Love,

 

Madison

 
A chat window pops up.
 
John: Mom's got financial problems?

 

Madison: Yeah, always.

 

John: You need help? You need money?

 

Madison: Honestly? I have no idea. How long can you not pay before they throw you out? Should I be worried?

 

John: Depends on the landlord, but I think legally they could right now.

 
That comes as a shock. Mom's had financial problems my whole life, but they've never made us starve or become homeless.
 
Madison: Oh...

 

John: You want me to send you some money? How much is your rent?

 

Madison: No. I don't want to take your money. Rent is $300.00 a month.

 

John: You mean $3,000.00

 

Madison: $3,000? No way. Three hundred.

 

John: You're kidding, right?

 

Madison: No.

 

John: $300 a month for a two bedroom within walking distance of the bluffs? SERIOUSLY? YOU probably make enough to pay off the rent balance.

 

Madison: I have taxes and stuff to pay, so I don't know.

 

John: Okay, listen, clearly you've got a landlord who isn't interested in money, or the house is on a nuclear waste dump or something. I can totally pay off the rent balance if you want me to. Get me the address to send the money and I'll do it. Mom never has to know.

 

Madison: I don't want to take your money.

 

John: $900 so my sister doesn't end up on the streets? That's nothing. What's the address?

 
I fidget for a moment. How can I find out the address? I look at Siraj, who is reading a flyer. “You need something?” he asks.
“Would you know the address of my landlord? To send rent to? I forgot to get it but I need it and-”
“The Wilkstone Foundation is easy. One Wilkstone Drive, Pelican Bluffs, you know the zip code. But they have a drop box,” says Siraj. “You don't even need to mail the letters to them.”
“Oh, okay.”
 
Madison: I think I can afford it, actually. I'm gonna send the money in.

 

John: You sure? 

 

Madison: Yeah. I'd feel bad about taking any of your money.

 

John: I love you. Don't feel bad. Consider it rent for Black Bear. I'm YEARS overdue with that.

 
I giggle.
 
Madison: Thanks. I'm gonna write a check right now.

John: Anytime. I guess Mom is not selling a whole lot of pottery?

 

Madison: I guess not.

 

John: Yeah, it's been a rough month. My Etsy store's taken a hit.

 

Madison: What's an Etsy store?

 

John: Mom sell online at all?

 

Madison: No. We don't have internet.

 

John: Well... let me send you some links and stuff. Meanwhile, I shouldn't be distracting you at work.

 

Madison: Thank you.

 

John: I love you.

 

Madison: Love you too. Bye.

 
I glance up and see that Kailie sits by herself at a table in the corner, tapping on her phone. I wonder if she's allowed to have it or she stole it, and if she's going to get in more trouble this evening after the library closes, but she's so absorbed in what she's doing I know better than to try to talk to her. I get up to empty the reshelving cart.
When I return to my place behind the desk, Siraj flicks his gaze in Kailie's direction. “She okay?”
“I don't know,” I admit.
“I wish I had a better opinion of her parents, but my contact with them has been almost all negative.”
“You mean fighting with them to keep funding the library?”
“Yeah, they're a couple of control freaks, and after what happened to her older sister, I worry about her. She’s the sort of person who reacts to discipline by acting out, isn’t she?”
“I really don't know what's going on.”
Siraj gives her another speculative look, then returns to sorting through the fliers set out on the counter. 
 
The next day, as Kailie and I step onto campus, Alex stands at the edge of the parking lot, waiting. With a glance at Kailie, he draws me aside. 
It's a bitterly cold morning, but the sky is the kind of gray that promises a warm afternoon. My lungs sting a little every time I inhale. Alex, as always, just wears his dad's military jacket and doesn't seem to mind the temperature at all.
Everyone, and I mean everyone in the parking lot turns to stare at me and him. Kailie shoots me a knowing smile and struts on across the parking lot towards the school.
“So, yeah,” says Alex. “A lot of people got text messages yesterday saying you and I hooked up.”
“Oh,” I say. “Well... whatever.”
“What's going on?”
“Kailie. Another one of her games.” I try to figure out what she's retaliating against me for this time, and come up blank. I was nice to her yesterday when she wanted to come to work with me. Now I remember her tapping away at her phone. Apparently this is what she was doing.
“What?” says Alex.
“She does this. Told me JP was cheating on me, trashed my Facebook page-”
“Why?”
“Because she's like that.”
“I thought you two were friends.”
“We are.”
“So how, exactly, do you define the term, 'friend'?”
“She's having a rough time right now.”
“Still.”
“Look, I'm sorry. Really.”
He shrugs. “My friends are all jealous of me now. Your friends say you hooked up with the senior class psycho, while mine say I totally hit the jackpot.”
I laugh, my breath steaming in the air, my cheeks flushing warm. “I thought you said never to use that term.”
“I'm quoting.”
“I'll talk to Kailie.”
“How long do I have until your brother hears it and comes to kill me?”
“At least an hour.”
He smiles and looks down at me with the same unreadable look in his eyes that he had over dinner with his mother. After a moment he says, “I'll see you around.”
“Yeah. See you.” I make it about ten more steps before I run into Carson, who looks like I just punched him in the stomach.
He stands with his arms folded across his chest. “Mom doesn't want you to date Mormons, or you just don't want to date me. He's still investigating, you know. He's talking about getting baptized.”
“I am not dating Alex,” I say. “He's a friend.”
“Does he know that?”
“It's another of Kailie's pranks, okay? Ignore.”
This doesn't calm him down, though. “It's not the text messages that bother me,” he says. “What was that?” He waves an arm at the place where Alex and I stood. “The two of you off talking?”
“He's a friend,” I repeat.
“Since when?”
“I dunno. Try talking to him sometime. He's actually a nice person.”
“To you. Of course he is.”
“Listen, please don't give me a hard time. I helped him go visit his mom on Saturday. We did not hook up.”
“Because you don't want to? You're not interested in him?”
“See you around.” I push past him and keep walking, irritated even though I know that Carson's hurt. He's got the wrong idea, so I know he'll get over it. 
 
When I arrive at work that afternoon, I don't even wait for Siraj to ask.
“My friend is sending around nasty text messages telling the whole school that I'll do sexual favors for anyone.”
“So in other words, your day was fine?”
“Yes.”
“Explain to me why this person is your friend?”
“We've been friends forever. Since we were little.” I sit down at my computer and boot it up.
“So, habit, not because she deserves your friendship.” He swivels my chair so that I face him and not my computer. Despite his initial joke, his expression is grave.
I think over what to say, and decide to just tell him everything. “First she told everyone I hooked up with this one guy, and then when that didn't bother anyone, she started saying I'll hook up with anyone.”
“Madison, there comes a point when that sort of thing isn't just cruel. It's illegal. How many messages has she sent?”
“I don't know, but I don't want to talk to the police. It'll blow over.”
“Do you think anyone might do anything because of those messages? Do you have a boyfriend who might get jealous?”
“No. The person most likely to get hurt is her. I guess the last time she did something like this-”
“She the one who altered your Facebook page?”
“Yeah. People were real mean to her.”
“Sounds like she deserved it. I didn't say anything when you got two black eyes, but I can't just sit by while-”
The glass doors sweep open and Ryan storms into the library. This, I feel, is a historic moment. Ryan in a library. Wordlessly, he holds his phone out to me. On the screen is a message that says that I will do something very lewd to him if he ever wants. He just has to come find me. 
“From Kailie?” I say.
“Yep.”
“I'm not going to-”
“No. No, I know that. I just thought you should see it.”
“Madison,” says Siraj, “that is quite serious, what she is doing.”
“You don't know the whole story.”
“Does anything justify this?” says Ryan. “Look, it's me, and I think this is excessive. I kind of want to go punch her lights out.”
“Leave her alone,” I say.
“Leave her alone?”
The doors open again and in walks Alex, wearing a suit and looking furious. “What are you doing?” he says to Ryan.
Who in turn holds his hands up in the air.
“Whoa,” I say. “Hold on. Ryan's not doing anything.”
Siraj clears his throat. “My usual jokes aside, things are getting too exciting in here. This is a library, not a televised courtroom. Madison, I would like to report your friend to-”
“No. Don't.”
“Why are you protecting her?” says Ryan.
“Can I have a moment?” says Alex.
“Dude, you're, like, talking,” says Ryan.
I get up and beckon Alex back to the conference room. Once we're both inside, I shut the door. “I'm sorry,” I say.
In a suit, Alex looks at least twenty-five. His bearing is all adult ease and confidence, even while he's angry. “You have nothing to apologize for.”
“My friend is being awful.”
“Yeah, she really is. She do this a lot?”
I shrug. “Sometimes.”
“Why is she your friend?” 
“Everyone keeps asking that.”
“You got an answer?”
“You don't know what she's going through, all right?” Even I don't know anything more than the circumstantial evidence, I think.
He shakes his head, disgusted.
“What did she text you?” I ask.
“Nothing. She doesn't have my phone number.”
That makes me feel a little better. Still, I'm thoroughly embarrassed now. 
“Madison, is there anything I can do?”
“No. It'll be fine. I'm just really, really sorry.”
“Stop apologizing for something that isn't your fault.”
“That's nice of you to say.”
“I'm not being nice.” His expression is unreadable again as he looks down at me. “Listen, what has to happen in order to get her to stop?”
“I don't know.”
“Do you have a guess?”
“Well,” I try to keep my tone light, “we could just make it all go away by getting together.”
Alex lifts an eyebrow. “That a joke?”
“Y-yeah. I mean, totally. Of course.” It feels like the temperature in the room just climbed ten degrees, and my heart's beating like it wants to break my ribs.
He holds my gaze a moment longer, then looks down. “Anyway. I need to get to court.”
“Right. Good luck.”
“Thanks,” he says. He doesn't look me in the eye, and I sense as he opens the conference room door, that he just wants to escape.



 
 
 
 
 

I do my best to act casual when we emerge from the conference room. Ryan is gone, and Siraj is busy at his computer. “I better not see blood when I turn around,” he says. “I'm a librarian. I like the quiet life.”
Alex ghosts on past on his way out. I sit down in my seat.
“You realize that you just put yourself alone in a room with a boy who smashed up a police car less than two weeks ago?”
“He's fine.”
“Well, you may not be aware of this, but bashing police cars in public is frowned upon in this culture. That is why the USA made my short list of countries to emigrate to.”
“Everything's fine, okay? He thinks it's all a joke. Kailie's only hurting herself. It's all under control.”
“You call this under control?”
“Did Ryan say anything before he left?”
“Only that he would corroborate my story in a report to the police.”
“No, come on-”
“You are a good friend. Too good. I am going to do this, and I'm not asking for your permission.”
Great, I think.
 
At the end of the day, someone walks into the library just as we're about to close. I look up to tell them to come back tomorrow, but it's Kailie. Her arms are folded tight and her expression is serious.
“You okay?” I ask her.
She glares at me, then looks at the floor. “I'm sorry.”
“Did you get in trouble?”
“I got a warning, from the police.”
“Well, I'm sorry about that.”
Siraj makes a disgusted noise.
I finish clearing up my workspace and shoulder my backpack. With a wave goodbye to my boss, I take her by the arm and head outside. “Why do you have to do stuff like that?” I ask, once we're out of earshot of Siraj.
“Everybody loves you. No matter what. You're the perfect angel.”
“Well, they don't hate me for stuff I didn't do.”
“I need your help with something.”
“Yeah, sure. Anything.”
“I want to go see Kirsten, but I don't want to go alone.”
“I can go with you.” 
There's more sunlight this evening than there has been in the past few weeks. It's actually noticeable today, and the air's a little warmer too. 
But Kailie is all wrapped up emotionally. Her expression is tense and she only looks at the ground in front of her as we walk towards my neighborhood. It isn't like her at all.
“You okay?” I ask.
“Mmm.”
“No seriously. You okay? You need anything?”
“It's fine. Don't worry.”
If our roles were reversed, she'd throw her arm around me and try to physically shake me out of my mood. I don't dare try that with her. She doesn't seem like she'd appreciate it. Or maybe that's just me being a coward, but she seems like she's in a darker place than usual.
I'm glad it's a short walk past my house to Kirsten's. Even though there's more light at this hour than last week, the tall trees cast shadows slightly darker than twilight. The lights are on in Kirsten's house and a shadow moves across one of the windows.
Kailie hugs herself more tightly and stops at the edge of the yard.
I stop with her and wait to see what she wants to do next. It's a little hard to see in this light, but I get the impression that she's looking the house over, at the junked out yard, at the big patch of gray stucco and the screen hanging loose from one of the windows.
“You want to go in?” I ask.
“I dunno.”
“Listen, is everything all right?”
“I'm fine.”
“You want to spend the night at my place?”
“Um... could I?”
“Yeah, of course. Come on, and if you want to visit your sister later, you can.” Now I do put my arm around her shoulders and I notice how bony she is. “And I'm hungry,” I say. “You hungry?”
“Yeah.” That comes out as a whisper.
She leans her head on my shoulder and I lean my cheek against her forehead and we make our way back to my house. I stop to check the mailbox and find a letter addressed to me, which I tuck in my pocket.
Once inside the house, I open the fridge, get out all the bread and sandwich fixings, lay them out on the counter. Kailie makes herself one sandwich and eats it before I'm even done spreading mayonnaise on mine. I excuse myself to go read my letter, knowing that will make it easier for her to eat as much as she needs.
The envelope is plain and white and my address is typed. There's no return address. The letter inside, though, is printed on heavy, cream colored paper with “Wilkstone Foundation” embossed at the top. When I unfold it, my check flutters to the floor. I stoop to pick it up and see that someone's written “VOID” across it.
 
Dear Ms. Lukas,



The Foundation has reviewed your family's financial situation and has elected to award forbearance of rent for six months. Thus, no more rent payments will be required for the next three months, at which point the Foundation will review your family's situation once again.



Sincerely,



The Board of Directors



cc: LLW

RMW

AWK

JDW

 
Forbearance? I wish I could Google what that word means. I fold up the letter, stick it in my pocket, and get out my phone.
“Hey, gorgeous,” John answers.
“What does forbearance mean?”
“In what context?”
“Rent. Paying rent.”
“It means you don't have to pay it. How'd you score that?”
“The landlord gave it to us. Mom must've applied for it or something.”
“That's a relief.”
“Yeah.”
“How're things?”
“Normal.”
“Mom still being cold to you?”
“Yeah, that’s normal. It’s that or rage, and I prefer cold.”
“Are you sure you're safe? I-”
“Listen, everyone's been saying that my whole life. Don't you start too.”
“Fine, sorry. Everything else all right?”
I lower my voice. “Kailie's gone on another of her hate campaigns against me-”
“By another you mean to say this is a recurring thing?”
“And everyone says I'm stupid for staying her friend. But the thing is, no one else knows her like I do. Mom doesn't care. Her parents are really strict and kinda cruel, and she doesn't have a whole lot of other friends.” These words sound strange as I say them, but I realize they're the truth. Kailie's popularity has taken a real hit over the years. “Something's wrong in her life. Really wrong.”
“Wrong how?”
“I think her parents are abusive.”
“Okay... you should not be dealing with that on your own.”
“There's no one else-”
“Not a high school counselor?”
“No. She'd never talk to a counselor.”
“The police?”
“I'm not gonna talk to the police.” I think of how Officer Li handled Alex's mother.
John exhales right into the phone with a blast of static. “Okay,” he says. “You know the situation better than I do. I'll trust your judgment. Call me anytime you need.”
“Thanks, I probably will. Love you.”
“Love you too, Sis.”
 
Back out to the kitchen, Kailie's polishing off another sandwich. I finish making mine without even glancing at hers, though from how much bread is gone, she's scarfed at least three, and as soon as I sit down, she stays in her seat and does not go to make herself another, though I suspect she could eat it. I convince her to split a bag of potato chips with me. Her eyes seem so big and her skin translucent.
At just after seven, the doorbell rings. Kailie looks up from the bag of chips and her eyes widen a little.
“Stay here,” I say.
I go to open the door, just enough to peer out, and I wedge my foot against it so that it'd be hard to push open any further.
Mr. Beale stands on the doorstep. “Kailie here?” he asks.
For a moment, I debate how to answer that. “I've asked her to help me with something.”
“We need her to come home.” He doesn't even look at me, just stares at the door as if willing himself to have x-ray vision.
“No,” I say.
That gets him to look at me. “Beg pardon?”
“No. I need her for something.”
His face folds into a scowl and he looks me up and down, as if sizing up how much trouble I might give him if he tries to force his way in.
I wedge my foot more firmly, crushing my own toes.
“Madison, I'm worried about her. Nothing we do seems to make the slightest impression, and I know you'll deny it, but she's done criminal things to you in the last week.”
“Just let her stay here tonight. One night.”
“Coddling her-”
“I'm not going to get her for you.”
He breathes out a sigh of disgust, looks the house over, and stalks away, casting several angry glances back at me as he goes to his car and starts the engine. 
I shut and lock the front door.
In the kitchen, Kailie sits with her forehead resting on her hand. She doesn't say anything.
I return to my seat and eat another potato chip. I don't say anything either.
 
That night she sleeps like the dead, limp as a ragdoll and unmoving. I wake up once when I roll onto her hand, and again when my leg jerks and I kick her, but each time she lays in the same position, on her back, mouth slightly open. The next time I open my eyes, my alarm is blaring and she's gone. On my desk is a note that reads:

I think of her father stalking off towards his car and get dressed and ready as fast as I can, worried that I'll have to stand on the corner for fifteen minutes or more to see if she's coming, but as soon as I set foot outside, I see her standing in our usual meeting spot, her cellphone in her hand, an amused half-smirk on her lips as she taps away on it with her thumb.
My knees go weak with relief. I run to join her. “Hey.”
“Hey, hey. I slept so well last night.”
“I'm glad. You want breakfast before school?”
She opens her backpack to reveal a greasy paper bag. “I brought you breakfast. EVOL does breakfast burritos, don't you know?”
“Deep fried breakfast. Perfect.” I can't help but glance to see if she's soaked her notes or textbooks in oil, but her backpack is empty, which is strange. Her parents insist she bring home all her homework and do it every night.
My friend is in high spirits, though, and we crunch our way through our burritos as we walk to school. Warm egg, sausage, and salsa with gooey cheddar cheese taste so good with the deep fried shell that I'm to the end of mine before we even reach the high school. How embarrassing.
“Okay, so I've decided,” says Kailie. “I'm gonna go see Kirsten today after school.”
“You want me to go with you?”
“Please?”
“Yeah, of course.”
The sight of her smile makes me feel like a big, constricting rubber band around my chest melts away. Kailie's fine. The strangeness with her parents is just that, family strangeness. It'll all work itself out.
It isn't until we get to school, cross the parking lot, and go inside that she unzips her jacket and I see she's wearing the same clothes as yesterday. I avert my eyes and pretend not to notice. Alex is just inside the doorway and I stop to ask him, “How did it go?”
He looks down at me, surprise flitting across his expression. “I got community service. They're gonna see if I can volunteer at a group home.”
“That is awesome. So your mom?”
“Still working on that one.”
“Do you know which group home you'll work at?”
“I dunno, probably one with a lot of violent patients. Officer Li was not happy.”
“I'm happy, though.”
“Well, thanks.”
Kailie grasps my arm. “What are you doing?” she whispers, her breath hot against my ear.
Alex looks at her and I see his usual anger flare up. But then he takes a deep breath, lets it out slowly, and says, “She's talking to me. You got a problem with that?”
“Yeah, I do.”
I switch her grip so that I'm holding onto her arm instead. “She doesn't mean that.”
“Yes I do. He’s a psycho!”
“She means that as in psychopath. And she says congratulations, right?” I turn and peg her with my best stop it now look.
“And you-” she turns to Alex “-you can’t be friends with her.”
Alex lifts an eyebrow. “So, Madison, I got all these text messages saying you wanted to do some stuff for me.” He keeps his voice level, no hint of irony.
“Right, those,” I say. “Yeah, what's a good time?”
“I've got detention this afternoon. Maybe after. That enough time?”
“I don't know.” I bat my eyelashes. “How long does it usually take? I don't actually know what half the things in those text messages are.”
At that his facade cracks and he laughs. “I'll see you later.”
“Later.” Only then do I look around and see that everyone is staring at me. Alex ducks his head with embarrassment as he retreats down the hall.
Kailie rears back and punches me in the chest, hard enough to knock me back. “I hate you,” she screams.
I stumble into the doors where several pairs of hands grab my shoulders and help me up again. Before I can even lift my gaze, I'm surrounded by people and Kailie's being restrained by Ryan and another one of his friends.
I glance around, confused, but within minutes I'm in the nurse's office, where she checks out the bruise on my sternum and Kailie's in the principal's office, being given detention. And I thought nobody ratted on anyone in this school. I now know what she was mad at me for, though. Maybe it wasn't Ben that Kailie was looking for at all those midnight beach parties. Clearly, she's got a thing for Alex, and who can blame her? He's beyond gorgeous, and so is she. Cold fear settles in my chest. If Alex had to choose between me and her, I just can’t see him choosing me.



 
 
 
 
 

I don't see Kailie for the rest of the day, except in passing, and she glares at me each time. A text to her phone goes unanswered, so I just decide to leave it. I don't forget about her desire to go visit her sister, though.
 
At five o'clock, I can't help but stare out the front windows. Maybe, I tell myself, she went to see Kirsten on her own. She doesn't need me, right? The two sisters are probably sitting and chatting.
I try to focus on my homework, which I’ve laid out on the kitchen table.
At five thirty, I find myself staring out the window again. Something feels all wrong. The Kailie I know would have come by to apologize by now and tell me how things went with her sister, if she even went to see her sister. Maybe she had to go straight home from detention, which would have ended an hour ago.
Even though I know it's not entirely rational, I get up, put on my jacket, and head out, tapping out a quick text to my friend to let her know that I'm looking for her.
I take my time, as I walk towards the Inn. On my way up Ridge Road I crane my neck to look at the Inn, as if by staring at the outside I can figure out whether or not my friend is or was there. Her car is.
The wind goes from cool to sharp and biting cold as I draw closer to the bluffs, and when I reach the door to the residence, there's no answer when I knock. I consider knocking on the back door of the Inn itself, but recall my tense encounter with Mr. Beale yesterday and think better of it.
Kailie still hasn't answered my text, so I mull over what to do next. Maybe she went to Kirsten's without me, I reason, so I head out in that direction.
Again, I take my time and search the sidewalks with my gaze for any sign of my friend. When I reach Kirsten's house, I can tell, just from the way people move around inside, that Kailie isn't there. I'd expect the two sisters to sit down and talk, but the shadows inside move around, as if doing evening chores.
I backtrack to my house, the library, then back to the Inn before returning to search around my neighborhood some more. I don't know why I'm searching like this, but everything looks wrong, even though I can't put my finger on why. It's as if I've been taken from my world into a world that is almost identical, but not quite. The houses seem to have more cracks than I remember, and the sky less light at this hour. I pull out my phone and call John.
“Something happened to Kailie,” I say.
“What is it?”
“I don't know. But I know something's wrong. Or maybe I'm just paranoid. I guess I'm just paranoid.”
“Tell me what happened.”
“Well, I haven't seen her since school, but she kind of got thrown in detention for hitting me and was really mad at me so... maybe that's why I haven't seen her.”
“That what you really think?”
“No. I think something's wrong, but I can't figure out why. I can’t shake the feeling.”
“Trust your gut. Have you looked everywhere?”
“Pretty much.”
“Talked to people?” 
“I guess I could start doing that right now.”
“Okay. Anything I can do?”
“No. I'll call you.”
We hang up and I head back to Kirsten's where, again, the figures move from room to room and there's no sense of a visitor. Still, this time I go knock on the front door, my knuckles making a hollow sound against the flimsy wood.
A very exhausted looking Kirsten opens, and at the sight of me, she looks past, then back at me, puzzled. Her brown hair is piled on top of her head in a loose bun and she's wearing sweats and a t-shirt for some band I've never heard of. “Hi,” she says.
“I'm looking for Kailie. Has she been by?”
“Um... I haven't seen or even talked to Kailie in ten months.” Her searching gaze seems to ask, “Should I be worried?” Her voice is leaden with exhaustion, and I can't help but notice that she looks closer to thirty than her actual age of nineteen. Her belly is starting to swell with another pregnancy and I can hear a toddler chattering away in the other room.
It's a question I feel I should ask her. “She wanted to come see you today. I was supposed to come with her.”
“Well, I can tell you what happened. Mom and Dad stopped her, either by bribing or punishing her-”
“You think they'd punish her more?”
“More than what?” She shrugs.
“Okay, well thanks. Sorry to bother you.”
“It's fine. Bye.”
Who else, I wonder, can I talk to? Other than her parents. I don't want to talk to them. I wander back to my house, fully aware that I'm stalling. I stop at the curb and stare at my home with its pots and windchime and bleached out siding. Then I see it. Tucked under my window is a little piece of paper.
Or, as I discover when run over and tug it loose, a little envelope. I open it and out of it spills a necklace with a single, black pearl. I gave it to her for her sweet sixteenth birthday.
I jam it into my pocket, turn, and head for the Inn at a dead run, tearing down the street towards Jacksons and bolting across Wilkstone, heedless of traffic. The Inn's lights are all on, glowing faintly in the falling dusk, but the lights of the house are off. I ignore the stitch in my side as I circle around to the house door, collapse against it, and knock. No answer.
I run to the rain barrel and am on the roof in record time, but her room is dark and there's no response when I knock on the window. The wind whips across the asphalt shingles and tugs at my shirt and jeans. Maybe I've got this all wrong. Maybe Alex's claim that giving things away is a symptom of suicide is wrong. 
A little voice inside my head says he's right. After all, who would know more about weird mental issues? I wish I had his phone number, but never thought to ask for it.
I pound on the window, then press my palms to it and shove upwards. It won't budge. I call Kailie's phone and hear it ring, inside the room. No one answers.
I call my mother.
“What is it?” she answers, voice seething with rage.
“Mom. I can't find Kailie and I am really, really worried about her.”
“Where are you?”
“Um... on the roof of the Beales' house.”
“What are you doing there?”
“Like I said, I'm trying to find Kailie and I think she might have hurt herself.”
“Well what are you going to do? Break into their house? Call the police? Be serious.”
“I am serious, Mom. I'm afraid she might have attempted suicide.” 
“Do not do any property damage based on a hunch. The last thing I need is for you to break a window. The Beales will throw me out of the gallery altogether. Just leave the situation be.”
I hang up and resist the urge to throw my phone as far as possible. Instead I press my face against the glass and look into the darkness in Kailie's room. I can see the far wall, some of the floor, and a very dark splotch on the rug. That is definitely not right.
The window doesn't break when I hit it with my hand, and I realize that's a good thing because I'd just cut myself. I turn around and ram it with the heel of my boot. The first time I hear a crunch, but the glass doesn't give all the way. A star shaped nexus of cracks appears. I ram again and this time it does give, sending shards of glass into the room beyond.
There is a sickening smell that I can't quite place.
I climb in, careful not to cut my hands on the jagged glass, only, when I put my boot down inside, it slides out from under me and I have to grab the nearest thing at hand. I thank whatever deity is listening for the shells affixed to the wall. They hold my weight and don't slice my hands. I look down and see that I'm standing in a pool of blood.
My throat constricts with shock, turning my scream into a squeak. Kailie is lying, curled up in the corner, her clothes soaked through. Her back is to me, her hair matted and caked, her cheek paler than mine.



 
 
 
 
 

I vault over Kailie's unconscious form, slip, and fall. My hand lands on a kitchen knife and I see in the dimness that she's slit her wrists. Blood covers her hands. I fumble my phone out of my pocket and try to dial 911. I manage on the third try.
“Emergency?” says the operator.
“My friend might have killed herself. She slit her wrists.”
But Kailie inhales sharply.
“She's alive!” I say. 
“Where are you?”
I give the address. “It's the Pelican Bluffs Inn. The house attached to it.”
“And what condition is the patient in?”
“She slit her wrists. There's blood everywhere.”
“Are the wounds still open?”
“I don't know.”
“Is the blood pulsing out or just oozing out.”
“I don't see pulsing.”
“Did the patient submerse their wrists in hot water?”
“Huh? No.”
“All right, that's good. Apply direct pressure to the wounds. Try to bandage them with something. Help should be there any minute.” In the distance, I hear a siren start up. “Stay on the line,” the operator tells me.
I cast about for something to tie the wounds with and grab my gloves out of my pockets. It's tricky but I manage to tie one around each wrist. Much to my horror, blood soaks through them at once. I retrieve my phone from my pocket and press it to my ear. “She's still bleeding.”
“But she didn't put her wrists in water?”
“No. Why?”
“That's how you keep the blood from clotting. It's good that she didn't. Do you know where the pressure point is on the upper arm?”
“No.”
“Just under the bicep, in the inside of the arm, is an artery, press the artery against the bone and that'll slow down bloodflow.”
I try to make sense of this, but I don't really understand.
The sirens get closer and I hear the door that connects the house to the Inn open. Heavy footsteps clomp down the hall towards us and Mr. Beale pokes his head in. For a few seconds, that feel like hours, he takes in the scene, then looks at me. Anger wars with bewilderment in his expression.
“She's still bleeding,” I say. 
“Is everything all right?” the operator asks.
“No, not really.”
“Can you send someone outside to guide the paramedics in?” she says.
“Yeah, I'll go downstairs.”
This means getting past Mr. Beale, though, who doesn't move when I get up and cross the room. He just stares at me.
“Get out of my way.” I go almost nose to nose with him. 
His eyes narrow, but he does step back.
“Greg?” Kailie's mom calls out. “What's going on?”
I don't wait to see that confrontation. I run down the stairs and wait at the front door as Officer Li's car careens into the parking lot, an ambulance right behind it. Uniformed paramedics unload a stretcher and I motion to them to go up the stairs. Mrs. Beale's bloodcurdling scream guides them the rest of the way.
Officer Li strides in after them and I follow him back upstairs, where I find one paramedic fending off Mrs. Beale and the other two loading Kailie onto the stretcher. The lights are all on now and I can't help but stare at the pool of blood with skid marks where I slipped. It's as if the paramedics don't even notice it, or how impossibly pale my friend is. Her head lolls to one side as they strap her down.
“Why is there no furniture in this room?” demands Officer Li.
“You mind your own business,” says Mr. Beale.
The officer turns to me.
“Don't you-” Mr. Beale snarls as he lunges for me, but before I can react, he is down. Officer Li holds him by only his fingers, but twists them in a way that prevents him from getting up. 
Surreal does not even begin to describe this experience.
“You're with me,” says the cop as the handcuffs come out. “Madison, you need to find Sonya when you get to the hospital. Can you do that?” He looks up so that he can see me nod.
“She's the social worker,” supplies one of the paramedics, which doesn't enlighten me much.
They carry Kailie out onto the landing and she doesn't look alive to me. Meanwhile, I look like I just came out of a slaughterhouse with my jeans soaked with blood from the knee down.
Officer Li hauls Mr. Beale to his feet and marches him down the stairs. I feel like a spectator, a gawking tourist who's just getting in the way. 
The paramedics seem like they were summoned out of some crime drama television show. I follow them down stairs which are stained with bloody footprints. My footprints, I realize, and now the paramedics' too. My vision becomes like that jerky handheld footage that some of these shows have and I feel myself starting to gray out. The fresh air outside barely registers, though I'm dimly aware of the wind running icy fingers through my hair.
Someone takes my arm and marches me to the ambulance. I get put in the front seat and told to buckle my seatbelt, and then we're off on an insanely fast drive, with sirens whooping and lights casting a strobe effect on everything we pass.
My cellphone rings. “Hello?” I answer it.
“Madison?” 
“Carson?”
“Hey, yeah. My dad says he can see an ambulance at the Pelican Bluffs Inn.”
“It's left already. We're on our way to the emergency room.”
“What happened?”
“Kailie tried to kill herself.” My voice sounds distant as I say this, as if I'm overhearing someone else have this conversation.
“We'll meet you there. Hey, guys!” The line cuts out.
I shut my eyes. I don't care how fast we go around corners. I let myself get thrown against the ambulance door time and time again, and I remember what it felt like to smash Kailie's window. My clothes reek of blood and I can't shake the image of my friend lying on the floor, pale and unmoving.
How much time did I waste, wandering around town? Why didn't I knock on Kirsten's door the first time? How long did Kailie lie there, bleeding like that? What if I hadn't had that exact conversation about suicide with Alex last Saturday? I remember what my brother said about miracles. I wonder if he'd consider that a miracle? I'd have preferred one that would have stopped Kailie from taking a knife to herself. If there really is an all powerful God, that would've been just as easy for him.
The landscape outside is just a blur. I have the vague sense that the ocean is on my left, so we are headed north. I wonder what time it is and if my mother's come in yet, and if she'll care that I'm not around. No, I think. She never does.
Will my mother guess that I'm careening my way to the hospital in clothing soaked with blood? Maybe Mr. Montrose will tell her.
My stomach feels like I've just poured a gallon of icewater into it. I wonder if Mom will blame me for having a Mormon go talk to her. It's not rational, but Mom's reaction to my going out with Carson wasn't rational.
A part of me wants to talk to John. The rest of me knows that I am in a speeding ambulance and have palms so sweaty I couldn't hold onto a cellphone. It'd end up sliding through my fingers like a bar of soap and might bean the driver or something, and that would not be good.
A little voice in the back of my head suggests that this image is funny. I ignore it. I shut my eyes and try to still my thoughts as we drive on, and on, and on. How far, I can't even guess. 
The siren starts up with a wail again and I open my eyes to see us shoot through an intersection, cars dividing to the left and right to let us past. We rocket through a small town I can't identify at this speed and are soon past it.
This drive feels like it's been an eternity, but finally we enter another town, careen around a corner and up a ramp to the emergency room door. The driver jumps out and comes around to my side. When I get down from my seat, he grasps my arm and takes me into the waiting room.
The receptionist takes one look at us and goes pale. “Yes?” she says.
“We need Sonya.” His voice is rock steady, as if this is a normal night.
“I'll call her.”
Behind us the doors slide open again and the ambulance crew stride past with Kailie. Mrs. Beale is with them, looking almost as pale as her daughter. “Do you know her blood type?” one of the paramedics asks her.
She shakes her head.
“She'll be okay,” another one assures me. “You did well. Smart to use your gloves like that, on her wrists.”
“I'm gonna get some scrubs for you to change into, all right?” says the receptionist to me. She disappears through a door to the back.
“Ma'am,” says the ambulance driver to Mrs. Beale, “you need to come with me. They'll look after your daughter.”
“But-”
“Now.” 
The crowd disappears through a set of sliding doors.
The stench of blood is getting stronger by the moment. I wonder how it didn't gag me in the enclosed cab of the ambulance.
A woman with gray streaked black hair comes out of a door behind the reception area, takes one good look at me, and says, “Please don't tell me you offed someone.”
“Suicide attempt,” I say. 
“Not you?” says the woman.
“No,” I say. “Kailie Beale. They just took her back.”
“So what do you need to see me for? I'm Sonya, by the way.”
“I don't know. Officer Li just told me to come find you.”
“How old is the patient?”
“Sixteen.”
“Do you know what drove her to suicide?”
“I could guess.”
“Abuse of some kind?”
I nod.
“All right, okay.” She presses her hands to her forehead.
Just then, the receptionist returns with a stack of blue folded clothing and says, “The rest rooms are through there. Change, put your bloody clothes in this-” she lays a plastic bag on the counter “-and oh, Sonya, you're here. The mother is back there.”
“Okay, right. You take this young lady back after she's changed.”
The receptionist pushes the plastic bag into my hands. “There you go.”



 
 
 
 
 

In the bathroom, I find that my legs are also coated in a fine layer of blood that's hardened enough to be scabby. I wet some toilet paper under the faucet and wipe myself off, then dry my skin with more toilet paper. This is beyond gory, beyond horrific. 
When I emerge with my blood soaked clothes in a plastic bag, I find not the receptionist, but Sonya waiting for me. She takes my arm and says, “I'm the social worker on duty here in the ER this shift,” she says. “I understand your friend was found in some unusual circumstances?” Her voice is very smooth and purrs with energy.
She guides me by the arm through a set of doors and then into a little, windowless office with a desk in one corner and four chairs that face each other. I sit in the one that the social worker indicates for me. “This is complicated because the mother is here too and I need to talk to the police and CPS-”
“CPS?”
“Child Protective Services. Listen, the mother doesn't seem to want to talk, so I'm asking you, should your friend go home to her parents after she's treated here? What do you think?”
“Um... where else would she go?”
“To a foster home while CPS investigates the situation and decides on a course of action.”
“Foster home?”
“I'm throwing way too much information at you. I need to know, do we send this girl home, or will that put her back into the same situation that drove her to suicide?”
Images flash through my mind of Kailie scarfing down food, the mood swings, the hiding from her family. “I...” The sentence won't finish, no matter how hard I push. I never expected I would have to turn the Beales in. I assumed the situation would be bad until Kailie turned eighteen and ran off with some guy or something.
“All right,” says the social worker. “I'll be back. I'm going to go talk to the doctor.”
As soon as she leaves the room, I fold my arms tight across my chest. I feel so drained that it's hard to even stay sitting up. So many dire images have been shoved into my mind that I feel like I need to scream to get them out, but if I release the flood, it may never end. The room sways, and I realize I'm rocking myself. I wonder if I'm muttering too.
“We're looking for Kailie Beale,” comes Carson's voice from down the hall. I sit up straight. “Hey!” he shouts. “Where are you going?”
Footsteps sound against the tile and Alex grabs the doorframe and pivots to lean in. I look up at him and he stares back a moment before coming to kneel in front of my chair, grasping the armrests on each side of me. He looks me in the eye. “Hey. You all right?”
I can't even talk, only whimper. I want to grab hold of his shirt and pull him in for a hug, a kiss, any contact, as much contact as possible.
I know I'm not thinking straight. My arms stay firmly folded.
“It'll be okay, all right? It will,” he says. 
I try to inhale but instead a sob bursts from me. I tumble out of the chair to kneel with him on the floor and put my arms around his waist. I expect him to push me away, to recoil and reject me. Instead, he tucks my head under his chin and wraps his arms around me, strong and safe, just like he held his mother when she was scared. More sobs escape my mouth and I'm crying like a child, blubbering like a little girl with my face buried in his cotton shirt. He's all corded muscle and sinew, but his touch is gentle.
“Hey,” he whispers. I feel him stroke my hair. “It's all right. It'll be okay.”
And miraculously, I believe him. I nuzzle in closer. I've soaked the neckline of his shirt with tears and realize I'd better blow my nose.
He loosens his hold on me just enough for me to dig a tissue out of my pocket, then tightens it once more. “Thank you,” I whisper.
His fingers touch my cheek.
“Is she all right?” That's Carson's voice, coming from the doorway.
“She'll be okay,” says Alex.
I break out of his embrace and look up at Carson, who only says, “Well, okay. I'm gonna go back to Kailie.”
“Carson?” I say.
“See you.” He turns to leave.
Alex looks me in the eye, as if weighing what I decide to do next. 
“How'd you know where to find me?” I ask through hiccupping sobs.
“I've been here before.”
“So what happens now?”
“Sounds like they're going to take Kailie from her parents for the next little while and work out a safety plan before they give her back.”
Kneeling on the floor feels a bit overdramatic now. I get back up into my chair.
He puts his hands on the armrests again. “CPS is going to investigate,” he says. “They're going to maybe build a case against her parents. And the police might bring criminal charges.”
“Really?”
“Sounds like it. You're safe right now. With these people. They aren't affected by the Pelican Bluffs Municipal Council.”
I never figured he was much for town politics, but maybe the Beales' absolute reign is known to everyone.
“It'll be okay,” he says. “You did the right thing. You saved her life. The hard part is over, all right?” His eyes still on mine, he reaches for my hand.
“Well,” comes Sonya's voice in the hallway. 
Alex withdraws so that when she comes through the door, he's just kneeling beside me, one hand resting lightly on the armrest of my chair.
“Alex,” she says. “This girl a friend of yours?”
“Yeah,” he says.
“You talk!”
“Sometimes, yeah.”
“Way to go, buddy. All right, I need to talk to Madison here.”
“You want me to stay?” Alex asks, his gaze directed at me, not Sonya.
I nod.
He gets up and moves to the chair next to me. Sonya sits across from me and starts to ask questions. First she wants to know how I found Kailie, what let me know she might harm herself. Then she starts asking questions about the last few days and weeks. I tell her about the impromptu sleepover, the estranged sister one street over from me, the way she almost never has her phone, the weird punishment where here parents took her furniture. I tell her about the smear campaign, though I don't mention Alex's role. He doesn't even shift his weight with discomfort. It's like he doesn't care. I guess when your mother sees ghosts, it takes a lot to rattle you. 
I tell her about how my Facebook page got trashed and Kailie's partying ways. When she asks if Kailie is sexually active, I admit that all I know is that she isn't a virgin. “We don't talk about that kind of stuff.”
“Does she drink?”
“Yeah.”
“Do drugs?”
“I don't-”
“Yeah,” Alex cuts in. “Smokes weed, at least.”
“And you know that how?” says Sonya.
“I've seen it.” He doesn't bat an eye.
“And do you use drugs?” she asks him.
“People who use weed are 40% more likely to develop psychotic disorders, so no.” He is totally deadpan when he says this, but I find myself choking back the urge to giggle. Get a grip, I think. This is not a funny moment.
“And you're on probation,” she snaps.
“I'm more scared of psychosis.”
“I would be too,” I agree.
Sonya rolls her eyes and resumes questioning me. “Could Kailie be pregnant?”
“I don’t know.”
“Does she have any deep dark secrets that she doesn't dare tell anyone?”
“I don’t know.”
“How would her parents react to a teen pregnancy?”
“They disowned her sister over it.”
“Howabout to her coming out as homosexual?”
“Her family's really religious,” is all I can say.
“Which church?”
“Presbyterian? I think?”
“Could she be homosexual and if she is, would she hide it?”
I resist the urge to look at Alex. “I’m pretty sure she’s not.”
The shorter my answers get, the more general the questions become, until Sonya asks, “Do you know what drove her to suicide?”
“Feeling unloved,” I say.
“You think her parents’ punishments made her feel unloved?”
“She felt like not even they were on her side.”
Sonya makes a few more notes on her tablet and folds the case shut. “All right. Thank you, and you can go see your friend, then get home and get a good night's sleep. Here's my card.” She presses it into my hand. “Call me if you think there's anything else I should know.”
I curl my fingers around it and nod as Alex and I get to our feet. 
“Where's Kailie?” I ask.
“Here.” Alex precedes me to the door. “Come, this way.”
I follow him out the door and down the hall. Two turns later, we reach her, lying on a hospital bed in a little cubicle that can be curtained off, but the curtains are open. Her head is elevated and a heart monitor pings. Her wrists are clean and bandaged. She is still deathly pale and I'm so distracted by this that I don't notice the other Mormons standing nearby until LaDell clears her throat. They all look at me, wide-eyed.
“How'd you guys all get here?” I ask.
“Wednesday night,” says Alex. “Mutual.”
“Oh. Right.”
“My dad called us from the restaurant,” says Carson. “And we were at the chapel, so it wasn't a very long drive to get here.
I nod.
“You saved her life,” says Wendy.
“I almost didn't.”
“She lost one and a half units of blood,” says Alex, “not enough to kill her. They'll probably do a transfusion, but she's okay. It just looks really bad poured out on the floor.”
“I am not going to ask how you know what one and a half units of blood looks like poured out on the floor,” I say.
“Well, your sense of humor's still intact at least.”
“Sure. That's just so funny.” My friend's eyes look sunken and her cheeks hollow. I remember all the food she scarfed down at my house and the burritos we ate this morning. “Where does she go after this?”
“Her family has seventy-two hours to find a relative to take custody of her, and if that doesn't happen, she'll be released to a foster family while CPS puts together a safety plan to reintegrate her with her family. They may make her parents take some classes and things like that.”
I hear frantic whispering and look to see LaDell saying something I can't hear to Carson. Everyone stares at Alex like he's a freak.
Just because he knows the child protection system so well. Of course he would. 
“It'll be a long process,” Alex continues. “Months. Did her dad really try to attack you?”
I nod.
Everyone gawks, except for Alex.
“Wow,” whispers Carson.
“But if I go home now, when will I see her again?”
“Does she have her cellphone? Call it.”
I do and her phone rings. It's on a table right by the bed. 
Alex picks it up, looks it over, and sets it back down. “Should be fine. The nice ones sometimes get stolen, but that's a cheap one. The hospital number is on Sonya's card.”
“Alex,” says Wendy. “Since when did you talk this much?”
He shoots her an exasperated look. “I don't hear any of you helping out here.”
Carson steps forward. “Madison, not to be mean, but you look like a wreck, and Mrs. Beale is gonna come out any moment to see Kailie. You should get home.”
Alex puts his hand on my shoulder. “Yeah, I'll take her.”
Carson opens his mouth to object, then looks at Alex, and holds up a hand in surrender. “You need anything,” he says to me, “call.” 
“Yeah,” I hear myself say. “Thanks.”



 
 
 
 
 

Carson shakes his head, but doesn't say anything as we leave. We walk through the featureless hallways flooded with light, or at least that's how they look to me. I don't bother to focus my eyes, just rely on Alex to guide me. After what feel like random twists and turns, we emerge in the lobby, cross it, and step out the sliding glass doors into a soft rain and dusky light. The air is muggy. Only then do I take stock of where I am, which is a street I don't recognize at all. “Where are we?”
“Crescent City.”
I look up at him in surprise. The ambulance drove much faster than I'd realized. “Oh, I thought we'd be in Sequoia Ridge.”
“They don't do 24-hour emergency. They close at six.” He turns me to face him. “You hungry?”
“No.”
“Did you get dinner?”
“No.”
“Then you need to eat. What do you want?”
“Nothing. Really.” 
His gaze holds mine a moment longer, then he turns to lead me to his car, I presume. Now that I'm outside, in the fresh air, I feel foolish. “Look,” I say, “I'm sorry.”
He quirks an eyebrow at me and I explain, “For being all clingy. You know. Back there.”
He doesn't favor that with an audible response, just heads to his car and holds the door open for me and I inhale the scent of sandalwood and Tiger Balm.
I glance at my watch and am shocked to see that it's past nine. Where did all the time go? “Thank you,” I say when he climbs into the driver's seat.
He flicks his gaze to me, then turns to look out the back window as he reverses out of his parking space.
I feel doubly foolish now, like I'm babbling like a little kid while he takes care of me. I clasp my hands in my lap and look down.
“First met Sonya in eighth grade,” he says as he puts the car into drive. “Got taken to the emergency room with a nasty cut on my arm and my mom couldn't give a coherent account of what had happened. The caregiver didn't see it happen. Thing is, I cut myself by being stupid.” We turn out of the parking lot and onto the street.
“You whittle a stick towards yourself?”
He glances at me again. “I offered to hold a target while Ryan practiced knife throwing.”
“No way.”
“I was thirteen years old, too. How stupid is that? And try to explain that to someone without talking. I drew a picture.”
“Then what happened?”
“Ryan stepped up. When Sonya called him, he told the story just like I did, except with more words. Back then our police officer was Officer James, you remember her?”
I shrug. “Not really. I've never had much interaction with the police.”
“She told me it was too bad it didn't hit my face. Would've been an improvement.”
“No it wouldn't.”
“That's really the last time I had a run in with CPS. The older I get, the more willing people are to assume that I'm just an idiot.”
His insults about himself bother me, but I don't know how to say that without sounding petulant, so I hold my tongue.
“I shouldn't have mouthed off to Sonya, but I guess she still gets on my nerves. I should've said I don't do drugs because it's against the Word of Wisdom.”
“What's that?”
“It's in the Doctrine and Covenants. All the dietary restrictions and health... I dunno what you'd call it. Not a health code. Revelation on what's supposed to be healthy.”
“So it's a Mormon thing.”
“Yeah.” He flicks his glance to me and looks away again. “I'm going to get baptized.”
“When?”
“No set date yet. I kind of haven’t told anyone else.” The car slows with a tick of the turn signal flashing, and I see that we're at a fast food joint. As we pull up to the drive through, Alex says, “Okay, eat something. My treat. Just get something in your stomach.”
I am not hungry. “Your mom have this week's toy giveaway? Or does she even collect from this chain?”
“She has it. You want fries? Milkshake? What?” 
“Sure. Either.”
“Two milkshakes,” he says to the intercom. “What flavor?”
Even that is too much for me.
“One chocolate, one vanilla. That gives you at least two minutes to decide. Put your wallet away.” He pulls on up to the window and hands the cashier his credit card.
“Thanks.”
“You need to eat.” He props his elbow on the open window and drums his fingers on the roof of his car, nonchalantly. A couple of minutes later our shakes arrive and he demands that I choose one.
I just grab the closest one, which turns out to be vanilla. Even though I'm really not hungry, he's right. It does feel nice to put something in my stomach. As I drink, I fidget with a piece of lint on the scrubs that I'm wearing, and it hits me. “I think I left my clothes in Sonya's office.”
“Yeah, I don't know if they'll want them for evidence or what,” says Alex. “I forgot to ask. She'll let you know. You've got other clothes, right?”
“Yeah. I'm not that poor.”
But he only shrugs.
Silence stretches between us. He barely looks at me, just drives. Fifteen minutes later and we're at my house. “Thanks for driving me.”
“Sure.” He gets out and walks me to the door. The night has cooled off and away from the lights of Crescent City, we can see the stars overhead.
“You've been a really good friend,” I say.
“Night,” he says, before he goes back to his car without another backwards glance.
 
The house is empty. Mom's still working, so I head back to my room, pull out my phone, and call John.
“I'm sorry,” I say when he picks up. “I know it's late.”
“What happened?”
“I think this was the worst night of my life.”
“Hang on.” I hear him talking to someone else, someone who does not sound like one of his guy friends. “Madison,” he says into the phone, “I'll call you back in ten, okay?”
I wince, but he's already said goodbye and hung up. For the next ten minutes I have a lightning quick shower, put on my pajamas, and brush my teeth. When he calls again I say, “You were on a date, weren't you?”
“I get major points for being a shoulder for my little sister to cry on.”
“I am so sorry.”
“Don't be. I figured you might call, and I even told Lisa that, so it's all good. What happened?”
“I just got back from the hospital. Kailie slit her wrists.”
“Yeah, if you hadn't called me and disrupted my date, I'd have been mad. Talk to me. Tell me everything.”
“I have never seen that much blood in my life.”
“Did you see her do it?”
“No, I'm the one who found her.”
“She okay or-”
“I think so. It's all kind of a long story.”
“Black Bear and I are listening.”
So I tell the whole story all over again, but this time I cry and sniffle loud enough to make the line crackle. Finally I just break down and sob. 
“Hey,” says John. “I love you. Thanks for calling me, okay? I'll stay on the line as long as you need. All night if you want. Black Bear wants to give you a hug.”
“Thanks.”
“You can say no, but you want me to say a prayer?”
“What? Over the phone?”
“Yeah. Only if you want to.”
“Um, I dunno.” 
“Well, yes or no?” says John.
“What am I supposed to do?”
“Kneel. I usually just kneel by my bed and fold my arms. You don't have to, but that's what I do.”
I feel a little silly, but I kneel down. “Okay.”
“All right, so, you always pray to God the Father, and you usually open a prayer with what you're thankful for. So I can say I'm grateful that you called and that I found you – I always say that I'm grateful that I found you – and then you ask for whatever it is you need. You need what?”
“For the nightmare to be over. I don't know.”
“'Kay, bow your head.”
I rest my forehead on my comforter as my brother starts to pray. While I do my best to listen, I only hear about half of it before my concentration starts to slip. My head feels heavy and my knees like they want to give out. I'm only dimly aware of him saying, “Amen,” and I mumble it back reflexively.
“How you feeling?”
“Really, really tired.”
“Like you can sleep?”
“Yeah.”
“Good. You do that. Call me if you need anything.”
“Okay. Love you.”
“Love you too. Sweet dreams.”
 
I wake up the next morning to Mom shaking my shoulder. “Honey, Greg Beale is here. He wants to talk to you.”
“What time is it?”
“It's seven.”
I roll over and sit up. Amber sunlight peers through the gap between my window and the drapes and paints the floor deep gold.
“He's in the front room,” she says.
“Don't leave me alone with him.”
“You got involved, this is your problem.” She's gone before I can even grab her arm and beg.
Even worse, Mr. Beale is in the front room with one of Mom's largest wall hangings that I know was for sale in the Pelican Sky Gallery. Those take Mom almost a month to make. I step into the room, heedless of my rumpled pajamas and unkempt hair.
He looks me over, then frowns.
I brace myself for a fight.



 
 
 
 
 

I get ready to defend myself. Kailie's gone and it's my fault and he's going to use his position on the Municipal Council to make my life miserable, I just know it.
“Thank you for finding my daughter.”
For a moment I don't know what to say. “Well... you're welcome.”
He shakes his head. “We had the situation under control, you know. She was starting to see things our way until you took her in overnight.”
“No,” I say, “maybe she was starving to death and putting up less of a fight, but-”
“I don't expect you to understand how we run our household. Your mother would let you deal drugs from a drive up window cut into the side of this house if you wanted to.”
“Maybe, but I don't. I'm not like that.”
“Kailie always wished she could have your life. Have your freedom.”
“Okay...”
He pats the wall hanging, which he's slung over our couch. “Listen, this isn't easy for me, but there are two truths that we need to deal with. One is that your mother's art does not sell, and given her rate of production, she takes up more and more of our inventory space, and we can't justify it anymore. There are other artists who apply and can sell ten, twenty times the volume your mother does.”
“So you're going to pull my mom's art from the gallery and kill her career.”
“The other is that we can't hope to make things work with Kailie while you are still here. You're the worst influence possible.”
“I have only ever been nice to her.”
“I'm sure that's how you see it. I know you can live in these houses on a shoestring, but you can't live on nothing. I think it's time you and your mother moved on. Go set up a new life in a different town. And I'm going to ask you to never contact my daughter again.”
“We don't have to leave, even if you do take her art out of the gallery. I earn an income, and if I wanted to, I could quit school and work at Jacksons or something. We'd get by. You can't run us out.”
“I'll do whatever it is I need to do to save my daughter.”
“I am not the problem.”
He lifts his chin at that and anger flashes in his eyes, but he holds it back. “I'll have the rest of your mother's inventory delivered later on this morning. You have a good day.”
As he lets himself out of the front door, I hear the back door open too. Mom was in the kitchen, eavesdropping. She left me alone with Mr. Beale and cowered in the other room. Thanks, Mom, I think.
I hear the sound of pottery shattering.
“Mom?” She breaks things on purpose sometimes, to make shards for windchimes for example, but more crashes follow the first. She's not just breaking one pot.
I go out the back door and make my way to the shed, the prickly weeds digging into the soles of my feet. I don't want to stop to get slippers because I know something is seriously wrong. Sure enough, Mom, with a hammer, is systematically breaking her inventory. “Mom, stop. It's all right. Mom.”
She whirls around and for one insane moment, it seems like she's about to hit me with the hammer, just beat me down until I fall to pieces like her pots. Her gaze holds mine for what feels like minutes, but is probably no more than a fraction of a second before she grabs a whole shelf of drying pottery and slams it to the concrete floor of her shed.
“This is what my life is worth,” she says. “I gave everything for this, and this is what I have to show for it.” She turns towards her wheel, hammer raised.
“Mom! No.” I tackle her and we both fall into the drying shelves. Bowls and cups rain down around us, some of them breaking on the concrete floor. I do my best to hold her arms to her sides and wrestle the hammer away. “Don't. Stop.” I throw the hammer out into the backyard where it disappears among the weeds. “Stop.”
She struggles with me for a moment, then goes limp, tears streaming down her face.
I hold her. “It'll be okay. We don't owe any rent. I can pay for groceries and stuff. We'll be fine.”
She shakes her head. “No.”
“Why not?”
“Because as long as you're here, I can't forget.”
“Forget what?”
“All of it. Everything I did, just because I thought I deserved better.” She wriggles out of my embrace and sits with her head between her knees, pottery crunching under her.
I get up and stare down at her crumpled figure. Mom dies inside without her pottery. Keep her away from her wheel long enough and the light goes out of her eyes. It's happened over the course of a weekend, once, when her wheel was being repaired, and again the one time she traveled for a show. She sold nothing and came home irritable and spitting venomous insults.
As I watch her, the pieces start to click together in my mind, like a shattered pot reassembling itself. She sniffles and doesn't look at me.
I pick my way across the pot shard littered floor and wrestle open the big bag of clay that she always has by her kiln. She's almost run out. Her shelf of glazes is looking pretty depleted too.
“I'm calling your supplier,” I say. “Get you some more clay and glazes.”
“Don't-”
“I'm not asking your permission. I'm just letting you know. I'm gonna write a check for $900.00 to Elaine, and leave it on the kitchen table. That should cover a lot. I tried to pay our rent with that money, but the landlord just voided the check.” I hit the switch to power up her potter's wheel. “Come on. You can clean the place up later.”  
She doesn't look up.
I step carefully over to the door and then pick my way back to the house, my feet smarting so bad that I'm sure I've cut myself. At the back door I brush off the soles of my feet and find that I've got little plant spines of some kind stuck in the skin. It takes me half an hour in the bathroom with tweezers to get most of them out, but once I emerge again, I hear Mom working at her wheel. I call her supplier and arrange for her to come by today with her truckload of supplies and write the check I promised.
Then I shower, dress in my most comfortable jeans and a plain shirt, and put on minimal make up. Eyeliner so that people can see I have a face, not just a pasty oval floating above my shoulders, lip gloss, and a little blusher under my cheekbones to make my face look slimmer. My hair I dry and put up in a ponytail. 
It's still early, but I'm not hungry for breakfast. I pack a lunch and walk to school instead.
 
I’m halfway there when John calls. 
“I hope I didn't wake you up. I just wanted to see how you are.”
“I'm okay.”
“What can I do?”
“Nothing.”
“At all? I can't even crack some lame jokes or something?”
“I figured it out.”
“Figured what out?”
“Why Mom only cares about her pottery. She's not doing it because she loves it that much, she does it because that's the only thing that takes up her complete attention.”
“Uh-huh?”
“She can't forgive herself.”
“For what?”
“Abandoning you and the twins. She still loves you so much that she can't deal. If she's not doing pottery, she's beating herself up, and the fact that her pottery doesn't sell means she doesn't feel like she's got a good reason to be doing it, and that's killing her inside. And having me around just makes it worse.”
“Why?”
“Because I remind her of everything she left behind.”
“So what can I do?”
“I don't know.”
“I can forgive her. Do you think that would help?”
“I really don't know.”
“Sis...”
“Thanks for trying to solve all my problems. Oh, and Mr. Beale came by to explain that he's running us out of town, basically. That's what got Mom so angry.”
“Oh, you're kidding. Is he an idiot? You're going to report him to the police, right?”
“He wasn't threatening about it. He's just taking Mom's stuff out of the gallery.”
“Report it. Someone should know.”
“It won't make a difference.”
“Even so.”
“Thanks for looking out for me.”
“Always. Okay, listen, I can help Mom find places to sell her pottery. I've seen her work, and it's good. It's more than good, it's amazing. I've got my own little art business. I'm a photographer, this is stuff I know how to do.”
“Okay.”
“What else? That's Mom. What do you need?”
“Get me adopted? I dunno.”
“You can always come live with me.”
“Really?” Get away from Mom and all her pent up rage, even if that means having things like a curfew and rules? I'd have someone care when I was gone, someone who'd stay up and talk to me when I'm lonely and give me advice when guys break my heart. And I'd get more hugs like the one my brother gave me before he left. 
“Of course. I love you.”
“I can't leave Pelican Bluffs,” I say. “My whole life is here.”
“Yeah, I know. All this bad stuff hasn't spoiled it for you?”
“Not completely.”
“Well, you just take care of yourself. I'll call you later, all right?”
“Okay. Love you.”
“Love you too.”
 
Someone clears his throat, loudly. “Madison?” 
I blink and look up. I'm sitting in the cafeteria, my half eaten lunch on the table in front of me, and Carson and the rest of the Mormon herd are arrayed all around.
“I asked if you were okay,” he repeats.
“I think you have your answer,” says LaDell, not unkindly.
“What counts as fine after you see your best friend try to kill herself?” says Wendy.
I look down at my lunch and push it away. Every bite I've taken feels like it's turned to rocks in my stomach. “Thanks for caring.”
“Yeah, of course we care.” LaDell sits down on the bench next to me. “You need anything, you can talk to us, you know?”
“Thanks.”
The group of them all sit down at my table, but I put my head down on my arms. At least they're polite enough not to bother me. I figure I've earned one day of rudeness to others. When I lift my head at the end of the lunch hour, they're all gone.
 
After school I try to call Kailie, and it rings through to voicemail. “Hey, it's Madison,” I say after the beep. “Just checking to see you're okay. I'll talk to you later.”
Shouts at the end of the hallway catch my attention and I ignore my locker and whatever books I should get out of it for homework and walk towards the chaos instead. The crowd parts to reveal Alex, holding Ryan in a headlock, fist poised to smash his face. People are shouting and cheering and egging the two of them on.
“Alex,” I say, loud enough to be heard over the ruckus.
He looks up, and for a panicked moment I fear that Ryan will take advantage of the distraction and shove him out the doors and down the front steps. Only, Ryan is distracted too. He and the rest of his crowd turn to stare at me as if I'm some kind of rules violation. I'm not supposed to be there, caring about their issues.
Alex lets Ryan go, stands up straight, loosens his shoulders, and heads over to me, head slightly bowed.
“Could you not get yourself thrown in jail, please?” I have the sense that everyone's gaping at us, but I don't bother to look to the left or the right. I take Alex's hands in mine and see a trickle of blood trace its way across his knuckles.
I roll my eyes. “Nice. Come on.” Grasping his forearm, I lead him out the doors and down the stairs. I sense him looking at me, but don't look back, nor around at anyone else until JP steps out from behind his car. His expression is pure confusion. I glance back and keep on walking. He always said he had no time for drama.
 
Back at my house, I take Alex into the bathroom where I have to jerk the shower curtain shut to hide the smear of blood by the drain, left over from my bleeding feet this morning. The tweezers I stuff into a drawer. “Sorry about the mess.”
I help Alex wash out the wounds and apply Neosporin to his split knuckles. He's back to his silent routine, and here in the tiny bathroom in my house, he seems even taller and more imposing than ever. It doesn't matter that there's only about half a head difference in height between us. I feel like a little kid. 
Now Alex gives me that unreadable look of his, the same one he gave me when we were out to eat with his mother. I screw the cap back onto the Neosporin and our reflections in the mirror tilt away as I open the medicine cabinet to put it back.
That dark eyed gaze follows me as I pivot away from the sink, but before I can take a step, he sidles around me, puts a hand on the door and pushes it shut. I look up at him and his expression is the same. His eyes stay locked with mine. I step back and he moves in closer.
He lays his other hand flat against the door on the other side of me, walling me in. His stance is tentative, though. I know if I moved to the right or left, he'd let me go. It's his gaze that pins me in place.



 
 
 
 
 

My heel bumps against the door and I can't back up any further. I shut my eyes, not sure if he's going to try to kiss me or what, but it's the pad of his thumb that touches my lips, not his mouth. I can feel him close, though, close enough that his breath dances across my skin. His fingers splay out across my cheek and he sweeps his thumb along my cheekbone.
My next breath comes out shaky as he settles his hand against the side of my neck and strokes the line of my jaw. I open my eyes and see that he hasn't leaned down. He's still staring at me with that unreadable look.
“This one of your games?” I ask.
“No.”
“What do you want?” Those words come out defiant, angry. Why am I angry with Alex?
Rather than pull back, he steps closer and touches his lips to my forehead. He takes his time, and when I don't flinch away, he moves to kiss my temple, his thumb tracing a line down the side of my throat. He steps closer still, until our bodies touch and he presses me gently against the door as he kisses my closed eyelid, my cheek, the tip of my nose.
I lift my hands with the half formed intention of pushing him away. He's messing with me. He's figured out how I feel about him and is just going to use me. But my hands grasp his waist instead. I want, so badly, for this to be real.
He slides his arm behind the small of my back, pressing me even closer to him, as he tilts my head to one side and touches his lips to my neck. The sensation sends a tremor through me and my fingers tighten. His kisses move down to the hollow just above my clavicle, and I find my arms are around him now. I'm holding him, encouraging him. One hand I slide up his back to grasp his shoulder.
But still he takes his time, his mouth soft as a caress against my skin, then he pauses, breathing like he's just run up a flight of stairs. I can feel my pulse pounding in my ears and fingertips. I lift my head and he moves his hand from my neck down to my hip. Our noses touch and I nuzzle him, taking my time now, gauging how he feels by his ragged breathing. My hand goes from his shoulder to the back of his neck, where I run the tips of my nails across his skin.
He sucks in his breath and I lean up to kiss him. The first time our lips touch, I break it off, but the second time, I relax and savor the sensation of his mouth on mine. His kisses are light, and I can't get enough of them. We kiss and kiss until I feel him gasp and realize I've barely let him breathe. “Sorry,” I whisper.
“It's all right.” He chuckles and leans his forehead against mine.
I don't want to open my eyes. I don't want to come back to reality, where my best friend is in the hospital and my mother's on the verge of losing her mind and the most powerful people in town want me gone. I just want to be in this moment and never let it pass.
“You okay?” he whispers.
Tears streak down my face and I shake my head. “No.”
“You want me to stop?”
“No.” I tighten my hold on him.
He kisses my tears away, his arms around me, strong and secure. “Be with me?” The way he says it sounds like a confession of a long held secret.
I open my eyes. “You mean, like...”
“In a relationship. I want to be together.”
“Oh.” I sniffle. “You really think I'd kiss you and then say no thanks? You're the one who hasn't even acted interested.”
He leans down to look me in the eye. “Gimme a break. I've got a criminal record. I assaulted you in front of the school-”
“You apologized-”
“One minute I decide to try to be a better person and the next I've got the school hottie hanging around like she wants to spend time with me. There's no way I'd hit on her. Half the school would gang up and knock my teeth out.”
“Alex.” 
“But I promise I'll treat you right. I'll be good to you. I'll make this work. I'd never hurt you.” It takes me a moment to realize he's begging. He looks at me as if I'm the most beautiful girl he's ever seen and he's afraid. Vulnerable. As if rejection would feel like a knife in the chest. 
“I already said yes.”
He kisses me long and deep and leans his body against mine. My fingers brush the rough stubble on his jaw. When we come up for air, he nuzzles my ear and whispers, “You look amazing today.” 
“Today? Not a high fashion day for me.”
“I know. You look like yourself.” He touches his nose to mine. “And I'm making you late for work.”
I startle at those words. He's right. I've got work. How long have I been here with him? 
“Just, wait a minute,” he whispers. He unzips his jacket.
For a confused moment, I wonder what he's doing, but once his jacket is off, he slips it around my shoulders. I find the arms and put it on while he rolls up the sleeves, like he used to when he wore it as a little kid. He zips it up the front and we kiss again. It feels natural now, save for the crackling excitement that surges through me wherever we touch.
JP made me feel desirable as a supermodel. Alex makes me feel like he'd walk past a line of supermodels without a second look, just for the chance to hold me, and now he's given me his jacket so the whole world will know that he wants me to be with him and no one else.
The jacket smells like him, like sandalwood and Tiger Balm and musk. I press the collar to my face and inhale, then smile. He looks down at me like he expects me to suddenly realize what I've agreed to and panic. I won't. He's stuck with me now. I dig in one pocket of the jacket and hand him his cell phone. In the other, I find his lighter and run my thumb over “Alexander W. Katsumoto”.
“None of my business,” I say, “but who gives a teenager a monogrammed lighter?” I hand it to him.
“Yeah, good question. It came with a business card holder and a keychain-” he tugs his keys out of his jeans pocket with a jangle and holds them up for a split second “-so I guess it's supposed to be something I use at a cigar lounge, while meeting with clients or... I dunno.” He puts his keys away. “My great uncle sent it to me. I'm thinking he got it out of a catalog and didn't really understand the description. He doesn't speak much English.”
That makes me feel bad for joking about it, but Alex doesn't seem to mind. He lets me go and I open the door to go get my jacket from where I slung it over a chair in the kitchen. As I dig in the pockets, I'm immediately self conscious of how much junk I allow to accumulate. I elect not to pick through all the used tissues in front of him, and instead just feel around for anything solid. 
My fingertips touch smooth paper and I pull it out, unfold it, and find I'm staring at the rent forbearance letter. Alex pointedly looks away and I fold it up and stick it in the pocket of Alex's jacket, even though I know I need to be more careful about being such a pack rat now that I'm wearing an irreplaceable heirloom. I retrieve my cellphone, and then together we head out the door.
 
I show up at the library, late, with my arm around Alex. I know what this looks like, which is to say, it looks exactly how it is. While I try to think of witty responses to, “How was school?” I fail to notice that Mr. Beale's car is parked out front.
Alex gives me another kiss on the forehead and whispers, “See you later,” before letting me go. 
I step inside.
“-just wanted to ask you some questions,” Mr. Beale is saying. “Given we're going to re-evaluate whether or not we think the library is a good use of municipal funds.”
Siraj looks over at me, his gaze lingering on Alex's jacket. “How was school?” he asks.
“Fine.”
“Madison,” says Mr. Beale.
“You're going to shut down the library?” I say.
“Now, now. We're just talking.”
“You want me gone so bad that you'd take away my job?”
“I didn't say-”
“I can work other places, all right? Leave Siraj alone.”
Mr. Beale shrugs as if I'm talking nonsense. “I should leave,” he says. “We'll talk later.”
I watch him exit, then turn back around.
Siraj rubs his forehead. “You usually talk to a Municipal Councilor like that?”
“What? I just asked him what he was doing.”
“I think you made him angrier.”
“There anything I can say at this point that will make him less angry?”
“For you, this may be just a boring after school job with a computer to send email from, but this is my career. The only one I've got.”
“I know.” It's the first time I've ever seen him upset, so I don't even go to take my seat. Instead I stay by the door, arms folded as if this puts a little extra distance between me and his fury.
“The family I told you about, my aging father and two disabled sisters, guess who supports them? You know what the economy's like.”
I nod. “I'm sorry.”
But Siraj's resting his head in his hands now, and takes a few deep breaths. “What's all this about? Why is he angry with you?”
“Did you hear what happened to Kailie?”
“Rumors. She attempted suicide?”
“Yeah, and when the 911 responders came to get her, they saw that her parents had taken her furniture and stuff. Maybe they could tell she'd been starved, I don't know.”
“And let me guess, you spoke up and told them all about how badly they treat Kailie?”
“It's evidence they can get from anyone who knew her, like teachers, or even just Officer Li who saw her room. I'm the scapegoat.”
“I've never understood, why are you friends with their daughter? She's behaved abominably towards you.”
“Sometimes, yeah.”
“So why be her friend? You talk back to her father, but never to her. She's why your face got kicked in. What's it take to lose your friendship? And why, might I ask, are you now involved with the psycho who smashed a police car right in front of this library just a few weeks ago? There are nice people in this town, nice teenagers at your school.”
“Kailie doesn't have anyone else.”
“Yes, but there's a reason for that. It's called letting someone take the consequences. It's a lot better than shifting the consequences onto other people, such as me.” He takes a deep breath. “I'm sorry. I don't mean to imply that you shouldn't tell the truth if anyone asks for it. Of course you should do the right thing.”
“I can quit my job here. I'll go work somewhere else. This doesn't have to involve you at all.”
“Anywhere you work in this town, the Beales can get to you. Any business in town will need something from the Council. So yes, you can leave me out of it, but you'll be asking someone else to become a target, and since you don't drive, you're stuck working in Pelican Bluffs, and since your mother's art isn't in the gallery anymore-”
“How do you know about my mother?”
“I may joke about never talking to anyone, but I do pay attention. I know what happens. I hear things.”
I go to sit in my chair, and notice how frail Siraj looks. “Can you think of anything I could say that would make Mr. Beale back down?”
“I don't know. That's why I deal with his wife to get matters before the Municipal Council. He's stubborn.”
“I can be stubborn.”
“I'm sure you can.”
“I broke into their house to rescue Kailie.”
“Think they'll sue you for that too?”
“I just mean to say that I do stick my neck out sometimes. I can. It's not like I'm all helpless.”
“I never meant to imply that you were.”
“So if you know the town, tell me who can stand up to the Beales. I can pretty much guarantee I've been nice to them.”
He gives me a watery smile, acknowledging this point. “Well, you know the power dynamic. Greg and Arlene Beale each have a vote on the Council and they control Meagan Romero, who runs the art gallery that they own.”
“Right.” 
“I'm not sure there is anyone with leverage over them other than the people who've taken Kailie away. They've got all the proverbial cards. They've got her.”
“Yeah, well I talked to the social worker about him and she suggested I get a restraining order, but I don't think that's really going to help. Besides, it's not like I can suggest they not release Kailie until her father stops being mean to me. Forget family stuff. Who can strongarm him politically or economically?”
“No one, unless you can divine who's on the board of the Wilkstone Foundation.”
I think of the letter in my pocket. “Why?”
“Well, they own all of the bluffside commercial property. All the businesses on Ridge Road lease their facilities from them.”
“No way. They'd be making money hand over fist.”
“And they do. You don't know this? The Foundation created this town. They're the reason your home even exists because Roger Wilkstone believed that Pelican Bluffs should be a real community. A place where the people who worked menial jobs, like pumping gas or waiting tables, should be able to live, run for the Municipal Council, and have a say.”
“How do you know this?”
“I met someone who knew him once. That's about as close to the Wilkstones as I've ever heard of anyone getting. You notice there's no one by that name here in town. I don't mean to sound jaded, but I've always wondered if Mr. Wilkstone's beliefs about how the town should be run sounded good in theory, but he didn't want to live here in reality.”
I pull out my rent forbearance letter and unfold it. 
Siraj sees the letterhead and says, “Is it signed?”
“No.” I'm staring at the note at the bottom that reads, “cc: LLW, RMW, AWK, JDW”. I fold the letter up again. “Okay, so if we can't find a Wilkstone-”
“Or someone from their board.”
“Or someone from their board, then I can think of only one other higher power that might mean anything to Mr. Beale.”
“And that would be?”
“They're religious.”
“While I agree with you that seeing God may be more likely than finding a Wilkstone, you do realize it is quite rare.”
“They've got a scripture reference enshrined in their house. It's a longshot, but I want to look it up.”
He gives me a dubious look but turns to his computer. “What is it?”
“Luke 15:11-32.”
He types it into Google, then chuckles. “How appropriate.”
“What makes you say that?”
“It's the Parable of the Prodigal Son. Or in their case it would be a daughter, or both daughters even.”
“What’s that?”
“Famous parable about a son who is very disobedient, leaves home and lives it up, loses all his money and realizes he’s a bad person. When he goes home, his father immediately forgives him. Ring any bells?”
“No, but okay.” I get out my phone and call John. It takes five rings before he picks up. “Madison, hey.”
“Do you have a moment?”
“Yep. I'm driving, so I might lose you, but what's up?”
“Tell me everything you know about the Parable of the Prodigal Son.”
“You want the Seminary lesson?”
“Yes.”
“Well, it's been a while, but let me think here. It's a parable, so it's kind of about how parents should treat their children, but it's also about how God treats us. The idea that no matter how far we've fallen, He's watching and waiting for us to come back to Him and He'll rejoice when that happens.”
“Interesting.”
“You just being polite?”
“No, I'm taking notes. Keep talking.”
“What's this for?”
“I'm going to do... what was it you called it? Likening?”
“Um... okay. Well, let me think here.”



 
 
 
 
 

Alex shows up right at five thirty and gives Siraj a wary look as he strolls up to the circulation desk. My boss only nods in his direction, though. “Madison, please don't do anything rash.” To Alex's curious gaze, he says nothing.
I say goodbye to him and walk out with Alex.
“What's going on?” he asks, the moment the door swings shut behind us.
“Nothing. I just need to go talk to some people tonight.”
“Who?”
“I'm going over to Kirsten's house and then the Beales'. It's nothing, really. Just helping them with family stuff.”
He takes me by both shoulders, looks me in the eye, and raises an eyebrow.
“Okay, fine. Mr. Beale's been a jerk, but I can handle it-”
“Tell me everything.”
I try to hide a smile.
“What?”
“You remind me of my brother. In a good way.”
“He look out for you too?”
“Yeah, whether I want him to or not.”
“So you going to tell me what's going on?”
I lay it out for him, the whole situation, how the Beales want to run me out of town, and how I don't want them to win.
Alex's expression gets more and more grave as I tell the story.
“I'll handle this,” I say.
“Listen, not to put you down, but why do I think you might just try to give everyone a hug and fix matters that way?”
“It wasn't exactly what I planned.”
“I'm coming with you.”
“You don't have to-”
“I'm coming okay?”
“Fine,” I say, “but no rocks. No smashing things.”
This earns me a kiss, in public, where anyone can see.
 
Kirsten gives Alex a nervous look when she opens her front door. “Can I help you?”
I speak up before he can. “Come with me to see your parents.”
“Are you nuts?”
“Please.”
“You know my dad will just run me off the property with a shotgun, right?”
“Maybe. Maybe not. You heard about what happened with Kailie?”
She leans against the doorframe as if that sentence just sapped away all her energy. “I know you found her and she's in the hospital.”
“CPS is involved now,” says Alex.
I expect Kirsten to look confused at the abbreviation, but instead she looks up. “What? Why?”
“They think your parents endangered or neglected her or both.”
“Well, I can answer that...”
“Listen,” I say, “your dad's trying to make my mom and I leave town.”
“So what's your plan here, Madison? My dad told me that he never wanted to see me again. He looks away if I pass him in the street. You think I can talk him out of bullying you?”
“I'm um, going to try to invoke a higher authority.”
“What? Report him to the state? Or the fed? What?”
I don't dare say it aloud. It sounds too stupid, but I want to believe that it could work and I have to try. “Please?” I beg.
“Can your father resist blue eyes like those?” says Alex.
“Yes,” says Kirsten, “but I'll come with you. You saved my sister's life. I guess I owe you one.”
 
The three of us plus Kirsten's daughter, whom she carries on her hip, arrive at the Inn ten minutes later. I know it's the Beales' dinner time, which is why I also know they'll both be in the house. I knock and ring the doorbell three times before I get an answer – I also know they have a habit of not allowing interruptions at dinner.
Mr. Beale jerks the door open and stares out at us. “What do you want?”
I take a deep breath. Do this, I think. “Let us in.”
He looks me over for a moment, then steps back and lets us past him, into the living room which has its furniture set up again, but is still missing most of its floor. Kirsten gives him a wide berth and turns to keep her child as far from him as possible. Alex looks him straight in the eye and Mr. Beale glares right back, so my first order of business, once we're all inside, is to step between Alex and Mr. Beale. I don't bother to sit down. I'd lose my nerve if I did. Kirsten goes by the window, bouncing her daughter gently.
I point at the cross stitch of the Bible verses on the wall and will my hand not to shake. “I've always wondered about that, so I looked it up today.”
Mr. Beale folds his arms across his chest.
“It's weird, because in that story, the father of the prodigal son is all happy when the son comes back. He was even standing out, watching and waiting for his son to return. Kirsten's here, and you don't seem to even care.”
“Has she come to beg forgiveness?” asks Mr. Beale.
“Hmm,” I say, “interesting. You read that parable lately? The son doesn't just ask for forgiveness. He asks for a job. A really low paid job. But clearly the forgiveness part is what you care about, not employing your daughter to help her pay the bills.”
“Kirsten's never asked us for a job,” says Mr. Beale.
“The son in the story asks for a job because he remembers his father as a good and just man who treats people well, so he'd rather be a lowly worker in his father's house than out in the world. See, the story is about a child learning the hard way that his father is a good man and that he was lucky to have such a parent.” My courage starts to give, I feel it shift like sand being eaten away by the tide. “I think the moral of the story is, you don't get that ending unless you play your part.”
“Well, thank you for that,” says Mr. Beale, his voice dripping with sarcasm. 
And my anger flares up, and with it, a second wave of confidence. “Listen, who are you to think you deserve any great blessings or whatever? Because that's why you have that on your wall, isn't it? It's because you think that story is about how no matter what you do to your daughters, it's their fault and they'll someday come to you and say, 'Gee, you were right, Dad. We're sooo sorry.' And you're going to cling to that belief even when trained professionals say that you need to re-evaluate your parenting style.”
“I think that's enough,” he says.
“Oh yeah? Well I don't care. Your thoughts aren't what I care about. I'm not here because you think I should be. I'm here because I know you're making a mistake, and you can pick on me all you want. You can drive me and my mom out of this town. I don't care. I am not your problem. You are. Even when I'm gone, your problems will still be here. Your daughter will still be in foster care and you'll keep doing the same stupid thing that put her there in the first place, too blinded by your own pride to catch a clue and grow up.”
Alex's hand clasps my shoulder and Kirsten looks at me, agape.
I take a few deep breaths, but don't even try to calm myself down. My rage is the only thing between me and tears right now. Still, I do my best to keep my voice steady. “You are literally, one second away from a smile from your granddaughter if you'd just swallow your stupid pride and ask your daughter for forgiveness, because has it ever occurred to you, you're the prodigal son? You're the person who decided to live his life one way and took the consequences? You may have a nice home and money and all that, but when it comes to your family you might as well be sleeping in a pigsty, that's the kind of mess you made. Your daughters are the ones watching and waiting, ready to forgive you if you just ask.”
Kirsten looks to the wall and I wonder if I spoke out of turn. Well, I know I spoke out of turn, but I wonder if she'll undermine me by just storming out.
I take another deep breath. “The state is also willing to help you if you are humble enough to ask. But if you keep acting like a bully, you'll lose it all. Completely. What's the point of having all this if you've got no one to share it with? If your daughters don't even call and you never know your grandchildren?”
Mr. Beale's jaw is set, and his face is turning a deep shade of red. He's about to explode with fury.
Behind me, I hear Alex shift his weight. I turn to see him pulling something out of his back pocket, but I grasp his hand to stop him and feel the rectangle shape of what I know is a metal business card holder between his fingers. “No,” I mouth. When he doesn't stop trying to open it I say in a low voice, “I know what you're trying to do, but this isn't your fight.”
“It isn't yours either,” he whispers.
“I'm way closer to this than your grandfather ever was. But thank you.”
“I think it's time you left,” says Mr. Beale. And that's that. My last charge into the proverbial fortress has ended with me smacking into a stone wall. So much for thinking that the words of the Christian God would have any effect. It was stupid of me to even try. Desperate, really.
Alex tries to pry his business card holder out of my hand. I take it from him and hug it to my chest, confident that he won't reach there. We've only been dating for a few hours, after all. I need to find a way to retreat without looking like an idiot. My mind comes up blank there.
“Let's go,” I say to Kirsten. “Sorry I-”
“Kirsten, wait,” says Mrs. Beale. She steps into the room. I gather that she's eavesdropped from the dining room. “Wait, honey, don't go.”
“Mom.” She shakes her head.
“Honey, please... would you ever dream of forgiving us? Or... me? I'm sorry, all right? So sorry.” Tears glisten in her eyes. “Please don't leave.”
“Arlene,” snaps Mr. Beale.
“Yeah, of course I would,” says Kirsten. “If you acted like you even wanted me around. And Dad, lay off already.”
“I agree,” says Mrs. Beale. “Greg, go ahead and finish dinner by yourself if that's how you want to be.” She picks her way across the torn up floor and holds her arms out to Kirsten, tears running down her cheeks.
As the two women hug, Mr. Beale's face turns a deeper shade of purple.
“Wow,” I say, “you really don't like to lose, do you?”
Alex hooks his arm around my waist. “Let's go.”
“The last person who picked on me regretted it every time,” I say as he hauls me towards the door. “You should ask her about it, if you ever bother to talk to her. Name's Kailie.”
Mrs. Beale takes Kirsten's toddler into her arms and coos at her.
“Good night, everyone,” says Alex.
“Yeah, and you're welcome.” I let him force march me out the door. “See you around. I think you lost your majority on the Municipal Council. Try to shut the library down now, huh?” 
Alex pulls the door shut, cutting me off. “Seriously, Madison. You don't take any prisoners, do you?” The sun is now down and the horizon over the ocean is awash with dusky light.
“I was being nice.”
“Yeah, okay, you win. You did the nicest thing possible and totally showed him up. I won't ever doubt you again.”
I hold up his business card case in the dim glow of the porch light. On it are engraved the initials, “AWK”. “Better than threatening to revoke his lease or whatever you were going to do, huh, Alexander Wilkstone Katsumoto?”
He takes the case back and chuckles. We start to walk towards Ridge Road.
“Listen,” I say, “about my rent-”
“That wasn't me, really. I mean... the Board asked me if you and your mom were part of the community, and...”
“And?” I say.
“And I said I thought it'd be bad to lose you. They decided this months ago, you know, before you and I even started to hang out much. They sent your mom a letter to ask her about her financial situation, but she never responded-”
“Except with checks that bounced.”
“Yeah, I guess. I don't really know details.”
“Well, your secret is safe with me. Thank you for offering to blow your cover, but your dad obviously worked hard for you to be able to be just another kid at school. Just, be honest with me?”
“Hmm?”
“If you weren't supporting the money sink that is my subdivision, you'd make more than enough money to look after your mother-”
“No, don't even go there. Look, the Foundation isn't mine. The money isn't mine. It was set up, by my grandfather, as you guessed, and it's its own thing now. I just get to know what they do and they ask me sometimes what I think. As for my mother...” He takes my hand, interlacing our fingers. “Your solution is the best one. You know? I'm close to being able to get guardianship of her. It helps that I've got a job at a group home now and I aced the job interview. I'm thinking of getting my GED, going to junior college, and maybe go on to get a bachelors. Maybe even nursing school.”
“GED?”
He shakes his head. “I'm not gonna graduate. You must've known that. Come on. I'm so far behind on credits I'm probably a sophomore or something. School's been like daycare for me. I haven't turned in homework ever, I don't think.” He looks down at his shoes.
I let go of his hand and slip my arm around his waist. We're at Wilkstone Road now, the road that Alex always calls “Main Street.” It must be weird to have a street named after your family. That plus the fact that he never had to ask me for my address were clues I should have picked up on earlier. The light is green so we cross on over. Once on the other side, he catches me under the chin with his finger and leans down for a kiss, which leads to another kiss and another until a pair of headlights washes over us and a car turns the corner and pulls over.
“Please,” comes my brother's voice from the driver's side window. “Please do not tell me you've decided he's a misunderstood, tortured soul and you've fallen madly in love with him.”
“John,” I say, “this is-”
“Alex, obviously,” says John. “Nice jacket, Madison.”
“My boyfriend.”
“I was afraid of that.” He gets out of the car and comes over. I can see in the reflected glow of the headlights, before they wink out and the engine stills altogether, that my brother is exhausted. Dark circles and deep lines make it look like he pulled at least one all nighter, and I suspect he did. “I'm her older brother,” he says to Alex. “There are two more where I came from. You hurt my sister and I swear, I will kill you.”
Alex hunches his shoulders slightly and nods. “Yeah, okay. Sounds fair.”
John holds out his hand and Alex shakes it.
“So what are you doing here?” I ask John. “Not that I'm not happy to see you, but-”
“I started packing after your phone call last night, got in the car, drove until somewhere in Nevada that I do not remember right now, where I stopped and called around until I found a place to rent, and then I kept on driving. Got here as fast as I could.”
“Thanks. You didn't have to.”
“I love you.”
“Love you too. So you got a place to rent? Where?”
“Two streets over from you. Two bedroom, rent is cheap. My Etsy store alone can cover it. When I called the Foundation that rents out those houses, they said that all I needed was to have a job here or another connection to the town, and guess what? You count. So I'm making you an offer. Want to come live with me? Our parents were real bad at the whole family thing, your best friend who shouldn't even be your friend is in the hospital, maybe foster care. I get here and see you're dating the senior class... um... loner who plays with fire-”
“Psycho,” Alex corrects him.
“-as you wish. Maybe you should try doing the whole live with family who loves you thing, and see if you like it?”
“You're moving here?”
“Only if you want me to, but yes, totally a genuine offer.”
“What about your school?”
“My school can wait. Yours can't. I'm old enough to put some of the rest of my life on hold. You've still got to finish out the basics.”
“Definitely finish high school,” says Alex.
“Madison, I love you, and I had a lot of fun my senior year in high school. If there's anything I can do to help step down all the other drama in your life, I will so do it, if you let me try. I may screw some stuff up. I know you're not used to having rules and you and I will have to find a way to meet in the middle there. I will totally set a curfew and lover-boy here better respect it. I know the religion thing might get tricky sometimes, but, like I said, genuine offer.”
I don't know what to say.
“Anyway, I'm gonna go crash. The Liangs are putting me up tonight. I'll talk to you tomorrow, when I'm coherent. And you-” he points to Alex “-make sure she gets home safe and that everything's okay.”
Alex nods.
“Night, Madison. Love you.”
I step forward and give him a big, bear hug, which he returns with a happy chuckle. Then, once he’s back in his car and pulling away, even though I know it's petty of me, I turn around and resume kissing Alex, who laughs and doesn't protest.



 
 
 
 
 

We decide to all descend on Mom en masse, so that she won't zone us out. Lance and Logan are still a little bleary eyed from the drive out from Utah and our family meeting that went late into the night.
“I can't do the dramatic reunion thing,” was what Lance said. “I don't want to get into whether Mom feels like she needs to forgive us or if we need to forgive her. I hate drama.”
“But we need to help her,” was what John said. “She's totally adrift right now, and we can help her.”
“I suggest we just show up,” was what I said. “Don't bother with the forgiveness talks. Just walk in like we belong there and that way we let her know that we do. We aren't going to leave her alone. She just has to deal with us.”
“Can we do that?” Logan had asked.
“Don't see why not,” was John's conclusion. “I just sprang Madison on you guys and you seem cool with it.” He hadn’t told them about finding me until this past week.
“We’ll beat him up later,” Lance had promised me with a wink.
And so today, here we are. Mom comes in the back door as all of us siblings file into the kitchen. She stares, blinks, and stares some more.
“Mom,” says John. “It's past time we dealt with this.” He holds up his camera. “I'm going to take pictures of your pottery.”
“Hey, Mom,” says Lance.
“'Sup, Mom,” says Logan. He sets up his laptop on the kitchen table and boots it up.
Mom stares at us as if we're all ghosts. My brothers quickly spread a dropcloth over the kitchen table, rig up some lights, and John heads out to the shed as if he knows where he's going and returns with a pot. “These are amazing,” he says. “This glaze effect? You have to show me how you did it. I'm a sculptor, by the way.”
“Painter,” says Lance, raising one hand.
“Quilter,” says Logan. Then, when we all turn to look at him, he says, “Okay, not really. So fine. I'm the one with no artistic talent. Everyone stare. Yeah, that's right. I'm the freak.”
“I'm not artistic,” I say.
“Yeah, that's right. It's two against two... not counting Mom, not that you don't count, Mom.” He pulls out a notebook and together we start marking up the page with numbers. He showed me how to make a business plan last night after our sibling conference. As we work out prices and costs of materials, I can hear Mrs. Beale screaming, “All real math is story problems!!” in my memory. But I get what she was saying now. Math isn't an arbitrary set of symbols designed to torture students. For Logan, it's a magical system; his equations are like incantations that force the world into a sort of order that allows him to make a company profitable or enable a household to both buy more of what it wants and not go into debt. It's incredible.
Mom's gaze darts from one face to another. When she looks at me, our gazes lock. I take a chance and smile, and after a moment's hesitation, Mom smiles back. It's the first time in a long time.
Alex shows up a couple of hours later, while John is still deep into photographing pottery. Logan and I sit on the floor of the living room, sheets of paper spread out all around us. Alex's hair is short now, but he's not used to it yet. He still jerks his head like he's flipping it out of his eyes. At the sight of me, he grins and kneels down to see what we're doing.
“So you’re the psycho,” says Logan. “You hurt my sister and you are dead. D-E-A-D.”
A kiss on my forehead from Alex communicates that I'm worth the risk. “How's your mom?” I ask.
“Coming home in a week.”
At that I look up, numbers forgotten. “Seriously?”
“Yeah.”
I throw my arms around him. “That is awesome!”
Mom wanders into the room, looking like a baffled spectator to all the activity. Me hugging Alex gets an extra long look, even though she knows he and I are together. The whole town knows.
“Okay, we taking a lunch break soon?” asks Lance.
“I say, deep fried burritos from The Shack,” says John.
“See, that's not right,” I say. “You aren't supposed to be able to get those until after midnight. Carson totally messed that up.”
“Good thing,” says John, “since you aren't allowed out after midnight.”
I resist the urge to kiss Alex just to annoy my brother. That's not really fair to Alex. “You coming, Mom?”
She blinks. “To lunch?”
“Yeah.”
“Mom, we'll get your Etsy store set up when we get back,” says John. “We all should take a break.”
“Well... okay.” She sounds meek, lost. 
John puts his arm around her shoulders and together, we head out.
Pelican Bluffs is a very different place once spring arrives. Wilkstone is swarming with tourists and there's even traffic backed up. People wearing sandals and sun hats stroll around and there's a line of cars waiting to fuel up at Jacksons.
Sea birds scream in the sky, including the pelicans that give the town its name. Some of these you can even see waddling around bluffside. Gray whales are migrating up the coast now, and every now and then some stop to play and the whole town can see them breaching and sending up mist from their blowholes.
The Shack is so crowded that half of us snag a table while the others get the burritos deep fried. They return with a big basket of corn chips, salsa, little tubs of guacamole and sour cream. I do not want to guess how many calories are on this table right now.
I'm just biting into my burrito when Kailie walks past, her steps slowing at the sight of me. “Hey,” I call out. “How are you?” She’s only answered my phone calls with short texts. I get the impression she’s still reeling from the dramatic changes in her life.
She comes over, the scars on her wrists concealed under cuff bracelets.
“Hey, Kailie,” says Alex. “You back home now?”
“Just for a visit today.”
“You want to join us?” I ask.
She looks at me and Alex, and I wonder if she'd get over her crush on him if she knew he’d been baptized. He doesn't seem to care that I'm not part of his religion, but Kailie's not so tolerant.
“I'm gonna eat with my folks,” she says.
“Okay, some other time then,” I reply.
She nods and continues down the street.
Alex and John give me their usual, dubious looks, as if to say, “Why are you friends with her, again? She's not even nice to you.”
But as she crosses Wilkstone and glances back at me, I feel bad for her. She’s clearly so lonely.
It’s hard for me to turn back to the table and not look at anyone else. My gaze meets Mom's, and she smiles. It's a melancholy smile, one that says that she knows what it's like to be alone, feeling as if she hasn't got a friend in the world. Dare I hope that she's telling me she's grateful for what I do? Dare I believe that at this table there's one person who gets me? I smile back and bite deep into the fried tortilla crust.
 





 
 
 
 
 
 

Like the characters in this book, Jared Lyman and I knew each other since pre-school. His passing, needless to say, was a tragedy, but I'd rather focus on how he lived, not the unfortunate fact that he has since died. 
Our first real conversation was when we were in our mid-twenties. I was home for a short spell between law school and starting my first job, and had recently joined the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Jared had been a lifelong member, and at a church event (I don't even remember specifically what it was), he and I tried to explain to his wife, Emily, that we'd known each other nearly all our lives but had never had a conversation. We plumbed the depths of our memories, trying to recall if we'd ever even exchanged hellos, and came up blank.
Such is the town of White Rock, New Mexico, population 7,000. Jared and I went to the same elementary school, middle school, and high school; he was one grade above me. We had memberships to the same swimming pool (Canyon Vista, from which it is not actually possible to see White Rock Canyon), and spent our summers there. Either of us could recognize the other on sight, and if you'd asked me about him, I'd have been able to tell you that he was a nice guy from a warm and generous family, but no, I couldn't recall ever talking to them or even waving at them in passing. We passed each other all the time. It wasn't noteworthy.
Emily, for her part, didn't laugh at us too hard. Once Jared and I did talk to each other, it became a regular occurrence, and because he'd known me nearly all my life, he wasn't put off by incidents such as the time he walked into a Wendy's and found me and my husband, Trevor, in our Sunday best, trying to saw through the plastic ties on a brand new DeWalt cordless drill with a set of car keys. He came to sit with us, rather than slipping back out and going to the restaurant next door. (The story behind that story is disappointingly dull. We'd just been at a church meeting and I'd bought a drill for Trevor beforehand while running errands. That moment was just one of those moments that makes you stop and think about how you come across.) 
Jared was a geologist who worked for a while at Los Alamos National Laboratory. He composed songs as a hobby, many of them humorous, and performed several for us one evening during a dinner at his parents' house. He once threw a surprise birthday party for his wife and, while distracting her with a DVD of The Bourne Identity, kept darting out of the room to see if those of us who were guests had shown up yet. When Emily looked askance at this, he said, “Wouldn't it be so cool to be a super spy?” and tried to pass off his repeated exits as excitement. Emily either fell for it, or at least pretended to when we did finally show up. Apparently there was precedent for this kind of behavior.
Sometime between when Jared and I actually started to talk to each other, and when Trevor and I moved back to White Rock for Trevor's job, Jared survived a brain tumor. This came out in a conversation in which he and Emily were laughing about the experience, because that's the sort of people they were, able to laugh when most people would cry. The facts are as follows: Jared started to show symptoms of a brain tumor, which were misdiagnosed spectacularly by the ER doctor, who for some reason thought “food poisoning” would explain why he had seizures. The sort of tumor he had is not the kind a person ought to survive, but he did thanks to his intelligent, determined, and resourceful wife who set out on a crusade to find doctors who could help them (there's more than a little bit of Emily in Madison).
“If they called me by my first name, I called them by theirs,” was one of her vetting techniques, “and if they didn't like it, I knew they weren't worth seeing.” She also demanded that they know how to say, “I don't know,” and walked out on anyone who told her that her husband was as good as deceased already. Her quest eventually took her and Jared to northern California, where he had the tumor removed, and at the time I found out about this, he was in such good health that this story was a shock.
Oh, and his wife, Emily? She was also pregnant for part of that time, and had a newborn for the rest of it. It's thanks to her that he lived as long as he did, and a tribute to both of them that they could joke about it to the very end. The tumor eventually returned and took Jared from us when he was only thirty-six. His wife kept her spirits up in public enviably. I don't know anyone else who would post “The Ten Funniest Things About Being a Widow” on Facebook, but it's hard to think of a more fitting tribute to Jared. (It was a response to his list of the “Top Ten Funniest Things About Having a Brain Tumor.”)
I started to write this book back in January, and could soon tell that I was still processing his death. Jared wasn't the kind of close friend who inspired me to cry my eyes out at his passing, he was a long term acquaintance who features in so many of my memories that his absence leaves a trail of holes in the past and changes the universe so that it'll never quite feel right again. He and I joked about how Los Alamos County had remodeled all of the parks we'd played in as children. They took down the three story rocket ship that we used to climb to the top of and shake as hard as we could. They uprooted the Cinderella's coach that we could, with practice, scale the outside of and again, shake it as hard as we could (yes, okay, that was a very regular pattern; it wasn't a mystery why this equipment was removed). They got rid of the T-tunnel, which was a section of what was probably sewage pipe rigged up on the elementary school playground. Older students managed to yank its rebar anchor out of the ground and turn the whole structure up on end.
And now another childhood memory has been torn out and set aside. While it's easy to see Jared in John Britton, the truth is, he's in nearly all of the characters to one extent or another. Siraj, actually, has the most obvious similarities that I can see, with his sense of humor and ability both to remain deadpan while saying outlandish things and restate the obvious in a way that is so accurate, it's hilarious. John has his compassion and principles. Madison has his charity and resilience. Kailie has his unending desire to enjoy life (she's just doesn't know how to do that, in actual fact.) Carson has his faith. JP has his intelligence. Alex has his devotion to his family. Two out of three of them have his impeccable taste in compassionate, self-sufficient women. 
More to the point, the story came about as I was processing what kind of change a good man can make to the world that is largely out of his control. John can't be the protagonist of this story because he arrives late to the situation. His lack of relationship with Madison means his hands are tied as he watches her make mistakes. Jared can't be a protagonist any more because he was taken from us early, but just as John was able to work with what little he had, Jared can continue to change the world. 
He's the sort of person who made Earth a better place just by being the principled, loving, and dedicated man that he was, and by remembering him, we can all do our best to finish what he started.
 
E.M. Tippetts
July 5, 2012



 
 
 
 
 

Thanks for reading. If you’re wondering whether there are more stories I’d be willing to tell about Madison, her family, and how things ultimately turn out with her new boyfriend, the answer is yes. If enough people are interested, I’ll happily write a sequel.
If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review on Amazon, Barnes and Noble, or Goodreads. Nothing drives book sales more effectively.
Other books by me include:
 
Time and Eternity
Paint Me True
Someone Else’s Fairytale
 
Each of those is a stand alone and not part of a series, and if you are reading the Kindle edition of this book, there are links at the very end, after the Acknowledgments. Right now I’m working on a sequel to Someone Else’s Fairytale, which has been my most popular book to date. For updates on that and other projects, go to my website: www.emtippetts.com.
 
I also write science fiction and fantasy as Emily Mah. To find out more about the short stories I’ve sold and to find my blog, go to www.emilymah.com



 
 
 
 
 

For this book, it’s very hard to choose whom to thank first, so I’ll go in alphabetical order: Emily Lyman gave me access to the poem Jared wrote in the dedication and the beautiful speeches that were given at Jared’s funeral - which I wasn’t able to attend, as I was living in London with two small children to care for. Mary Mah is still the best typo catcher I’ve ever met, outdoing even full time copyeditors. The typos in this book are all my fault, probably last minute additions that didn’t get proofed by her. Char Peery remains my most ridiculously loyal friend, reading rough drafts that make me want to cry and giving insightful, honest, and constructive criticism. This is why you see her in all of my acknowledgments.
Next I need to thank all of the Kickstarter backers who gave so generously to my campaign to get this book reviewed by Kirkus. They are, in the order they pledged: Samantha Ling, Stephanie Cowart, Linda DeMeulemeester, Rebecca J. Carlson, Neile Graham, Susan Kaye Quinn, Emily Lyman, Catherine Burkholder, Susanne Brokaw, Melanie Goldmund, Donna L. Sadd, Ike Tippetts, Rob Jagnow, Eowyn Langholf, Bradley King, Whitney Farnsworth, Emily Forrington, Emily Debenham, Cindy Avery, Daniel Whiteson, Stephanie Spier, Kathryn Parsons, S.S. Bazinet, Caroline Aubry, Riccardo Mainetti, Sarah Mah, Dean and Teddie Tippetts, Thomas Shepherd, Debbie Chrissinger, Stacey Millett Tippetts, Mary Lynn Pack, Emerald Christensen Griffin, Ian Parkinson, David C. Cassidy, Shelley Keesler, Sandra Mah, and Melody Anthony. I thought Kickstarter would be a humbling experience that would require me to spend a whole month begging for money. It was humbling, but not in the way I predicted. These kind individuals funded it in full in five days.
I’d also like to thank those who helped me with the cover design, Jenn Reese, of Tiger Bright Studios, who designed my two previous covers as well, and Sima Vaziry, who took my draft cover to the final version you see on this book.
Last, but definitely not least, are my readers who read my rough draft and told me everything I’ve done wrong. I’ve mentioned Char and my mother, Mary. I’d also like to think Jane Stewart, a new friend who wrote me a wonderful, detailed critique, and Trevor Tippetts, my longsuffering husband, who reads chick lit novels on his Kindle on the way to work. Now that’s love.
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A curse that makes a man unable to die, also prevents him from living. He feels no pain and no emotion, merely drifting through existence like a ghost until he collides with a young woman with the inborn power to change his fate. Payton and sixteen of his clan members and allies were afflicted with the curse back in the seventeenth century, only not all of them consider it an affliction. When Samantha, a descendant of their bitter enemies, arrives in modern day Scotland, she steps into a centuries old feud between men who want to live again and those who don’t dare feel the crushing guilt for the sins they committed so long ago.
German indie author, Emily Bold, writes historical and paranormal romance. Her first English translation, The Curse, is a complex and compelling book with a story that spans three centuries. While we’ve all seen the immortal guy in love with a mortal woman storyline before, Bold packs the pages with a rich backstory full of historical detail about clan warfare in medieval Scotland, something that the main character, Samantha, knows little about. She is on a modern day exchange program in a small Scottish town when she is nearly knocked over by Payton, who enjoys riding his bike at breakneck speed. It’s a trivial amusement for someone who can’t actually break his neck, only his fleeting encounter with Sam evokes real, physical pain.
This book is written in a mix of British English and Scots dialect. In choosing a translator, Bold wisely went with someone fluent in Scots dialect, able to write it in a way that all of us English speakers should understand. While it is possible at points to see that this is a translation, the underlying bone structure and emotional core of this book is first class. I’m very much looking forward to the sequel, which just came out in German. Everyone buy this book so she can afford to have the next one translated!
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No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission. All rights reserved.
 
Cover design © 2012 Sima Vaziry
 
Copyright © 2012 by Emily Mah Tippetts
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