


Juvenilia



Also by J.M. Reep

Leah
The Spring



JUVENILIA
by J.M. Reep



JUVENILIA
Copyright 2014 by J.M. Reep. All Rights Reserved.
First Edition

ISBN-10: 0615945201 
ISBN-13: 9780615945200

Cover designed by the author.

More info and contact at www.jmreep.com



C O N T E N T S

S t o r i e s  b y  Ma rk  M cK e nz i e
    The Fight      4
    The Baby   39
    Fatal Fame   58
    The Young Writer and the Famous Author   81
    Molly 104
    The Principal’s Office 133
    George the Ugly Vampyre 176
    The Adventures of  Jack Liberty, Part 3 231
    Sunday 271
    The Baby (Revised) 303

Po e ms  b y  Ro s e ma r y  Fa l e
    Summer     3
    Leaves   24
    Rainfall   25
    Gravity   38
    Don’t   90
    Abandoned 103
    Chalk It Up 160
    Coat 161
    Trina’s Wedding Bouquet 162
    You 163
    Minus Signs 211
    Break-Up 249
    Twos 270
    Summer Sun 309





Juvenilia





SUMMER

thousands upon thousands of stars in the sky
and enough time for me to name them all

- r fale
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“THE FIGHT”
by Mark McKenzie

The school was abuzz with rumors. Everyone was talking 
about it, everyone, that is, except for me and my friends. We 
knew what was going to happen and what we were going to do. 
Why bother discussing it? It was the last day of school, the day 
that I would fight Trace. Trace was the biggest bully in the 
school. Everyone was afraid of him. Even (to be honest) me. 

But we weren't going to let him bully us or anyone else 
anymore. We were going to stand up to him and defeat him once 
and for all. He might be big, but all of us together were bigger.

Noah was with me. He had been picked on by Trace for 
longer than any of us. He and Trace had gone to the same 
elementary school, and even then Trace had been a bully. Once, in 
fifth grade, Noah had gotten into a fight with Trace, and Trace 
had won, which only encouraged Trace to pick on him some more. 
Now, Noah wanted revenge.

Tyler was with me. He still remembered the humiliating 
moment back in seventh grade when Trace had tripped him as he 
was coming out of the lunch line. His tray, and his food, had gone 
flying across the floor, sending the entire cafeteria into uproarious 
laughter. Trace had scurried away, laughing too, but only Tyler 
knew that Trace had been the cause of the accident. 

And Jerry was with me. He was the reason why I was 
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fighting Trace. Yesterday, Trace had shoved Jerry into a vending 
machine, leaving him with a huge bloody gash in his head. He had 
had to leave school yesterday and get stitches. For me, that was 
the last straw, and when I saw Trace the next morning, I 
challenged him to a fight. I wasn't trying to make a big deal out 
of the challenge, but people overheard, rumors spread, and by the 
middle of the day everyone in school had heard about how I 
planned to kick Trace's ass. 

Today just so happened to be the last day of school. 
Some people said that I was a chicken for waiting so long to fight 
Trace, but I had no such plan until he hurt Jerry. Trace himself, 
when I challenged him, called me a sissy for not fighting him then 
and there in the hallway of the school. But while Trace didn't care 
about getting kicked out of school, I wanted to come back next 
year, so I said I'd fight him after the last bell of the year. 
Summer vacation will have begun and so I wouldn't have to worry 
about being suspended. Technically, school wasn't in session 
anymore!

But having to wait all day for the fight to happen only 
made me nervous. I might have even chickened out and turned into 
the sissy Trace accused me of by bolting from the campus as 
soon as the bell rang, but my friends were with me and they gave 
me confidence. Ever since I challenged Trace to a fight, they had 
teased me about it, but now, when the moment had arrived, they 
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were quiet. They knew the seriousness of what was going to 
happen, and they were supporting me completely. They had my 
back.

The cafeteria was where the fight would be held. Usually, 
no one was down there after school. There was usually a mad 
rush to get off campus, but today, there was a mad rush to 
the cafeteria. You'd think it was lunch time, but food wasn't 
what the crowd was hungry for.

The crowd made me a little nervous. Fighting someone like 
Trace was scary enough, but now I had to fight him in front of 
half the school. When I entered, though, I heard cheers. It made 
me feel good that everybody was on my side. They were sick and 
tired of Trace too.

But despite the cheers and the slaps on my back as I 
made my way to the middle of the cafeteria, I knew that I was 
still going to be on my own when the time came to fight Trace. 
These people wouldn't fight for me. I had to do it myself.

Trace entered the cafeteria like a tiger searching for his 
prey. His gothy girlfriend Raquel followed behind him, sneering and 
acting like she was better than everyone else. But she wasn't 
fooling anyone. We knew that she could see how many people had 
shown up, and she knew that none of them were on Trace's side.

Trace pretended to be unconcerned about the crowd. He 
shouted, his voice like the angry bark of a pit bull, “What are you 
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losers looking at? Did you come here to see me kick this sissy's 
ass?” 

I spoke for the crowd. “No, Trace. We're here to let you 
know that we're going to stand up to you. We're not gonna take 
your crap anymore!”

“Is that right?” Trace laughed. He looked at the crowd 
and challenged them, “So who else wants to fight? Who else is 
gonna stand up to me?”

There was silence. I thought my friends would immediately 
back me up, but they hesitated. For a second, I thought that I 
really was all alone in this, but then I heard a girl's voice cry out, 
“I'll stand up to you!” 

Everyone turned and saw Laura Nelson, the shy girl who 
never talked. She stood with a defiant look on her face while the 
rest of us just stared at her, shocked. I don't think I had ever 
even heard her voice before, yet here she was, ready to back me 
up. She continued, “Trace, you've been picking on people all your 
life, including me. But I'm not going to let you hurt anyone else 
anymore. We've all had it with you. Come on everyone, who else is 
sick of Trace bullying people?”

Slowly, more people voiced their support. First it was just 
a couple voices, but then a couple more spoke up, then a couple 
more, and in a minute the whole cafeteria was roaring, and Trace 
quickly realized that he wasn't just facing me or my friends. He 
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was facing the whole high school. Seeking some kind of support, 
he turned and looked for his girlfriend, but she had run off. Now 
it was Trace who was all alone.

“You think you guys scare me?” Trace asked, though I 
thought I heard some fear in his voice. “I'll kick all of your asses, 
even if it takes me all night!”

“But first,” Trace said, looking at me, “I've got a score 
to settle with you.”

This was it. There was no backing down now. Trace 
wasn't going to run away scared, and I knew I couldn't either. 
Even if it meant getting beat up, there was no way I could back 
down.

I had been thinking of this moment all day, thinking about 
what I was going to do and how I would fight. All sorts of 
tactics and strategies had crossed my mind. At lunch, my friends 
and I had talked about it. “Go for the nose, first,” Noah had 
said. “No,” countered Tyler. “Hit him in the stomach a couple of 
times to knock the wind out of him, then go for the nose.” Jerry 
had told me to fight dirty and punch him in the groin, but I wasn't 
going to do that. Throughout the day, other people who knew 
about the fight (which was pretty much the entire school) had 
offered me advice. Some people whispered it in my ear during 
class. Some people had stuffed notes in my locker. Even one of 
the teachers gave me advice on how to defend myself in a fight. 
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But now, when the time had come, I wasn't sure what to do. I 
guessed I just had to rely on instinct, and trust that to guide me.

Incredibly, Trace even offered to help me out. “I'll tell you 
what I'm gonna do,” Trace said with a confident smile. “I'll let 
you take the first punch. Go ahead, hit me anywhere. But 
remember that I'm gonna hit you back even harder when you do!”

Trace stood there, his arms defiantly akimbo, and waited 
for me to swing. The cafeteria had grown completely silent. 
Nobody dared utter a word. I think the only sound anyone could 
hear was the sound of my heart pounding in my chest. This was 
it. I couldn't back away. 

So I swung at him. I threw my fist right at his stomach, 
trying to put as much of my weight behind it as I could. I 
expected to see him double over in pain, but when I backed away, 
he had barely moved at all. 

An evil grin came over his face. He looked me right in the 
eye, pulled back his fist, and 
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Chapter One

ROSEMARY  PUNCHED  MARK  in  his  right  shoulder.  “Hey! 

Wake up!” she shouted. 

It didn’t hurt . . . much, but the force of the blow sent the 

pen in Mark’s hand sailing across the page of the notebook sitting 

in  his  lap,  leaving  an  ugly,  crooked  line  across  the  page  and 

across the story he had been writing.

“Stop it!” Mark snapped, shrugging off Rosemary’s attack. 

In retaliation, he threw his own fist in her direction. He delib-

erately missed her, the back of his fist smacked loudly against the 

empty  car  seat  between  the  two  of  them,  missing  the  girl  by 

several inches,  but that little show of mercy was lost on Rose-

mary.

“Hey!” Rosemary screamed to the two adults in the front of 

the car. “Did you see that?! He tried to hit me!”

“You hit me!” Mark exclaimed.

“So what?”

“So you’re lucky I didn’t hit you for real!”

“You can’t hit me, I’m a girl—”

“You could have fooled me,” Mark muttered.

“—and  guys  aren’t  supposed  to  hit—wait—what  did  you 
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say?”

“You could have fooled me,” Mark repeated, louder.

Rosemary  tried  to  punch Mark  again—and hit  him even 

harder this time. She didn’t think she had hit him very hard the 

first time, but she wasn’t going to let him insult her like that. This 

time, though, Mark was ready for her attack and he dodged the 

blow. Having failed to strike him physically, she tried to hurt him 

with her words: “You are the rudest person I have ever met,” the 

girl declared. “Ever!”

“And you’re the most violent person I’ve ever met.”

Rosemary pretended like she was going to hit Mark again, 

but her fist retreated after advancing only a few inches. Mark still 

flinched, though, and Rosemary erupted into laughter.

“Ha ha! You’re such a sissy!”

“And you’re ugly.”

   “—Wuss”

“Crybaby—”

   “—Idiot”

“Turd—”

   “—Loser”

“Slut—”

“That is enough!” the woman sitting in the front passenger 

seat cried out, at last. “If I didn’t know better I’d guess you two 

were eight years old, not sixteen!”

“She started it,” Mark said.

“I want both of you to stop it, right now!” the woman insis-

ted, and for a moment the two teenagers were quiet.

“Why  are  you  even  trying  to  write?”  Rosemary  finally 

asked. “How can you even hold a pen steady in this car?”

“Are you attacking my driving now?” the man in the dri-

ver’s seat asked.

“It’s OK—that attack’s justified,” laughed the woman sitting 

beside him.
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The two adults up front:  Craig McKenzie—Mark’s father, 

and Kristen McKenzie, formerly Kristen Fale—Rosemary’s moth-

er,  continued talking to  each other,  speaking in  murmurs and 

whispers, which the two teens in the backseat couldn’t hear over 

the sound of the car’s engine and the music from the radio. 

“I can write just fine,” Mark answered. “Why did you hit me 

anyway?” 

“Oh, there was a funny billboard I was gonna show you. It’s 

about  three  miles  behind  us  now—you  missed  it—too  bad  for 

you.”

“Well,  I  didn’t  want  to  see  it  anyway.  You don’t  have to 

show me anything.”

“Fine,” the girl replied. “I won’t.”

“In fact—don’t even talk to me!”

“No problem,” Rosemary said with a smile.

“I mean it—don’t say another word.”

“You got it. I won’t say another word. Not another word. 

Not a single, solitary, little . . . word.” 

Mark knew she wanted to annoy him, so he tried to ignore 

her. He tried to turn his attention back to the notebook in his lap, 

but Rosemary continued.

“Nope. I’ll be silent as a mouse. Silenter, in fact. Silent as a 

dead mouse. Yep, I’ll be as silent as a dead mouse. Completely 

silent. And very, very, very quiet. Very quiet.”

“Will you SHUT UP!” Mark shouted.

“Leave him alone, Rosemary,” Mrs. McKenzie warned from 

the front seat. Rosemary was about to protest, but instead she bit 

her tongue, frowned, and pouted angrily for a moment. Then, she 

decided to try a different tack. She turned her head to the left and 

began to stare intently at Mark.

Aware of what she was doing, Mark continued to pretend to 

ignore her as he stared at his notebook, but his story had fled his 

imagination, and he knew he probably wouldn’t pick it up again 
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until he got home and could find refuge from his annoying step-

sister in the privacy of his own bedroom. She was always like this: 

a creativity killer.

He thought she would grow bored of staring at  him and 

look away, but Rosemary was relentless. For five straight minutes 

she stared at the side of Mark’s head. Actually, she was staring at 

his right ear. At first, she was absorbed by its shape—not neces-

sarily the shape of Mark’s ear specifically,  but the shape of all 

ears. They were such weird-looking things, half folded over like a 

fetus at two months. Everybody’s got a couple of them stuck on 

their heads, yet does anyone ever really notice how weird they 

look? Rosemary counted herself lucky. Her dark brown hair was 

long enough that she could hide the freakish things from plain 

sight. And maybe that’s why people wore earrings: to make those 

ugly, deformed appendages look a little less hideous.

Mark thought Rosemary would never stop staring at him, 

and since he found he couldn’t write anymore, he took his note-

book and held it up next to his head, blocking Rosemary’s view of 

him—and more importantly, blocking his peripheral view of her. 

At last, he felt a sense of privacy.

Rosemary,  though,  now  had  something  new  to  look  at, 

something a little more entertaining than her step-brother’s ear. 

The notebook that Mark held up was still open to his story, and 

though  Mark’s  handwriting  was  a  lot  sloppier  than  hers,  she 

could still decipher it. She didn’t know what the story was about; 

all she knew was that it was hilarious. She read aloud: “‘Nobody 

dared utter a word. I think the only sound anyone could hear was 

the sound of my heart pounding in my chest.’”

Mark  recognized  his  words  and  immediately  pulled  the 

notebook away, placing it back in his lap.

“What are you talking about now, Rosemary?” her mother 

asked. 

“That’s  what  Mark  was  writing.  Ha ha!  ‘The  only  sound 
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anyone could hear was the sound of my heart’! Can you believe 

that? People can’t hear someone else’s heart beating, you moron! 

I guess you don’t have to worry about bumps in the road screwing 

up your writing—you’re doing a good job of that all by yourself!”

“Nobody asked you,” Mark grumbled.

“Let me read some more.”

“No.”

“C’mon! I  promise I won’t  make fun of  it.  I’ll  be like an 

editor—I’ll tell you what’s crappy so you can fix it. Ha ha!”

Mark closed his notebook and slipped it into his backpack 

on the floor at his feet.

“You’re no fun,” Rosemary complained.

The  two  teenagers  were  silent  for  a  moment.  Rosemary 

went back to staring out the window, and Mark did the same. 

The  highway  was  leading  them  through  another  small 

town.  From  her  window,  Rosemary  could  see  a  line  of  signs 

advertising motels, gas stations, and fast food restaurants. Her 

stomach growled and she called to the driver, “Hey, Craig, can we 

stop and get something to eat?”

“No, no,” her step-father said. “We’re almost home.”

“You’ve been saying that for the last 300 miles.”

“Well, it’s more true now than ever before.”

“You  always want to stop,”  Mark complained to the girl 

next to him. “Every time we pass through a town you have to 

whine,  ‘Can  we  stop  here?  Can  we  stop  here?  Can  we  stop  

here?’”

“Shut up. I do not.”

“Yes, you do.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Yes, you do!”

“No, I don’t!”

“Hey! Eight-year-olds!” Kristen cried out, and the two teens 

were silenced.
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“Why couldn’t we have gone on vacation somewhere closer 

to where we live?” the girl muttered.

“I know how we can pass the time!” Craig declared as he 

turned down the radio. “Another round of ‘Memory Lane’?”

Kristen laughed, “Great idea!”

“NO!” Mark and Rosemary shouted in unison. One of the 

very worst things about their parents’  marriage was that  all  of 

those  embarrassing  moments  from their  early  childhoods  that 

should have been forgotten by now could be rehashed for their 

new  family  members’  amusement—and  Mark  and  Rosemary’s 

mutual  humiliation.  The  two  teenagers  sometimes  tried  to 

retaliate  with  their  own  stories  of  their  parents’  most  embar-

rassing moments, but the two adults were either very good at pre-

tending not to care,  or  they were somehow immune to humil-

iation. And besides, most of the stories that Mark and Rosemary 

told never seemed to be nearly as embarrassing as what their par-

ents remembered.

“We need a topic for the game,” Craig said to his wife.

Kristen  thought  for  a  moment.  “How  about  .  .  .  ‘nick-

names’?”

“Sounds good,” her husband replied, and the two teenagers 

in the back silently scrambled to remember anything humiliating 

from their pasts that would fit with the topic.

Craig told his story first: “I’ve got one—once, when Mark 

was about three years old, he was playing outside—and I guess he 

fell down or something because he scraped his arm pretty badly—

he was crying, of course—but we cleaned him up and put some 

bandages on his arm. His mother told him that he had a ‘boo-

boo’ so Mark started calling himself, ‘Mr. Boo-boo.’”

Rosemary  laughed out  loud.  “Mr.  Boo-boo!  That  is  per-

fect!” She turned to Mark who was pretending not to care—but 

the redness in his face told a different story. She added, “From 

now on I’m calling you ‘Mr. Boo-boo’! Ha ha!”
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“If you do, I’ll punch you for real.”

“Mr. Boo-boo!”

Mark raised his  fist,  and this  time it  was Rosemary who 

flinched, letting out a squeal as she got out of his way. 

Meanwhile, Kristen had thought of an embarrassing anec-

dote of her own. “Well,” Kristen began, “when Rosemary was very 

young she liked to play with dolls.  She had a lot  of them, but 

there were about three or four of them that she preferred to play 

with . . .”

Rosemary knew where this was going. “Don’t you dare tell 

them about that!” Rosemary demanded, all of her glee at Mark’s 

embarrassment now forgotten. Mark, meanwhile, had perked up. 

If Rosemary was already this upset, he knew this had to be some-

thing good.

Kristen, smiling,  continued: “She carried her dolls  every-

where with her. She’d walk around the house with an armful of 

them. When we went out, we wouldn’t let her take all of them 

with her, but she always had at least one. She called them . . . um

—what was the name you had for your little group?”

Rosemary refused to answer.

“They were called something like, The Fun Girls Club—”

Mark snorted and Rosemary quickly said, “It wasn’t called 

‘The Fun Girls Club’!”

“Then what was it called?” Kristen asked.

Again, Rosemary refused to cooperate. “I don’t know—but 

it definitely wasn’t The Fun Girls Club.”

Mark didn’t believe her. “Hey Rosemary,” he teased, “can I 

join the club?”

“Sorry, Mr. Boo-boo,” she replied, “no guys allowed.”

“What did you call it?” Kristen asked again.

“I’m not saying anything,” Rosemary said. “Go ahead and 

call it ‘The Fun Girls Club’ if you want, but that’s not what it was 

called.”
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“It’s gotta be something even worse,” Mark observed, trying 

to encourage Kristen to remember.

“Oh! I  remember now,”  Kristen said.  “It  was ‘The Super 

Girl Friends’.”

Rosemary hunched over  in  her  seat  and buried  her  face 

between her knees. She didn’t say a word.

Mark laughed, and made up a little song on the spot:

  “Super Girl—

   Super Girl Friends!

 Super Girl—

  Super Girl Friends!”

“SHUT UP!” Rosemary roared.

“I guess you win this round,” Mr. McKenzie said to his wife.

Both of their parents were wearing identical green T-shirts 

with an image of an Indian wearing a cowboy hat on the front 

and the word “How-dy!” below the picture—souvenirs from their 

trip. Mark and Rosemary had been given T-shirts too, but both 

refused to wear them this morning when they saw their parents 

were wearing their shirts. 

All was silent in the car for the next few miles. Rosemary 

saw a road sign indicating that they still had seventy miles left be-

fore  they  reached  home.  She  groaned  and  bumped  her  head 

against the window a few times. This road trip was such a terrible 

idea. Spending so much time with Mark was torture.

Mark, meanwhile, still delighted in the new embarrassing 

information that he could use against Rosemary in the future, but 

as the minutes dragged on and the car kept putting miles behind 

them,  his  boredom  returned.  He  wanted  to  keep  writing,  but 

somehow, he couldn’t make himself lean forward, reach into his 

bag,  and retrieve  his  notebook again.  So he sat,  as  silently  as 

Rosemary, and stared out the window next to him.
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As they approached another town with its own little forest 

of  signs advertising gas stations and restaurants,  Kristen mur-

mured to her husband, “I think I need to stop soon.”

“OK,” Craig answered,  without the resistance that  he ex-

pressed a while ago when Rosemary had asked to stop. Mark and 

Rosemary heard their exchange, but neither of them complained 

or objected. At last, they’d be able to get out of this car and away 

from each other.

The car took the next exit off the highway and pulled into a 

crowded parking lot between a motel and a fast food restaurant.   

“Maybe I’ll get an ice cream cone this time,” Mark bragged.

“Shut up,” the girl in the seat next to him muttered. Mark 

still had money left over from the trip. Rosemary had spent al-

most all of hers and was at the mercy of the adults to buy her 

food.

As soon as Craig parked the car, Rosemary unfastened her 

seat belt and jumped out. Playing the role of dutiful daughter, she 

opened her mother’s car door as the woman was unfastening her 

own seat belt. Rosemary took her mother’s hand and helped her 

out. At sixteen, Rosemary was already as tall as her mother. She 

was as tall as Mark, too, and when she wore her hair up she even 

looked an inch taller. 

“You don’t have to do that every time,” Kristen said with a 

smile. “I’m not that far along.”

Kristen stood up and arched her back, making the bulge in 

her stomach even more noticeable. At five months, her pregnancy 

was showing beneath the Indian t-shirt.

Craig and Mark were standing on the other side of the car. 

Craig also stretched his back and legs while Mark was struck by 

the  afternoon  heat  after  spending  the  last  two  hours  in  air 

conditioned comfort. At the end of the school year, he had cut his 

reddish-blond hair very short, hoping that would keep him cool 

during the summer. It wasn’t working. Mark said, “I’m gonna go 
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get some ice cream.”

“We’re not gonna be here for very long,” his father warned. 

“You’d better use the restroom. We might not stop again until we 

get home.”

“I’m fine—I don’t have to go,” Mark said as he started to-

wards  the  restaurant.  Rosemary  and  her  mother  had  already 

made their way across the parking lot. An older couple who were 

leaving the restaurant  saw the expectant  mother  and held the 

door open for her and her teenage daughter. Inside, Rosemary 

asked, “Do you want me to get you something? A Coke maybe?”

Kristen shook her head as she walked to the restroom. “Not 

yet. Let me go to the bathroom first.”

Rosemary watched her mother until she disappeared into 

the ladies’ room. Then she turned to the counter. She found Mark 

already waiting in line  behind two other  customers.  Rosemary 

looked up  at  the  menu and all  of  the  treats  that  she couldn’t 

afford to buy. Next Monday, she’d be starting a summer job at 

Giganto Burger, and the idea of being able to eat fast food when-

ever she wanted made her stomach growl even louder. She was 

thirsty and wished she could get a soda, but she didn’t even have 

enough change in her pocket for the small size, so she sat down in 

a booth near the ladies’ restroom and waited for her mother to 

come back out.

 After Mark purchased his ice cream, he considered finding 

Rosemary and teasing her some more, but instead, he went back 

outside.  Immediately,  his  ice cream started melting in the hot 

summer  sun,  so  Mark  began  licking  faster  as  he  maneuvered 

through the busy parking lot, deftly avoiding the cars that drove 

past. His father was still at the SUV, only now he had the back 

trunk open. He was re-stacking the luggage and bags that had fal-

len or shifted during their trip. When he saw that Mark had re-

turned and had, indeed, bought an ice cream cone, he said to his 

son,  “You shouldn’t  be wasting your money like  that.  You can 
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have ice cream when we get home. Wasn’t there some chocolate 

chip in the refrigerator when we left?”

     “That’s  Rosemary’s—and she’ll  freak out if  I  eat any of it.  

Remember what happened when I ate the last of her Chocolate 

Sugar Puffs cereal?”

“Still,  you could have waited.  You know,  part  of  earning 

money is learning to be responsible with it—”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Mark mumbled, trying to avoid another 

lecture on finances.

Mark started to walk around to the driver’s side of the car 

that was partly shaded from the hot sun, but Mr. McKenzie said, 

“Wait a minute. Before you get back in the car, let me show you 

something.”

Mark came back and his father pulled the two big suit-cases 

out of the back and set them on the asphalt. Mr. McKenzie said, 

“I know this is Kristen’s car, and you probably won’t ever drive it, 

but  I  wanted  to  show  you  where  the  spare  tire  and  jack  are 

located just in case. Do you still remember how to change a tire?”

Mark remembered. Last  fall,  when Mark enrolled in dri-

ver’s ed, preparing to take his test, his father had spent a couple 

hours one weekend showing him how to change the tires on a car. 

“Yeah,  I  remember,”  Mark  said.  “You  put  the  jack  under  the 

frame, loosen the bolts on the tire, lift the car, and then swap it 

out for the spare.”

“Well, in this car, the spare tire is located back here in the 

trunk. I’d show it to you if there wasn’t ton of luggage sitting on 

top of the hidden panel. But you can see the handle right there.” 

Mark looked at it and nodded sagely.

“What’s  going  on?”  Kristen  asked.  “Please  don’t  tell  me 

we’re stopping here for the night.” Mark and his father turned 

around and saw Mrs. McKenzie and Rosemary approaching. Both 

of them had small sodas in their hands; Kristen must have paid 

for them. Mark was disappointed that his step-sister had gotten 
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something to eat after all.

“I  was just  showing Mark where the spare tire is  in this 

car,” her husband explained. As he put the suitcases back into the 

trunk, he added, “And I was telling him how buying something to 

eat this close to home was a waste of money.”

“Oh waah!” Kristen mocked. “It’s only a couple of sodas—

calm down.”

Mr. McKenzie said nothing as he finished loading the suit-

cases. He closed the trunk and asked, “Are we ready to go?”

They  were,  so  they  all  climbed  back  into  the  car.  Once 

again, Mark sat on the left side, behind his father, and Rosemary 

sat behind her mother on the passenger side. Mark stuffed the 

last of his ice cream cone into his mouth while his step-sister took 

one last sip from the straw in her soda and then placed her drink 

in one of the backseat cup-holders, where it would remain until 

the end of their trip.

“Just one hour left until we’re home!” Mr. McKenzie said as 

he started the engine.

“Yippee,”  Rosemary muttered,  without  any of  the enthu-

siasm that the utterance suggested.

Back on the highway, Mark pulled out his notebook and his 

pen, trying once more to get back into the mood for writing. He 

opened the notebook to the story he had been working on before 

Rosemary  had  interrupted  him,  and  although  he  was  able  to 

scribble a few more sentences, he found that he no longer felt in-

spired. He closed the notebook and let it rest in his lap; he would 

finish the story this evening when he got home. Instead, he stared 

out the window, beyond the cars traveling with them, beyond the 

median, beyond the cars heading in the opposite direction, at the 

landscape that he had mostly ignored during this long roadtrip.

Rosemary  stared  out  her  window,  too,  watching  as  the 

landscape  alternated  between  forest  and  farm.  She  found  the 

farmhouses fascinating, especially the houses that looked brand 
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new, like the suburban houses that were in their neighborhood. 

Some were even bigger: lone McMansions surrounded by fields 

of crops sprouting from the earth. In most cases, the new houses 

stood near older, run-down houses—the buildings where the far-

mers and their families used to live. Rosemary wondered why the 

older houses weren’t torn down, now that the new houses had 

been built.

Mark  imagined  what  stories  he  could  tell  about  those 

farmhouses. Even the newer houses seemed like relics from an 

earlier  time, before most people in America lived in cities.  He 

could write a story of historical fiction, perhaps, set in the 19th or 

early 20th centuries. What would life have been like, before the 

interstate highways were built, when these houses and the fam-

ilies who lived inside of them were truly separated from the rest 

of the world, when their nearest neighbors lived over a mile away, 

before television, before automobiles, before cell phones? What 

kind of story could he write? He imagined a protagonist: a far-

mer, a man who had lived on his plot of land all his life. The far-

mer would have a wife, of course, a woman a few years younger 

than the farmer himself, maybe. And they would have a son, a 

strong young man who will one day inherit the farm from his fa-

ther—if the drought doesn’t wipe out their crops and their sav-

ings first. Yes, a drought. A terrible drought that turns the rich 

soil into sand. In the story, the father and son would fight valiant-

ly to bring life back to their fields and protect their way of life.

Even with a large family, Rosemary thought, it would still 

be lonely to live out here, practically in the middle of nowhere, 

with just a few other farmers and their  families for neighbors. 

She guessed that there was always a town not too far away, but 

living in a small town was probably as bad as living all alone. It 

wasn’t like living in the city. There were lots of times when Rose-

mary preferred to be alone, but she couldn’t imagine this kind of 

solitude. There was no way she could ever be a farmer’s wife.
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But those woods, Rosemary thought. Those woods that sur-

rounded the farms—those would be fun to explore. She wondered 

how far they went. Craig was driving so fast that she couldn’t get 

a good look. It amazed her how many trees there were, and on 

each tree there were thousands upon thousands of  leaves.  She 

wondered  what  birds  lived  among  those  trees,  what  squirrels, 

what deer, maybe there were even some bears lurking just out of 

view. Yikes. Maybe the woods weren’t so friendly after all. . . .

Mark  changed  his  mind.  Historical  fiction  was  hard  to 

write;  he’d  have  to  spend  all  his  time  on  the  Internet  doing 

research. Maybe a science fiction story—something set on a farm. 

It’s late one night—a stormy night with lots of lightning strikes. 

The farmer and his family are preparing to go to bed, and then—

the sound of an explosion as something crashes into the woods! 

Looking out the window, the farmer sees an eerie blue glow just 

beyond the treeline. He puts on a raincoat, grabs a flashlight, and 

runs out of the house to see if he can help. But as he approaches 

the site of the crash, he discovers that it’s not an airplane, it’s not 

anything that’s been made by human hands. . . .

Someday, Rosemary decided, she would go hiking in a for-

est all by herself. It would be fun to get away from the rest of the 

world for a couple of days and spend some time in nature. Her 

home, her school,  society—all  of  that was so artificial,  so fake. 

That forest, though, was real. It was wild and random and unre-

strained. That’s what nature is, and that’s where people belong.

Inspired,  she  pulled  out  her  cell  phone  and  began 

thumbtyping on the keypad. It looked like she was texting—and 

in a way she was.

“Look! We’re here!” Mr. McKenzie declared from the front 

seat. The two teenagers snapped out of their dreams and looked 

out the front window. They saw a road sign notifying travelers 

that they were crossing into the city limits. They would be home 

soon.
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 LEAVES

a lone leaf falls from a tree
and i want to cry

a little leaf falls to the earth
and i gather it up

a lost little leaf fallen so far from its friends
from its family

lonely in my hand, still green
i hold it close

what branch did you fall from?
if i knew id put you back

but im just like you
fallen from my own family tree
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RAINFALL

puddles of water reflect
the gray clouds above

i wonder if those clouds in the puddle
could let loose a backwards rain

and send the water falling up into the sky
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Chapter Two

AS THUNDER GROANED through the neighborhood and heavy 

raindrops tapped against the windows, Mark lay face down on the 

living  room  carpet,  his  chin  resting  on  his  folded  hands.  He 

seemed to be staring off into space, in the direction of the kitch-

en, but he was really much farther away than that. He was ima-

gining, dreaming, letting the ideas he had for the story he was 

writing play themselves out as visions in his mind. He was too 

busy watching them, enjoying them, to  remember that  he was 

supposed to be recording those visions in the notebook in front of 

him.  The  notebook’s  page  was  already  half-filled  with  Mark’s 

handwriting,  but  he  had stopped writing when something had 

stumped him, when his main character had gotten himself trap-

ped in an impossible situation and Mark didn’t know how to get 

him out of it. He had solved that dilemma a few minutes ago, and 

in  his  imagination,  his  protagonist  was  already  on  his  way  to 

other adventures, but Mark had forgotten to pick up his pen and 

continue writing.

Only  a  flash  of  lightning,  visible  through  the  windows, 

broke the spell. Mark lifted his head and noticed for the first time 

that it had finally started raining. Dark clouds had loomed in the 

26



sky ever since he woke up that morning, but only now was the 

rain beginning to fall. Mark pushed himself up off of the floor and 

walked to a window. Already, the drops of rain that had splat-

tered upon it made it impossible to see clearly through the glass. 

He watched the droplets gather on the window, some of them big 

enough that they immediately begin sliding down the glass, col-

liding  with  other  drops  of  water,  absorbing  them,  and  then 

gaining momentum as they slid to the bottom of the window. It 

wouldn’t be long before the entire window was glossed over with 

a film of water. It was hard to believe it was 1:30 in the afternoon, 

in the middle of June, but the clouds in the sky made the whole 

world appear dark. 

Mark thought that a setting like this would be great for a 

story.  “It  was a dark and stormy  day,”  might be his  first line. 

Yeah,  that  could work,  but he didn’t  want to get  too ahead of 

himself. He still had the other story to finish. It was waiting for 

him, on the floor behind him. His  protagonist  was waiting for 

new adventures, but here was Mark more interested in the weath-

er.  He turned back to his notebook and lay down on the floor 

once  again.  Mark  could  write  in  almost  any  position:  sitting, 

standing, on his bed, at his computer—it didn’t really matter, but 

he always preferred writing while lying down. It just felt  more 

comfortable this way. And since he sometimes compared dream-

ing up stories to actual dreaming done at night,  it  made sense 

that in both cases he should be lying down.

When the rest of the family were home, he preferred to do 

his writing in his room. There was privacy there—at least a little 

bit. His dad or Kristen might knock on the door and poke a head 

in to talk to him, or sometimes Rosemary would just  barge in 

without knocking at all. But today, right now, Mark was the only 

one at home, so he could come out of his room and claim the liv-

ing room for himself. His dad and Kristen were both at work, as 

usual for a weekday, and his step-sister was at her new summer 
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job, flipping burgers for her second six-hour shift  in two days. 

Mark had driven his step-sister to work this morning, and her 

mom would pick her up when she got off work at four. He had to 

work an evening shift of his own starting at five.

Mark stared at the notebook in front of him. He knew that 

if  he kept working until  Rosemary and Kristen came home, he 

might be able to finish this story. He was almost halfway through 

it  already,  having introduced all  of  the  plot  complications.  He 

wanted to get back to work but found it difficult to start again. He 

rested his chin on his hands and stared off into space, trying to 

jump-start his imagination, but the thunderstorm proved to be 

too much of a distraction. He lost his protagonist; he was pro-

bably already acting out the rest of the story, somewhere, in some 

alternate universe that Mark’s imagination was no longer able to 

access.

Another rumble of thunder. Looking up, Mark realized how 

dark the house had become. He had been working with the living 

room lights turned off. It was the early afternoon, after all, why 

would anyone turn on lights? Before the rain started falling, the 

sky might have been dark and cloudy, but there had been enough 

light for Mark to work. Now, Mark could barely read the words he 

had written on the page. The whole house was dark, almost as 

dark  as  night.  What  a  great  setting for  a  story,  Mark thought 

again.

As he stares at the page in front of him, something catches 

his attention, something in the periphery of his field of vision. 

Something in the kitchen. The boy thinks it’s nothing—his ima-

gination or the dim light coming through the windows playing 

tricks on him. But then he sees it again—a shadow—a form. There 

is something, someone, in there. He lies still, not moving, though 

his heart begins to beat a little faster. He listens, hoping his ears 

will confirm what his eyes are telling him. But the rain and thun-

der outside prevent him from hearing anything. 
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A flash of lightning suddenly illuminates the inside of the 

house. For a split second, the boy can see everything in the house 

as clearly as he might if the sky outside were cloudless and the 

sun were shining brightly. From where he lies on the floor in the 

living room, he can’t see everything in the next room. He has a 

clear view of the breakfast nook but he can only see a little bit of 

the kitchen. It appears empty, though, and he breathes a sigh of 

relief. There’s no reason to be scared. His heart begins to settle 

down.

But then the rumble of thunder that followed the lightning 

strike shakes the house, and as the rumble fades, the boy jumps 

as he hears something crash in the kitchen. Something has fallen 

onto  the  floor!  What  happened?  Did  the  thunder’s  vibrations 

knock something off the counter, and if so what was it? As the 

crashing sound dies, he thinks he can hear another sound—the 

sound of footsteps.

The boy doesn’t want to move from his place on the living 

room  floor.  He  wants  to  believe  that  if  he  just  lies  here  and 

doesn’t move, like a child in his bed at night who’s afraid of mon-

sters  in  his  closet,  then  maybe  if  someone  is  in  the  kitchen, 

whoever it is won’t hear or notice him. But lying in the middle of 

the living room floor isn’t exactly a hiding place, and if he were 

suddenly attacked, lying face down on the floor would put him at 

a definite disadvantage. He has to stand up, so he does.

Slowly, and as quietly as he can, thankful that the darkness 

and the rain can conceal his movements, the boy uses his arms to 

push his body up from the floor.  Once he’s  kneeling,  he stops 

again, holds still, and tries to listen. All he can hear, though, is 

the storm outside. He knows that the only thing he can do is go to 

the kitchen and see for himself what happened and who or what 

might be there. It’s the only way he’ll be able to put his mind at 

ease.

When he is finally standing, he feels more in control, more 
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powerful. If he has to fight, he can, but he’ll be better off with 

some sort of weapon. There are knives and dishes and broom-

sticks and other things he could use as weapons in the kitchen, of 

course, but if there were an intruder in the house, the intruder 

would have access to those weapons, too. 

There is a small desk in the corner of the living room, a 

desk that his parents use to pay their bills and store their finan-

cial records. On the desk, the boy sees a pair of scissors, so he 

moves quickly towards the desk and picks the scissors up. Now 

he is armed, and the deadly weapon in his hand gives him the 

courage he needs.

He creeps carefully, as if worried that each step he takes on 

the carpet will somehow make enough noise to alert whoever it is 

lurking in the kitchen. At the threshold between the living room 

and the kitchen, the boy considers switching on the light. That 

would certainly make it easier for him to spot his adversary, but 

his  adversary  might  spot  him,  too.  No,  the  better  thing  to  do 

would be to sneak up on him and take him by surprise.

The boy is hiding right around the corner at the threshold. 

From where he stands, he can see the empty breakfast nook, and 

beyond it, windows that are soaked with rain. He can’t see the 

kitchen itself; it’s behind the wall that he is standing next to. He 

knows that right around the corner, opposite the breakfast table, 

is a kitchen counter, about four feet long. The boy gets down into 

a crouching position and peers around the corner. The coast is 

clear which means that his adversary is in the kitchen itself, on 

the other side of the counter.

He moves  slowly,  deliberately,  crouch-stepping,  ready  to 

jump up and defend himself  with the scissors. In one hand he 

grips them tightly. The other hand he uses to maintain his bal-

ance. After a couple of steps, he reaches out and grabs the corner 

of the kitchen counter when he almost loses his balance. He paus-

es again, listens, but still can’t hear anything. Again, he starts to 
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wonder if he is over-reacting. Maybe there isn’t anyone there at 

all.

But as he takes another step forward, another step that will 

bring him closer to the corner of the kitchen counter where he 

can peer around and take a look, he hears a new noise, a sort of 

rustling coming from only a few feet away. A chill runs down his 

spine,  and,  terrified  that  whoever  is  there  is  about  to  come 

around the corner and attack,  the boy jumps up, ready to face 

whoever or whatever is in the kitchen with him. If he weren’t so 

scared himself, he might let out a yell to try to frighten whoever it 

is he’s about to face.

But he sees nothing.

A loud crack of thunder causes him to jump. His heart is 

racing now, and his mind is trying to understand what his eyes 

are  showing  him.  How can  there  be  nothing  here?  There  was 

something here just a few seconds ago, something that made that 

rustling sound. Carefully, still trying not to make any noise, he 

creeps around the kitchen counter and sees, at last, what it was 

that  crashed onto the floor.  It’s  a bowl—the same one that  he 

used a few hours ago when he ate cereal for breakfast. But how 

did it get on the floor? Surely he didn’t leave it on the edge of the 

counter, to be knocked off  when the thunder shook the house. 

No, he is sure he didn’t do that. He had set the bowl safely on the 

counter,  inches  from  the  edge.  A  little  tremble  couldn’t  have 

knocked it off, but he can’t be sure. 

He still doesn’t know if someone else is in the house, but 

just to be safe, the boy decides to upgrade his choice of weapon. 

He sets the scissors down on the counter and opens up the silver-

ware drawer. He grabs the largest, sharpest knife he can find. He 

smiles  as  he  thinks  that  if  someone  tries  to  attack  him,  that 

person will be in for a big surprise.

Suddenly,  a  loud  sound  startles  him.  The  sound  of  the 

storm, which has been muffled by the walls and windows of the 
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house, now sounds like it has burst inside—someone opened the 

front door! But it’s impossible, that door is always kept locked. 

His parents are obsessed about burglars. The boy moves in the 

direction of the dining room, which offers a clear view of the front 

door. Indeed, the door is wide open, and the strong winds outside 

are blowing raindrops into the house, soaking the entry way. 

Maybe  there  was someone  in  the  house  with  him,  and 

maybe whoever it was knew the boy was after him and decided to 

flee.  That’s  smart,  the  boy  thinks,  confidently.  He goes  to  the 

front door, and steps out on the porch. Everything is as dark as it 

had been before and the storm is as violent as ever. The boy looks 

up and down the street,  but he can’t  see any sign of  a person 

running away. The other houses on the suburban street are also 

dark, which the boy thinks is strange. Just because he had left the 

lights off in his home doesn’t mean that everyone else would do 

the same thing. The electricity might be out. 

He  steps  back  into  the  house  and  flips  the  switch  that 

should turn on the porch light. Nothing. He flips another switch 

that should turn on the light just inside the door. Nothing. He 

flips every switch in the entry hall. Nothing. The storm knocked 

out the electricity—not a surprise, of course, but not something 

he’s happy about. After all he’s been through in the last few min-

utes, it would be nice to have some light.

He shuts the front door, this time making sure it’s locked. 

No one’s getting in now. After a few seconds out on the porch, his 

legs and feet have gotten wet, so he starts for the first floor bath-

room to clean up.  As he passes  the stairway that  leads to  the 

second floor, he stops quickly and looks. He sees a shadow move 

suddenly from the top of the stairs out of sight. The boy pauses, 

wondering if what he saw was real or just his imagination. His 

mind might be playing tricks on him, or maybe the swaying trees 

outside,  rocked by the storm, are casting shadows through the 

upstairs windows.
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But then he hears something that confirms what his eyes 

saw. Footsteps. Quick, light footsteps walking down the hallway 

upstairs, right above where he’s standing. Footsteps heading for 

his bedroom. There is someone in the house with him. There’s no 

doubt about it now.

The long knife is  still  in his hand. He’d almost forgotten 

about it, but now he’s glad he has it. The boy knows what he has 

to do. He has the intruder cornered upstairs. He must confront 

him. Slowly, he begins to climb the stairs. He’s shaking, but he 

doesn’t know if it’s from fear or the chill from his wet pants and 

feet. Maybe both. Step after step he takes, slowly, carefully, trying 

not to make any sound as he listens for the footsteps. He can’t 

hear them any-more, which leads him to think that the intruder 

is hiding in his bedroom.

When he reaches  the top of  the stairs,  he  finds  that  the 

second floor is darker than the first. All of the doors to the bed-

rooms,  the  bathroom, and the hall  closet  are  closed.  The only 

open door is the door to the boy’s bedroom. Carefully, he peers 

down the hall into his room. But his room is at the end of the 

hallway, so from this distance, and in this darkness, he can’t see 

much. He can see his closet,  though. The door to the closet is 

open a little bit, but suddenly the closet door closes. That’s where 

the intruder is hiding!

The boy moves quickly down the hall, his knife still in his 

sweaty  hand.  It’s  time.  He  enters  his  bedroom.  But  it  doesn’t 

seem like it’s his. It seems strange, otherworldly, dark, and sur-

real.  He creeps up to the closet door,  which is  now shut.  He’ll 

have to open it; he’ll have to grab hold of the doorknob and pull 

the door open, surprising whoever is inside. He knows he’ll be 

attacked when he surprises the intruder. He may only have one 

shot with his knife, so he’ll have to make it count. He’s scared, 

more scared than he’s ever been in his life, but he has to do this.

He reaches out with his left hand, grabs the doorknob, and 
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pulls the closet door open quickly.

Mark opened his  eyes.  What  should be in the closet?  he 

wondered. A person? A beast from some child’s nightmare?—it is 

the monster in the closet after all. A phantom? A ghost? There 

were  so  many  possibilities,  but  Mark  didn’t  know  which  to 

choose. That was a problem he often had—finishing stories.

He  noticed  that  the  storm  had  stopped.  Picking  himself 

back up off his living room floor again, this time taking his note-

book and pen with him, he went to the window and looked out-

side.  The world seemed a little brighter, but it still looked more 

like a dreary winter morning than a summer afternoon. The trees 

in the backyard drooped and dripped, and the lawn was soaked. 

Mark  sighed,  disappointed.  The  storm  had  been  fun  while  it 

lasted.  He liked how the day had turned dark,  and the creepy 

mood it inspired. The horror story that he had thought up was 

still fresh in his mind. He’d definitely have to write it next, just as 

soon as he finished his current story. 

He was hungry. He hadn’t had lunch yet, and since it was 

almost two o’clock, it was past time to eat. He went to the kitch-

en, looked in the cupboards, looked in the pantry, looked in the 

refrigerator, and finally decided on a couple of pizza pockets. He 

watched them cook in the microwave for a minute, then he went 

and  grabbed  a  can  of  Coke  from  the  refrigerator.  When  the 

microwave beeped, Mark removed the plate and carried the food 

and the Coke in his hands—and his notebook under his arm—

upstairs to his room. 

The blinds in his room were open, and the clouds outside 

had  parted  just  enough  so  that  there  was  a  beam  of  sunlight 

illuminating his room. His bed was still  unmade. He’d have to 

take care of that this afternoon before Kristen came home. She 

and his father had been making a big deal about Mark and Rose-

mary contributing to the household by doing chores this summer. 

“You’re not in school, so you two have plenty of time to help keep 
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the house tidy,” Kristen had said to the teenagers, but Mark deci-

ded his bed could wait a little longer.

His laptop was still on from when he had used it earlier in 

the morning. He dropped his notebook on his bed and took his 

food to his desk. He checked his instant messaging client to see 

who was around. Only Jerrod was online, so Mark decided to lay 

low. He checked some websites while he ate the first pizza pocket. 

He suddenly realized his bedroom felt much too quiet, so with a 

few clicks he started playing some music. The best thing about 

being home alone was that he could listen to his music as loudly 

as he wanted. Even though he and Rosemary liked some of the 

same bands and artists, she hated it when he played his music too 

loudly, and he hated it when she did the same thing. Naturally, 

then, they both played their music as loud as they could whenever 

they could. But at least when Mark was alone, he could listen to it 

without worrying about his step-sister. 

He wasted time for a while,  until  he noticed some of his 

other friends coming online. He opened the chat client, but only 

Jerrod  replied  and  began  messaging  him.  Outside,  the  storm 

clouds were gone and the sun and the blue sky reigned supreme. 

It was another lazy, slow, summer afternoon—an afternoon made 

for doing nothing at all, and Mark tried to enjoy every minute of 

it.

After a while, though, he looked at the clock. Kristen and 

Rosemary would be home soon. The empty plate that had held 

his lunch still sat next to his laptop. He knew from experience 

that if he left for work without cleaning up he’d hear it from his 

step-mother when he came back home later that night, so he said 

goodbye  to  his  friends  and  logged  off  of  the  chat  client.  He 

quickly  made  his  bed,  and then  he grabbed the plate  and the 

empty can and carried them downstairs to the kitchen. He tossed 

the can in the trash and tried to set the plate in the sink, but he 

lost  his  grip  and  the  plate  suddenly  slipped  out  of  his  hand. 
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Desperately, Mark tried to grab it. It bobbled once, then twice in 

his hands,  and fell  to the floor.  It  didn’t  shatter into a million 

pieces  like  Mark expected  it  to.  Instead,  it  broke  into  two big 

chunks with a lot of tiny shards.

“Damn,” Mark said, staring at the mess on the floor. The 

plate was one of Kristen’s. Mark felt bad about breaking a plate, 

but he felt even worse about breaking one of hers. 

Mark knelt down on the floor, stacked the smaller piece of 

the broken plate onto the larger piece, then picked up as many of 

the tiny loose shards as he could. He didn’t know what to do with 

the plate. Should he set it on the counter and explain to Kristen 

what happened when she got home? Should he throw the broken 

plate in the trash and hope Kristen doesn’t notice? That seemed 

dishonest.  It  wasn’t  that  he  was  afraid  that  Kristen  would  be 

angry with him—although if she were to get angry, he would cer-

tainly deserve it. It’s just that breaking something that belonged 

to  Kristen  felt  different—more  wrong—than  if  he  had  broken 

something that be-longed to his father.

Mark decided to do the honest thing and set  the broken 

plate on the counter next to the sink.  Grabbing a damp wash-

cloth, he wiped the floor, cleaning up the last few ceramic shards.

Suddenly,  Mark heard the front door open and footsteps 

entering  the  house.  Mark  went  to  the  dining  room,  where  he 

could see the front door. It was wide open, and standing a few 

feet in front of it, was Rosemary dressed in her Giganto Burger 

uniform, browsing through a stack of mail. Her back was turned 

to  him,  and  she  didn’t  hear  him  as  he  approached  her  from 

behind.

“Hey!” he said.

The girl jumped, startled, and whirled around to face Mark. 

She punched him in the chest and said, angrily, “Don’t sneak up 

on people like that, you idiot!” Mark just smiled.

Rosemary put the stack of mail down. There was nothing in 
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the  junk  mail  that  interested  her.  As  she  wandered  off  to  the 

kitchen, Mark asked, “Did I get any mail?” but Rosemary ignored 

him.

Mark heard someone else approaching the front door. He 

turned and saw his step-mother. She looked tired, but she smiled 

when she saw Mark. “Hi, Mark. Did you have a good day?”

“Pretty good.”

“You have to work tonight, don’t you?”

“Yeah, I gotta leave in about thirty minutes.”

“Well,  you  better  go  get  ready.  I  was  gonna make  some 

chicken tonight—do you want  me to  save some for  you to  eat 

when you get home?”

“Nah, that’s all right,” Mark said, trying to be polite. “I’ll 

grab something to eat after work.”

“Oh my God!” Rosemary screamed from the kitchen. And 

before  the  two in  the entry  hall  could respond,  Rosemary  ap-

peared, holding two broken chunks of plate in her hands. “Mom!

—look what Mark did to your plate!”
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GRAVITY

a photograph of earth
taken maybe from the heights of ecstasy

or the depths of heartbreak
swirls bright 

ethereal
floating in emptiness

its light spiraling out of nothingness
a field of ghostly stars surrounding it

and yet it exists
held together by gravity

given substance out of the void

and i suppose that i too exist
perhaps gravity gives me substance by

pulling it all together

clothes thoughts hair skin dreams love

to form a strange child
maladjusted

anonymous but still here
absorbed by the pinpoints of light i see above me
but uninspired by the infinite darkness of space
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“THE BABY”

“Yes, he does,” the brother said. 
“No, he doesn't,” replied the sister.
“Of course he likes me better. Why wouldn't he?”
“Why would he?”
“Because I'm a boy just like him. He can relate to me. 

We have a male bond that only brothers can share.”
“Well, if he likes you better, how come he came straight 

to me when I called him a minute ago?” the sister asked as she 
tried to cradle the toddler in her lap.

The brother and the sister were sitting on the living room 
floor playing with their baby brother. As usual, they were fighting 
over which of them the baby liked more. 

“Because you lured him with his favorite toy. That's the 
only reason.” It was true: the sister was still holding the small 
blue bear in one hand as she tried to keep the baby in her lap 
with the other. But already, the baby had lost interest in the 
bear and was trying to climb out of his sister's lap.

“Let him go already,” the brother said. “Can't you see he 
doesn't want to sit with you anymore?”

“I'll let you go,” the sister said, looking into the baby's 
eyes, eyes that were filling with tears as the baby struggled to 
free himself from his sister's grasp, “just as soon as you tell 
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us who you love more – me!”
“He can barely say 'mama' and 'papa'” the brother said. 

“What do you expect, that he'll give a list of reasons why he 
likes you more?”

“All he has to say is 'sister.' Come on, you can do it! 
'Sister.' Say it!” 

The baby didn't reply. Instead, he just looked up at his 
sister, his eyes watering and lip quivering, and he began to cry.

“What are you doing to him?” the mother called from the 
kitchen.

“She's torturing the baby,” the big brother accused. “Make 
her let him go.”

The sister released the baby on her own free will. The 
baby climbed out of her lap and crawled across the floor. At 
first he started crawling towards the big brother, but when the 
brother held out his arms in a welcoming embrace, the baby veered 
left, towards a pile of letter blocks on the floor. He babbled to 
himself in incoherent baby-speak as he began to play.

“I know what we should do,” the sister said. “Let's 
make a bet.”

“What kind of a bet?” the brother asked.
“A bet to see who he likes the best. He hasn't learned 

to say 'sister' or 'brother' yet, right?”
“Yeah, as far as I know.”
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“Well then let's have a bet to see which word he'll say 
first. If he says 'sister' first, then I win. If he says 'brother' 
first, then you win.”

“What do I win if he says 'brother' first?”
“Bragging rights. Whichever word he says first, that's 

who he loves the most. Deal?”
“Deal,” the brother replied, and the two of them shook 

hands.
For the next several days, the sister spent all of her 

time with the baby trying to teach him to say “sister.” She sat 
with him on the floor, repeating the word over and over again 
while the baby just looked back at her with a blank expression on 
his face. In the evening, she was standing by his crib, whispering, 
“Say 'sister'! Come on, I know you can say it for me! Say 
'sister'!” until their mother would tell her to leave the baby alone 
so he could sleep.

A week after she had made the bet with the brother, 
she was sitting on the living room sofa, with the baby on her 
lap. She was still talking to the baby and repeating the word, 
“sister” again and again. The brother said, as he passed by, 
“He's not a parrot. He's not going to start saying the word just 
because you are repeating it again and again.”

“He'll say it eventually,” the girl replied. “You'll see. He's 
picking up new words all the time. Yesterday, I heard him say 
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'cat'.”
“No, he didn't.”
“Yes, he did!”
“Why would he suddenly say 'cat'? We don't even have a 

cat in the house.”
“He and I and mom were outside in the back yard and a 

cat came by, walking along the top of the fence. Mom said to 
him, 'Look, there's a cat over there.' He stared at it, and then 
I swear I heard him say 'cat'.”

“Well, if that's all it takes, why hasn't he said 'sister' 
yet?” the brother asked, skeptically.

“He will. Any day now, he will. Besides, he's much more 
likely to learn to say 'sister' from me than 'brother' from you. 
You aren't even trying to teach him. I'm going to win this bet 
easily!”

“I'm teaching him. I've just got my own method. It's a 
lot more effective than yours.”

“Oh yeah? What's this great method?”
“I'm not at liberty to say,” the brother said, with a 

confident smile. “Let's just say that I don't treat him like a 
parrot.”

“You're not teaching him anything!” the sister declared, 
and she turned her attention back to the baby in her lap.

But what she hadn't noticed was that the baby had been 
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looking at his older brother the entire time.
Two days later, the entire family, even the father, was 

sitting around the circular kitchen table enjoying dinner together. 
The mother was sitting to the baby's left, helping to feed him 
his meal of mashed vegetables. The brother sat on the baby's 
right, and seemed to ignore him for most of the meal. The 
sister sat directly across the table from the baby, and would 
mouth the word “sister” whenever she saw the baby look her 
way. She hoped the baby would say the word at a time like this, 
when everyone was present and listening. The father sat between 
the sister and brother.

For most of the meal, nothing was out of the ordinary. 
The family talked about their day: the father and his work, the 
teenagers and school. 

Suddenly, the brother made a shocking announcement: “The 
baby said 'brother' today.”

For a moment, there was only a shocked silence. Then 
the sister forced herself to say, “Who else heard him say it?”

“Nobody,” the brother said with a smile, “we were alone. 
It happened this afternoon right after school. I think you were 
upstairs talking on your phone.”

“Well, then it doesn't count!” the sister insisted. 
“Somebody else has to hear it, otherwise you could just be 
making it up. Anyone could say that the baby said anything, but if 
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no one else can hear it, then there's no proof!” 
She almost seemed hysterical, but the brother remained 

perfectly calm and confident. “That's OK,” he said. “Because I 
have a feeling that the baby is going to say 'brother' again in a 
few minutes.”

The family – and especially the sister – couldn't 
understand how the brother could be so sure of himself. Was 
this some sort of trick? Had he learned the art of 
ventriloquism? Had he planted some device on the baby that 
would make the sound of a baby speaking? What had he done?

“Actually, the baby hasn't quite gotten the hang of 
pronouncing the 'th' sound,” the brother explained. “When he says 
'brother' it sounds more like 'brodder,' but it's close enough, 
don't you think? I mean, what else could he be trying to say?” 
The brother was asking his mother and father, impartial judges in 
this contest between him and the sister. He knew what the 
sister would say about the baby's pronunciation, and in fact she 
did say it.

“That doesn't count! He has to say 'brother' not 
'brodder'!”

“I think it's close enough,” the mother said. Your 
brother's right – what else could the baby be trying to say?”

The father agreed. “If he can get the baby to say, 
'brodder,' then I think that's good enough for him to win.”
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All that was left was for the brother to perform his 
trick, to make the baby talk and say the word. But the brother 
didn't seem to be in any hurry. He cut another piece of his pork 
chop and scooped the morsel into his mouth. He chewed slowly 
and looked at the three family members watching him and waiting 
with bated breath.

When he swallowed the food that was in his mouth, he 
turned his attention to the baby in the high chair next to him. For 
a moment he just watched the baby as the child, oblivious to the 
bet or the rest of the family, was absorbed in playing with the 
orange mash in the bowl in front of him. Occasionally, he would 
scoop some of the food onto his finger and stick his finger in 
his mouth, but mostly he just stuck his fingers in the mash and 
swirled it around, enjoying the texture of the food more than its 
taste.

As he did this, the brother reached over and took the 
bowl away from the baby and held it in the air, out of reach. At 
first the baby just stared at the bowl, then he made a few 
incoherent noises, and then he did it.

“Brodder!” the baby said, clearly.
It was obvious what the brother had done. He had trained 

the baby to use the word 'brother' whenever the brother had 
something that he wanted. 

“That doesn't count!” the sister said, frantically. “He 
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doesn't really know what he's saying! He's just speaking the 
word!”

“But that was the bet, remember?” the brother reminded 
her. “The baby just has to say the word. And since we all agree 
that he said it, I guess that means that I win the bet, and the 
baby loves me the most!”

“Brodder!” the baby cried out again, and the brother 
returned the bowl to him.
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Chapter Three

ROSEMARY AND HER MOTHER stepped into the waiting room. 

The  teenager  found two other  women waiting,  and as  Kristen 

McKenzie checked in with the receptionist, Rosemary took a seat 

across from the other two patients, stealing surreptitious glances 

at the women’s stomachs every few seconds, trying to judge how 

far along they were in their pregnancies. 

This  was  the  first  time Rosemary  had  visited  the  obste-

trician  with  her  mother.  Before,  Kristen’s  appointments  had 

always  come  while  Rosemary  was  in  school.  Now  that  it  was 

June, and Rosemary was out of school and had the day off from 

work, she jumped at the chance when her mother asked her if she 

wanted to tag along. 

Her mother’s pregnancy left Rosemary with mixed feelings. 

On the one hand, it was very exciting. Rosemary hoped to have 

children herself someday, and watching her mother go through 

the process was fascinating and a lot  of  fun. But on the other 

hand, her mother’s baby meant that she would be tied even closer 

to the “McKenzie” half of the family: Craig and Mark. In a way, 

Rosemary  had  always  kind  of  hoped that  maybe her  mother’s 

marriage to Craig wouldn’t last. She didn’t want her mother to be 
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unhappy, but she would have preferred her mother to be happy 

with Rosemary’s real father—even though Rosemary knew, deep 

down, that would never happen.

When her mother was finished talking to the receptionist, 

she came and sat down next to her daughter. Rosemary picked up 

a magazine from the table next to her, flipped through it for a 

minute, and then put it back.

“Why  did  you  pick  this doctor?”  Rosemary  asked  in  a 

whisper.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, why did you want to drive halfway across town to 

this office. Couldn’t you find a doctor that was closer to us?”

“It’s  hard  finding  a  good  obstetrician,”  Mrs.  McKenzie 

explained.  “There aren’t  as  many around nowadays because of 

lawsuits and stuff—and most of those who are still in business are 

booked solid and not taking new patients.”

“Why do they have to worry about lawsuits?”

“Because if anything goes wrong with a pregnancy, or if the 

baby doesn’t turn out just perfect, parents sometimes sue their 

doctors.”

“Did you and dad have trouble finding a doctor when you 

were pregnant with me?”

“A little, but things are a lot worse nowadays.”

The door from the waiting room to the rest of the office 

opened and a nurse appeared. She called a name that was not 

Kristen’s.  One of the women who was waiting when Rosemary 

and her mother came in got up and followed the nurse. Rosemary 

took a good look at the woman when she stood up. She wasn’t 

showing  any  signs  of  pregnancy—there  was  no  “baby  bump” 

beneath  her  shirt.  Rosemary guessed that  she must  be  one  of 

those lucky new patients  who found a  doctor.  As soon as  that 

patient  was  through  the  door,  the  other  door  to  the  outside 

opened  and  a  young  couple  (a  woman  in  her  twenties  and  a 

48



young  man  who  was  probably  the  woman’s  husband  or 

boyfriend)  entered.  This  woman  was  definitely  showing. 

Rosemary guessed that she was in her seventh or eighth month. 

Rosemary watched her as she sat down in a chair and the man 

who was with her checked her in. Rosemary kept staring, a smile 

on her face, until the young woman looked her way and caught 

the teenager’s stare. She returned Rosemary’s smile and the girl 

looked away.

Rosemary whispered to her mother, “Did dad go with you 

to the doctor when you were pregnant with me?”

“Sometimes—when he could get off from work.”

“Did he go with you more times than Craig has?”

Kristen  wouldn’t  answer  that  question.  “What’s  with  the 

sud-den interest in your father? I haven’t heard you ask about 

him in a long time.”

Rosemary  shrugged.  She  didn’t  ask  again,  but  the  past 

stayed on her mind. This whole process—watching her mother go 

through pregnancy—made her think about what it was like before 

she was born, when her mother and her father were still together 

and, Rosemary believed, were happy. Rosemary often wondered 

what happened in between the time that she was born and five 

years later when her father left them.

“To be  honest,”  Kristen  admitted,  “being  pregnant  again 

has reminded me a lot of when I was pregnant with you. I don’t 

think about your father necessarily, but a lot of memories keep 

coming back to me.”

“Like what?” Rosemary asked, curious.

“Well, last week, when I first started to feel the baby kick, it 

reminded me of when I first started to feel you kicking. I used to 

lie  on  the sofa  in  our  old  living  room,  with  my hands  on  my 

stomach, just waiting to feel you kick or move. I thought it was 

the greatest thing in the world—and I still do. It never gets old. 

When the baby started  kicking,  I  felt  just  as  excited  as  I  was 
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sixteen years ago.”

Rosemary thought about that. She looked down at her own 

belly and wondered what it felt like—to have such tiny feet inside 

of you, kicking you, reminding you that someone was there. She 

had put her hand on her mother’s belly many times in the last few 

days to feel the baby kicking, but she knew it must be different to 

experience it when the sensation comes from inside of you. There 

were  a  lot  of  things  that  Rosemary  wasn’t  looking  forward  to 

when she got  pregnant  someday—she had been witness  to her 

mother’s  morning sickness,  the  backaches,  the  disgusting food 

cravings—but  the  feeling  of  a  kicking  baby  inside  of  you  was 

something that must make it all worthwhile.

The door to the office opened and the nurse said, “Kristen 

McKenzie?”

The nurse led them from the waiting room back to one of 

the  examination  rooms.  Kristen  sat  on  the  exam  table  while 

Rosemary stood out of the way and watched as the nurse checked 

Kristen’s vitals and asked her a few questions. 

Rosemary was a little surprised by how ordinary the room 

looked.  There  was  the  bulky  examination  table,  of  course,  a 

couple of chairs and a small table opposite it. In one corner, next 

to a window, was a tall  plant, and along one wall was a set of 

cabinets and a counter with some electronic equipment and jars 

filled with cotton and tongue depressors. Next to the door was a 

tall waste basket and opposite that was a digital scale. The walls 

were  painted  white,  giving  the  room  that  all-important  sterile 

hospital look, but the white was interrupted by several posters 

about pregnancy and child care.

When the nurse finished taking Mrs. McKenzie’s vitals, she 

asked her to step onto the scale. The pregnant mother did, and as 

the nurse recorded her mom’s new weight, both women seemed 

pleased that Kristen had gained a few pounds. Rosemary never 

thought she’d see women happy about something like that. She 
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smiled with them.

When the nurse was done,  she left  the room, taking her 

mother’s file with her, and closed the door behind her. Mother 

and daughter were left alone.

“It  looks  like  an  ordinary  doctor’s  office,”  Rosemary  ob-

served.

Her  mother  smiled.  “What  did  you  think  it  would  look 

like?”

“I  dunno.  More  high-tech maybe—you know,  with  ultra-

sound machines and that sort of thing.”

“That stuff’s in another room.”

“Is  the  doctor  going  to  do  another  ultrasound  on  you?” 

Rosemary  asked,  curious  to  see  the  device.  Last  month,  when 

Craig had accompanied his wife to the doctor and Rosemary had 

been in school, the doctor had performed a ultrasound scan of the 

baby—and that was when the proud parents learned that their 

baby would be a boy. It had been big news when Rosemary came 

home from school  that  day,  and she regretted missing  out  on 

seeing the ultrasound machine in action.

“Probably not this time. Our insurance won’t pay for it, and 

it’s expensive.”

Rosemary was disappointed, but she tried not to show it. 

Instead, she wandered around the examination room, looking at 

the posters and charts on the walls. One poster detailed the steps 

of  pregnancy,  showing  the  development  of  a  fetus  from  the 

embryo stage to birth. Rosemary stared at the full-color images of 

the  fetus  in  the  different  stages.  She found the stage  that  her 

mother’s baby was at: almost twenty weeks. It looked so strange

—kind of like a baby, but not quite. It was weird to think that 

there weren’t just two people in this room right now but three—or 

at  least  two people  and a  potential  person.  And in  only  a  few 

months—some time in October—there would be another life in 

this world, another person living with them at home. Rosemary 
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was going to have a sibling—a real sibling, not a step-brother like 

Mark,  but  a  real  brother  who  shared  the  same  mother  with 

Rosemary. It was such a strange thing when she stopped to think 

about it.  It almost didn’t seem quite real.  But it  would be very 

real, soon.

Rosemary’s  eyes  followed  the  progression  of  the  baby’s 

development on the chart, all the way to the final set of images 

which  showed  the  mother  giving  birth.  Pregnancy  might  be 

exciting, but Rosemary couldn’t imagine what giving birth must 

be like. The potential for pain was frightening. She wondered how 

any  woman,  having  gone  through  it  once,  would  want  to  go 

through it again.

“Did  it  hurt  much?”  Rosemary  asked,  staring  at  the 

illustration  of  a  woman  giving  birth.  “You  know—when  I  was 

born?” The girl felt guilty about it, about causing her mother any 

unnecessary agony.

“Some,  but  it  wasn’t  too  bad.  The  doctors  gave  me  an 

epidural to control the pain.”

“But it didn’t completely stop the pain, did it?”

“No.”

“Are you worried that the baby’s birth will be painful, too?”

Kristen smiled. “It’s not something I’m looking forward to, 

but they say that giving birth the first time is the hardest. The 

second  time  is  supposed  to  be  easier.  But  of  course  it’s  been 

sixteen years since my first baby, so who knows?”

The door opened and the doctor came in, carrying with him 

Kristen’s charts.  Dr. Stevens was an older man, with a balding 

head, reading glasses resting far down his nose, and some stubble 

on  his  cheeks  and chin.  He  wore  the  familiar  white  coat  of  a 

doctor with several pens sticking up from the coat’s chest pocket. 

He had a smile on his face and a trace of laughter in his voice, 

“Hello,  Kristen!”  he  said,  taking  her  hand.  He  noticed  the 

teenager in the room and said,  “And I’ll  bet  you’re  Rosemary! 

52



Your mother’s mentioned you every time she’s come in. Are you 

looking forward to a baby brother?” The doctor shook Rosemary’s 

hand,  too.  The  girl,  suddenly  speechless,  simply  smiled  and 

uttered a bashful, “Hi.”

The doctor said to Kristen, still looking at Rosemary, “You 

said she was a teenager, but I thought she was maybe thirteen or 

fourteen.  What  are  you,”  he  asked  the  girl,  “a  senior  in  high 

school? A junior?”

“I’ll be a junior in the fall,” Rosemary replied.

“Doing well in school?”

Rosemary shrugged and the doctor smiled.

“Got a summer job?”

“Yeah, I work a fast food place near where we live. It’s all 

right.”

“Oh, I doubt that,” the doctor said with a grin. “When I was 

your age I had a job working fast food, too. Hated it. Worst job 

I’ve ever had! You have my sympathies, young lady!”

Rosemary just smiled and the doctor sat down on a stool 

and  opened  Kristen’s  file.  He  looked  it  over  for  about  half  a 

minute and then said to Mrs. McKenzie, “It looks like your weight 

gain  is  coming  along  well.  Have  you  been  drinking  enough 

fluids?”

“Of course. My appetite’s been good, too.”

“That’s good. You know, it’s nice talking to someone who 

has been pregnant before. You have your own experience to draw 

upon. Anything that’s out of the ordinary or strange?”

“I’m still having back pain,” Kristen confessed. 

“Intense back pain? Has it been getting worse?” the doctor 

asked.

“No, not really. It’s just a little pain in my lower back. It 

comes and goes, but when I feel it, it lasts for hours sometimes. I 

guess it’s just something I have to suffer through, right? Just a 

part of being pregnant? I remember when I was pregnant with 
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Rosemary I had some back pain then, too.”

“Any cramps?”

“No.”

“Dizziness?”

“No.”

“Vaginal bleeding?”

Rosemary cringed. This was all way too personal—and way 

too gross. She wondered if maybe she should have stayed in the 

waiting room. She had hoped the doctor was going to do another 

ultrasound procedure and maybe she’d get to see the baby. She 

didn’t think it was going to be a real examination!

“Once—just a little bit—last week. It really wasn’t much—I 

didn’t think it was a big deal. In fact, I’d forgotten about it until 

you just now brought it up.”

The doctor was taking notes in Kristen’s medical file as he 

talked to her. He put his pen down, thought for a second and then 

picked it up again and began to scribble something else down on 

a blank slip of paper. He folded it twice and said to Rosemary, 

“Could you take this to the receptionist, please?”

Rosemary got up slowly and took the piece of paper. She 

looked at her mother and then back at the doctor. “Um, OK,” she 

said. She thought maybe they were going to talk about more gross 

stuff, so she didn’t object to leaving.

Neither the doctor nor Kristen said a word as Rosemary left 

the examination room. She closed the door behind her and made 

her way to the front of the office. She found the receptionist was 

busy checking in a patient who had just come in. A nurse was also 

behind  the  desk,  talking  on  the  phone.  Rosemary  stood  and 

waited for one of the women to notice her.

While she waited, she heard a door open around the corner 

from where she had come. Rosemary took a step in that direction 

and sneaked a peak around the corner. She saw the doctor and 

her  mother  leave  the  examination  room  and  go  to  another 

54



examination room one room over. The door shut behind them.

The  nurse  finally  hung  up  the  phone.  “Can  I  help  you, 

sweetie?”

Rosemary came back to the desk. “Uh, yeah—Dr. Stevens 

asked me to give—this—to the receptionist.” She handed the piece 

of paper to the nurse who unfolded the paper and silently read 

the what the doctor had written.

The nurse took a glance at Rosemary and said, “Say, could 

you do me a favor—and maybe help your mom out, too?”

 “Um, sure.”

The  nurse  opened  a  few drawers  and  cabinets  until  she 

finally found what she was looking for: a single-page form with 

lots  of  questions  and  blanks.  She  handed it  to  Rosemary  and 

explained, “I’ve been meaning to have your mom fill this out—it’s 

just  a  questionnaire  for  our  records.  Can you answer  some of 

these questions for her? If you don’t know the answer to some of 

them, just leave them blank, and I’ll have your mom fill out the 

rest of it later. Can you do that?”

Rosemary  was  eager  to  help,  so  she  agreed.  The  nurse 

handed her a pen.

“Should I go back to my mom and the doctor and fill this 

out?”

“You can stay here and fill it out, or if you want to sit down, 

you can go to the waiting room.”

Rosemary decided to stay where she was,  and she began 

filling out the questionnaire. Most of the questions had to do with 

her mom’s daily habits: when she woke up, when she went to bed, 

whether she had breakfast every morning, how much exercise she 

got, and so on. Rosemary knew most of the answers, and those 

she wasn’t sure about she took her best guess. Rosemary assumed 

her mom would see this later on and correct any errors she made.

After a moment, the nurse got up and left the front of the 

office.  Rosemary put  down her  pen and watched as  the nurse 
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went  back  towards  the  examination  rooms.  She  first  looked 

inside of the room that Rosemary’s mother and the doctor had 

been in, but, finding that room empty, she went to the room next 

door,  where Kristen and Dr.  Stevens had moved to.  The nurse 

entered the room and closed the door behind her.

Rosemary had the feeling something was being kept from 

her. When the receptionist, who was still sitting nearby, wasn’t 

looking, Rosemary leaned over the counter where she had been 

writing and looked for the note that Dr. Stevens had asked her to 

give to the receptionist. She didn’t see it though. She wished she 

could know what was on the note.

The receptionist’s attention was still turned elsewhere, so 

Rosemary crept back towards the examination rooms, past the 

room she had been in before and towards the door of the new 

room. Like the other doors in the doctor’s office, this door was a 

big, heavy, solid wooden door. There was a sign on the door that 

read “Exam 3/GE.” She didn’t  know what the acronym meant, 

nor did she know if it was important. Rosemary stood quietly and 

tried to listen for any sounds coming from within, but the door 

was heavy and solid and she heard nothing. She wanted to go in, 

but she got the feeling that they didn’t want her there. Afraid of 

suddenly being dis-covered eavesdropping, she returned to the 

front of the office and continued filling out the questionnaire.

About  five  minutes  later,  the  nurse  emerged  from  the 

examination  room  and  went  to  call  another  patient  from  the 

waiting room. As the nurse passed her, Rosemary looked into her 

face, to see if she could read any clues about what was happening, 

and whether she should be worried or not, but the nurse had no 

discernible expression. Ten minutes after that, her mother and 

Dr. Stevens finally emerged. Kristen McKenzie had a sober look 

on her face, but beyond that Rosemary couldn’t tell if anything 

was wrong. She didn’t say anything to her mother as the woman 

spoke  to  the  receptionist  and  made  an  appointment  for  next 
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month. 

As she followed her mom out the door, Rosemary looked 

back and saw the form that she had spent fifteen minutes filling 

out still resting on the counter. The nurse had taken her mom’s 

file, but she left the form behind.

When  they  left  the  office,  Rosemary  asked  her  mother, 

“What’s wrong?”

“Hmm?”

“What’s wrong? You look worried.”

“Oh, it’s nothing,” she smiled. “My back has started aching 

again. Talking about it to the doctor brought the pain back.”

“Is there something wrong? What did the doctor say?”

“Nothing’s wrong. Don’t  worry—I had back pain like this 

when I  was  pregnant  with you—and look!—you turned out  all 

right!” She put her arm around her daughter and Rosemary put 

an  arm  around  her.  As  they  left  the  medical  office  building, 

Kristen took her car keys from her purse and asked, “Say—would 

you like to drive us home?”

“Sure!”

Excited, Rosemary grabbed the keys from her mother and 

ran  ahead  to  the  car,  unlocked  the  doors,  and  climbed  in, 

adjusting the seat and the mirrors, happy for the chance to take 

her mother home.
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“FATAL FAME”

The bleached-blonde newscaster came on, and Phil 
Robinson knew exactly what it meant: it was time for some 
celebrity news. Phil reached for the remote control, intending to 
mute the television, but over the newscaster's shoulder he saw 
an image of his nemesis, the girl who had ruined his life and 
continued to make him miserable. Phil turned the sound up.

“In celebrity news today, the civil lawsuit brought against 
Sharon Sweeney by Phillip Thomas Robinson is still proceeding on 
schedule, even though the 18-year-old actress, who has starred 
in such blockbuster movies as “The All-American Girl” and 
“Lovable,” was sentenced to a year and a half of probation by 
Los Angeles courts last year. Miss Sweeney continues to claim 
that the car accident she was involved in was not her fault.” 
The screen cut to a video of the young actress walking quickly 
down a street, apparently trying to flee from the horde of 
paparazzi and a mob of “real” news reporters (on television, 
though, it was impossible to tell one group from the other) who 
were pursuing her and bombarding her with questions. Phil 
wondered why, if she really wanted to avoid the reporters, she 
didn't just stay in her car? But then he remembered his foot 
and was glad that she wasn't riding in a car, not even as a 
passenger. The suspension of her driver's license was the only 
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small victory he had achieved up till now. The young actress 
pretended to be annoyed by the media circus she was leading 
down the street, but she still gladly gave an impromptu 
statement. She said, “I just don't know why I'm being hounded 
by that guy! I think he just wants my money! You know how 
these people are! He's trying to ruin my life and my career, and 
all because he wants to cash in on my fame! You see it all the 
time, but I never thought it would happen to me!” That was 
apparently all she wanted to say, but the crowd of 
photographers still pursued her, crying out, “Miss Sweeney! Miss 
Sweeney!”

The video cut back to the blonde newscaster who 
reported, “We contacted Everest Studios, which is about to start 
production on a sequel to Sharon Sweeney's hit movie last 
summer, tentatively titled 'Still Lovable,' but they would not 
comment on the matter. However, our inside sources revealed 
that the studio is considering filing a lawsuit of their own against 
Phillip Thomas Robinson, the man suing Sharon Sweeney, if his 
lawsuit prevents the sequel from being made. In the meantime, 
we have our results from yesterday's online celebrity poll! The 
question was, ' D o you think the judge should dismiss the 
lawsuit against Sharon Sweeney?' 90 percent of you said YES, 
2 percent of you said NO, and another 8 percent texted us to 
say that you weren't sure.”
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Disgusted, Phil turned his TV off altogether. He wasn't 
surprised that Sweeney would use the same “poor me” tactics 
that she had used during the criminal trial last December. It got 
her a sentence of probation when she should have been thrown 
behind bars. Maybe now the sympathy act would get her out of 
this lawsuit. He also wasn't surprised by the results of the 
celebrity news poll. He looked at the fresh stack of unopened 
hate mail sitting on his kitchen table. Every day, he was sure to 
receive about two or three dozen new letters informing him of 
what a terrible person he was for suing America's Sweetheart, 
the young actress that the whole world had watched grow up 
from a precocious four-year-old in her earliest starring role on 
TV to the young woman who tried to compensate for her 
partying ways by fundraising for world charities.

Phil was content to let the stack of hate mail sit on his 
kitchen table for now. He'd sweep the stack into the trash can 
soon, but Phil, feeling like a glutton for punishment, decided to 
check some of it out. Carefully, he pulled himself up off of the 
sofa, using one of his crutches to help keep him balanced, and 
then he hop-shuffled awkwardly into the kitchen. He hoped, 
someday, after he won his lawsuit, that he'd be able to afford 
a prosthetic foot, but for now, he had to do without.

He sat down at the kitchen table, leaned his crutches 
beside him, and reached for the first letter in the stack. Phil's 
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address was written in a barely legible scrawl. His lawyer had 
mentioned that some Sharon Sweeney fansites had posted his 
name and address and told their visitors to “tell Phillip Thomas 
Robinson what you think about his lawsuit!” They had also 
posted his phone number, but he quickly got his number changed 
when his phone started ringing nonstop.

He tore open the first letter and pulled out a sheet of 
wide-ruled notebook paper. In pencil, someone had written:

Dear DUMASS,
I HATE U!! How DARE u haras that poor SHARON 

SWEENEY!!! I think peple like u are the SCUM OF THE 
EARTH!!! If u had anny desensy u would APPOLAGIZE 2 her 
4 making her so unhappy!! I hope u ROT IN HELL!!!!!

Sinserely,
A Sharon Sweeney Fan

Phil crumpled up the letter and threw it in the direction of 
the kitchen trash can. He overshot, though, and the paper ended 
up on the floor behind the can. He'd pick it up later. In the 
meantime, he had another delightful letter to read. He tore it 
open and found a printed letter inside. He didn't see many of 
those. It started sympathetically, but quickly became angry:
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Mr. Robinson:
I am very sorry about the injuries that you suffered in 

the accident last year. 
Sharon Sweeney is one of my favorite actresses of all 

time. I still remember being blown away by her when she was 
seven years old and starred in her first movie. I remember saying 
to my boyfriend (now my husband of 6 years!) “that girl is 
going to be a big star when she grows up.” I still think that is 
true, but only if you stop trying to get money from her. What 
has your lawsuit accomplished? Nothing! Last year the criminal 
trial began only a week before the release of her movie. Did you 
succeed in turning her movie into a flop? No! If anything the 
publicity only boosted ticket sales! Now you are trying to put her 
in jail again, but like before, it won't work! Don't be so stupid!

There are too many lawsuits in this country! Too many 
people think that the answers to there problems comes in the 
form of a courtroom and a lawyer. I urge you to drop the 
lawsuit and instead find your salvation and comfort through Our 
Lord Jesus Christ! Only he can bring you the peace and comfort 
you need, not some shady lawyer. Remember, as Christ Himself 
once said, “The first thing we should do is kill all the lawyers.”

Sincerely,
Anonymous
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Phil rolled his eyes. He wasn't sure about the “kill all the 
lawyers” quote. That didn't sound like the Bible to him. But, he 
didn't know where the quote came from, so maybe the religious 
kook was right. Religious kooks annoyed him the most. At least 
he could laugh at the illegible scrawl from the nastier letters he 
got, but the religious nuts kept urging him to play the “martyr” - 
so that Sharon Sweeney could make a new movie.

Phil picked up the rest of the mail and, without his 
crutches, hopped to the wastebasket and dropped all of it in. He 
didn't need to read any more of it, and he knew there would be 
a fresh batch of hate mail waiting for him in the mailbox 
tomorrow.

Suddenly, his already small apartment felt even smaller and 
more claustrophobic than usual. He had been cooped up here all 
day, worrying about the trial that was to start Monday. He 
didn't like going out during the day. It was too easy for random 
people to recognize him. It's funny. He had always dreamed of 
being famous, but now that he was, he decided it was the 
worst thing in the world. At night it was safer. He could wear a 
baseball cap and disguise himself, somewhat. His crutches still 
gave his identity away to those Sharon Sweeney fans who lived in 
the neighborhood, but the darkness of the night and the 
anonymity of the big city offered him at least the illusion of 
normalcy.
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So, hopping back to the kitchen table, Phil got his 
crutches, put on a hat and a jacket, and made for the door of 
his apartment. He maneuvered out and locked it behind him. In the 
long corridor of this floor of the building, he could see a couple 
of people coming from the elevator. At first he felt worried, but 
then he realized it was just Mr. and Mrs. Wilson coming home. 
The older couple liked to go out for an early dinner sometimes. 
Phil remembered when he used to go out with a pretty girl every 
once in a while, but those days seemed like a long time ago now. 

As he passed the couple in the hall: he on his way to the 
elevator, they on their way back to their apartment, he greeted 
them politely. They responded in kind. He had never spoken to 
them about the Sharon Sweeney controversy, but he knew that 
they were aware of it. Once, when they had passed him in the 
hallway, Mrs. Wilson had whispered something to her husband 
who grumbled, loudly, “Who the hell is Sharon Sweeney?” which 
still made Phil laugh when he remembered the older man's 
question. If only everyone in the world could be as blissfully 
ignorant as old Mr. Wilson!

In the elevator, Phil was once more alone. He rode down 
to the lobby of the building. It was a Wednesday night, so he 
didn't run into anyone coming or going. Limping across the empty 
lobby, Phil stopped when he reached the doors. He took a careful 
look outside the building, but he didn't see anyone waiting for him. 
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Stalkers were few and far between now. Back during last 
summer's criminal case, Phil and the entire building was hounded by 
protesters. Sharon Sweeney fans had camped outside the 
apartment building, shouting angry words at everyone who went 
inside, as if all of Phil's neighbors were in fact his guests and 
this entire apartment building belonged to him. A number of times 
the police had to be called to clear the street in front of the 
building, and the demonstrations certainly didn't make Phil popular 
with his neighbors, but after Phil lost the case, the crowds 
vanished, except for a few hardcore haters who stuck around to 
gloat. With a new trial about to start, Phil expected the 
protesters to return. He hoped his landlord wouldn't get fed up 
with the media circus and evict him.

The protesters would return, but for now, the street 
outside was empty. Phil opened the door and, holding his crutches 
in one hand and the rail with another, he hopped down the steps 
of the building. Outside, he could see things on the street that 
he hadn't seen from the lobby. There was a young man on the 
street corner, leaning against the lamppost. Phil thought he might 
be paparazzi, but he might also just be a drug dealer (that was 
the kind of neighborhood Phil lived in). As Phil approached the 
corner, the man eyed him carefully but didn't pull out a camera 
and start snapping pictures, so Phil assumed the man was just a 
harmless dealer.
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Phil didn't cross the street at the corner. His destination 
was around the block, a little hole-in-the-wall bar called 
Jesse's. It had been Phil's favorite place to hang out before the 
collision with Sharon Sweeney's SUV had changed his life forever, 
and although he didn't get over to Jesse's as often as he used 
to, it still remained his favorite place to go. On a miserable night 
like this, Phil needed the comfort of familiar surroundings and 
faces. Jesse's might be the only place in the world where the 
“celebrity poll” numbers might actually be reversed.

Entering the bar, Phil found the place almost empty – it 
was Wednesday, after all. It was supposed to be “Ladies 
Night,” but there weren't any ladies here, just the usual 
assortment of drunks and deadbeats. Phil had never considered 
himself one of them, but the loss of his foot had given them a 
reason to feel sorry for him, rather than the other way around. 
“At least I still got both my feet!” he sometimes heard the 
other men joke. The pecking order of misery had changed, and 
Phil was now near the bottom.

Phil took his usual seat at the bar, leaning his crutches 
beside him. It was here that he found Jesse, the owner of the 
place, tending bar. Phil was about to order a beer but Jesse 
already had one ready for him. Phil thanked his friend and took a 
sip, Jesse asked, “So how's it goin'? Get run down by any 
starlets lately?”
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That had been Jesse's greeting to Phil every time he 
came in, and although Phil had heard it a million times before, he 
still always cracked a smile at the joke.

“No, not today.”
“Sounds like a good day then.”
“I guess,” Phil said, taking another sip.
“I saw your picture in the paper today.”
“I didn't know you read the gossip column, Jesse.”
“I don't. You were on the front page of the paper.”
Phil winced. Here we go again, he thought.
“You didn't see it?” Jesse asked.
Phil shook his head.
“They had a story about the new trial coming up. It was 

a pretty good story. It was on the front page, so they didn't 
trash you like the celebrity reporters always seem to do.”

“Well, that's something to be thankful for, I guess,” Phil 
mumbled.

Behind him, at the pool table, someone had just broken a 
new rack. The sound of the balls popping against each other 
startled Phil and he jumped slightly. 

“It kinda makes you wonder, though -” Jesse started.
“Yeah?”
“The story kinda makes you wonder how things would've 

turned out if you'd gotten a fair shake. I mean, the newspaper 
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story didn't editorialize or nothin' like that, you know? It just 
told the facts. If all the stories about you did the same thing, 
then maybe you'd have won that case last year.”

“Maybe,” was all Phil could say.
“I mean, what the hell were you supposed to do? The 

drunken bitch had a SUV. You just had your two feet. She lost 
control, drove up on the sidewalk, ran over your foot, crushin' 
every bone in it, messin' it up so bad it had to be amputated. 
Now she's hired a chauffeur to drive her around town and you 
got crutches. And most of the world thinks you're the bad guy! 
It ain't fair. It ain't!”

 He appreciated Jesse's attempt to cheer him up, but it 
was only making him more depressed. He got up off the stool 
to go sit at one of the tables. He was about to pay Jesse for 
the beer, but the bartender wouldn't let him. “It's on me 
tonight.”

“You sure?”
“Yeah. You're money's no good tonight.”
“Thanks.” Phil turned, and carrying both crutches and his 

beer, he hop-shuffled to the nearest table. He had gotten 
pretty good at moving around like that. Only once in a while did 
he fall down. This time, he made it to the table without even 
spilling his beer. One of the TVs on the wall was playing the ball 
game. Phil sat and watched for a while, only getting up once to 
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get another beer - after all, if it was on Jesse -
For the next hour and a half, he almost forgot about 

himself and Sharon Sweeney and his foot and the lawsuit and all 
the stupid people in the world. But of course his happiness 
couldn't last. During a commercial break in the game, a teaser for 
the local news came on, and naturally Phil and his lawsuit was 
the lead story.

Jesse, still looking out for his friend, shouted for 
someone to change the channel, but Phil said, “That's OK, I'm 
heading home anyway.” He got up from the table and hobbled out 
the door.

Outside, he found that the sun had long since set. It 
was night and the sidewalk glowed yellow from the streetlights. 
Cars moved swiftly past and there weren't many pedestrians on 
the sidewalk. Phil started for home, trying to ignore a chilly 
breeze that was blowing against him. In the morning, he'd call his 
lawyer again and ask if there was anything else he needed to do 
or help out with before the trial on Monday. He knew his lawyer 
would say no, that everything was under control and all he needed 
to do was get to the courthouse on time. At least one thing 
was good about this new trial, a lawsuit trial wouldn't take 
nearly as long as the criminal trial last year. By the end of next 
week, this would all be over, one way or another. Phil would 
either win or lose, but at least it would all be over.
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As Phil turned the corner and saw the steps to his 
apartment building half a block away, he was glad to see no 
paparazzi or angry fans waiting for him. He'd try to lay low this 
weekend, and on Monday, when the trial began, he knew he'd 
face a gauntlet of shouts and taunts as he went outside.

As Phil made his way closer to the building, he did see 
one person standing outside. The man that Phil had seen earlier, 
the man who had been leaning against the lamppost, was still 
there. He wasn't facing in Phil's direction so Phil couldn't see his 
face, but Phil could tell it was the same guy. The guy was 
wrapped tightly in an old leather jacket, his dark hair tossed 
about by the wind. Phil quickened his pace (at least as fast as 
he could go on crutches) and passed the man at the lamppost. 
As he approached the steps to his building, he heard the man 
behind him call out, “Hey! Aren't you Phillip Robinson?”

Nervous, Phil didn't say anything. He reached in his pocket 
and found his keys. He fumbled with them quickly, searching for 
the key to the building.

“Hey!” the man shouted again, this time a few steps 
closer to him. “I'm talking to you! Aren't you Phillip Robinson?”

Phil's nervous fingers dropped his keys. He sighed, knowing 
that he wasn't going to be able to avoid the man in the leather 
jacket anymore. Maybe all the guy wanted to do was yell at him. 
Maybe all he wanted to do was try to scare and intimidate him. 
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Just let him rant, Phil thought to himself. Then he'll go away 
and I'll go inside.

Phil turned his body so that he faced the man and said, 
“Yeah, I'm Phillip Robinson.”

“Why you gotta do that, huh?” the man demanded to 
know.

“Do what?”
“Make Sharie's life so miserable, you know what I'm 

talkin' 'bout.” The man spoke about Sharon Sweeney as if he 
knew her personally. At times like this, Phil did feel a little 
sympathy for Sharon Sweeney. Because of the trials, Phil had to 
put up with stalkers and weirdos, but Sharon probably had dealt 
with them for most of her life. Two weeks from now, Phil 
would be forgotten, nothing but a footnote on Sharon Sweeney's 
Wikipedia page, but Sharon's celebrity, and this crazy life she led 
would go on for many more years, if she didn't die in a car 
crash or something first.

Phil didn't say anything. He didn't want to get into an 
argument with this nut case, but the man in the leather jacket 
took that as a further insult. “Hey! I asked you a question! 
Why you gotta make Sharie's life miserable? Don't you think 
you've hurt her enough? How much more pain you gotta put her 
through?”

Angry, Phil looked the man in the eye and stuck out his 
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leg, the one that no longer had a foot attached to the end of 
it, and said, “I don't know, maybe when she pays for the pain 
that she's put me through!”

“It ain't right, man, it ain't right!” and to Phil's horror, 
the man in the leather jacket pulled out a gun. “Sharie's just a 
little girl. She's just a poor, innocent, little girl.”

Phil looked down at his pile of keys on the steps beneath 
him. He was going to duck down and grab them. Maybe he could 
get the door open and get inside before the man did something 
stupid. But it was too late. Phil heard the first shot (he never 
heard the second one) and then the rapid footsteps of the man 
running away as Phil tumbled down the steps towards the 
sidewalk. He felt the awful pain in his chest and it was hard to 
breathe. All he could do was cough, and his coughs tasted like 
blood. As he lay there on the cold sidewalk, in the dark night, he 
wondered what Sharon Sweeney and the rest of the world would 
say about him now.
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Chapter Four

“. . . HIS LATEST BOOK has sold twenty million copies world-

wide,  so  we  decided  to  sit  down with  him and ask  how this  

sudden success has changed his life . . .”

The TV played to an empty living room. One of the things 

that always bugged Mark about his father was that Craig always 

had to have a TV playing in the background somewhere. It didn’t 

matter whether his father, or anyone else, was watching the TV, it 

just had to be on, as if the silence were too unbearable to stand. 

And maybe there would have been silence a couple years 

ago when it  was  just  Mark and his  father  living  together.  But 

throw a couple of females into the mix and there was never any 

moment for silence, especially not on a Sunday evening, as din-

ner was being prepared.

The  kitchen  was  the  true  center  of  the  McKenzie-Fale 

household. This was the place where the members of the family 

collided and converged. After the marriage, when the two halves 

of  the family moved into the house,  the kitchen was the place 

where the greatest adjustments had to be made. Mark and his 

father had brought with them all of their kitchen stuff from their 

old  apartment,  meaning  that  there  were  suddenly  two  sets  of 
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kitchen items. Two sets of silverware and dishes,  two toasters, 

two coffee makers, two microwaves. . . . Some of the extra appli-

ances—the  ones  that  belonged  to  Craig  and  Mark—were  sold 

online and quickly gotten rid of. The silverware and dishes that 

Mark  had  used  to  eat  for  much  of  his  life,  though,  were  still 

packed away in a box somewhere up in the attic. His father told 

him that he might give the stuff to him in a few years when Mark 

moved out on his own.

So Kristen and Rosemary had defended the kitchen as  a 

place  which  should  be  stocked  with  their  own  appliances  and 

utensils,  but that didn’t  mean they controlled it  entirely.  Mark 

and his father’s eating habits found their way onto the shopping 

lists,  and while Kristen encouraged them to eat  healthier,  that 

didn’t always happen. 

Entering  the  kitchen,  Mark  smelled  chicken,  and  sure 

enough, Kristen was pulling a chicken casserole from the oven. 

His father was chopping vegetables for the salad, and Rosemary 

was pitching in by setting the table and getting the family their 

drinks. As usual, she ignored Mark and his place at the table, so 

Mark set a place for himself.

Mark took a seat, imagining what he would say to the tele-

vision  interviewer.  Someday,  his  novels  would  sell  millions  of 

copies, too; he was sure of it. And he’d be on TV, too—or better 

yet, he’d be broadcast on the Internet. Millions, maybe even bil-

lions of people would see him. “Yeah,” he’d say, modestly, “the 

fame and fortune have been pretty crazy. I still can’t get over it. I 

wake up sometimes and I have to pinch myself. I ask, is this really 

my life?”

“What’s the biggest change that you’ve seen?”

“Probably my family. They never really appreciated me. Es-

pecially my step-sister, Rosemary . . .” No, wait. He couldn’t men-

tion Rosemary’s name and give her a moment in the spotlight, 

too. In fact, he shouldn’t even mention that he has a step-sister. 
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Just leave her out completely. But what if the interviewer brought 

her up?

“What does your sister think about all of this?”

“Step-sister,”  he’d  correct  with  a  friendly  smile.  “She’s 

always been in denial about my talents, but last month, when I 

met the President, I think that was like a splash of ice cold water 

in her face.”

“Here’s your ice-water,” Rosemary said, placing a glass in 

front of Mark as she sat down across from him.

“Hey, what the hell is this?”

“Watch  your  language,  Mark!”  his  father  said  without 

turning away from the kitchen counter.

“What the heck is this?” Mark asked again.

“Ice-water,” Rosemary said with a sly smile.

“I  hate  water,”  Mark said,  getting up from the table.  He 

went  to the sink and tossed the contents  of  the glass  into the 

drain. 

“Mark!”  his  father  exclaimed.  “That’s  such  a  waste. 

Couldn’t you just drink it first?”

“Yeah,” Rosemary teased from the table, “you’re hurting the 

environment.”

“I’ll hurt you,” Mark grumbled as he took his glass to the 

refrigerator.  He opened it,  found an  open bottle  of  Coke,  and 

poured  some into  the  glass.  On his  way  back  to  the table,  he 

dodged Kristen who had just set the hot casserole in the center of 

the table and was returning to the counter to get the rest of the 

food she and Craig had prepared. Mark sat down and listened to 

the next question.

“When the President awarded you the National Medal of  

Arts last month, what went through your mind?”

“Well, it was a big honor. I didn’t vote for him, but when 

the President says he wants to give you an award, you definitely 

don’t say no!”
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Rosemary took a napkin and made a show of spreading it 

out on her lap. Mark knew she wasn’t simply displaying good ta-

ble manners; she had her phone hidden in her lap underneath the 

napkin. Their parents forbid phones at the dinner table—“dinner 

time is family time,” they liked to say—but that didn’t stop Rose-

mary from trying to sneak it in anyway. Mark would have told on 

her, but sometimes he needed to sneak his phone to the table, 

too.

“Last May, you also took home a Pulitzer. Do you think  

winning the Pulitzer has put too much pressure on you as you  

work on your next novel—I assume you’re working on your next  

novel . . .”

“Absolutely I’m working on my next novel. My fans demand 

another and they’re the ones I’m writing for. All I can do is try my 

best, write it my way, and just hope everything will turn out all 

right. If people love it or hate it—there’s nothing I can do about 

that. I’ve just gotta stay true to myself.”

Craig set the big bowl of fresh salad on the table next to the 

casserole and sat down. Kristen was on her way to the table with 

a bowl of cooked corn, peas and beans mixed together. Craig said 

to his son, “Have some salad this time, Mark.”

“No, thanks.”

Rosemary immediately reached for the salad and scooped a 

generous helping onto her plate. She pretended not to see the dir-

ty look Mark gave her, but the satisfied look on her face indicated 

that she knew.

Craig  urged  his  son  to  eat  the  salad  again,  but  Mark 

reached for the casserole instead.

“Did you see the furniture ads we got in the mail Friday?” 

Kristen asked.

“You say you’re working on your second novel. Can you  

tell us what it will be about?”

Mark would offer a coy smile. “Now, you know I can’t do 
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that.”

“What are you smiling about?” Rosemary asked Mark.

“So we’re really gonna get rid of it, huh?” Craig asked his 

wife.

Mark didn’t answer his step-sister,  so Rosemary scooped 

her share of the casserole onto her plate.  She picked some up 

with her fork, blew on it lightly to cool it off, and then took a bite.  

She put her fork down and stared down at something in her lap.

“I don’t want to get rid of it if you’re going to get upset—” 

Kristen replied.

“I’m not gonna get upset.”

“—or hold a grudge.”

“Why would I get upset? I’m not gonna get upset.” Craig 

noticed what Rosemary was doing and said to her, “Please don’t 

text at the dinner table, Rosemary. Turn it off.”

“Wait—just one second.”

“Now Rosemary,” Kristen added.

Rosemary  let  out  an  annoyed  sigh  and  turned  off  her 

phone. She took it from her lap and set it beside her plate like a 

fork that she no longer needed.

“Many  critics  of  your  work  thought  that  the  conflict  

between your two main characters was forced—it wasn’t believ-

able—”

“You won’t hold a grudge?”

“—what do you say about that?”

“I try not to listen to the critics. If I spent all my time wor-

rying about what some literary snob thought about me, I’d never 

get anything done. Let them say what they want. I don’t care.”

“No—why do you think I would hold a grudge?”

“Because it’s your last piece of furniture—the last thing you 

brought into this house when we all moved in.”

“It’s just a couch for Pete’s sake.”

“But it’s your couch!”
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“It’s just a crappy couch. I got it after the divorce so that 

Mark and I’d have something to sit on in our apartment—it’s not 

like it’s a family heirloom or something.”

“Some say you represent a younger generation of writers.  

What do readers need to know about your generation?”

Mark  watched  as  Rosemary  used  her  fork  to  swirl  the 

casserole around on her plate. She seemed to be lost in thought. 

Mark thought she might be upset  about losing her phone,  but 

there was something more; she was thinking about something. 

Every once in a while she would appear to remind herself that she 

should be eating.

“I don’t think we’re any different from earlier generations 

of  writers,”  would  be  his  answer.  “We’re  concerned about  the 

same things—the nature of the self, family, friendship, love. Every 

great  writer  in every  generation struggles  with those themes—

they’re universal.”

“I just want to make sure you won’t hold a grudge.”

“I’m not gonna hold a grudge!”

“It’s something that belonged to you.”

“I’d rather have stuff that belongs to us.”

Kristen smiled and was satisfied by the remark. “So, what 

kind of couch should we get?”

“We mentioned your sister earlier—” 

“One that looks just like my old couch—ha ha! No, I’m kid-

ding. It doesn’t matter to me.”

“—how  did  growing  up  with  her  in  that  environment  

shape you as a writer?”

Mark saw Rosemary shake her head slightly. He wondered 

what she was thinking about.

“I think it opened my eyes to different people that I never 

would have met otherwise. Both my parents remarried after they 

divorced, and it’s like that tripled the size of my family. It wasn’t 

always comfortable—I didn’t always get along with everyone—but 
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those experiences have made me a better writer.”

“I want you to have a say in the decision, too.”

“All right, anything but a leather sofa—that’s my say.”

“Why no leather?”

“I  always  hated  leather  furniture—it  seems  unnatural.  I 

don’t even like leather seats in cars.”

“Is that why you never want to ride in my car?”

“No, that’s because you’re a scary driver.”

“When did you first know that you wanted to be a writer?”

“Wow—you  know,  I  don’t  think  I  can  pinpoint  an  exact 

moment.  I’ve  been writing  stories  for  almost  as  long  as  I  can 

remember—it’s just something that I’ve always done and always 

wanted  to  do.  I  can’t  imagine  what  my life  would  be  like  if  I 

didn’t.”

“So that’s  it? No leather? No choice about color or other 

fabric?”

Craig  shook  his  head.  “No,  you’re  better  at  color 

coordination than I am.”

“I still want you to come along to pick it out, though.”

“Sure.”

“Next weekend maybe?”

“Fine—and we’ll take my car when we go.”

“What  are  you trying to  say in  your  work?  What’s  the  

message that you want your readers to take away when they  

finish reading one of your novels?”

Mark  paused.  Suddenly,  this  didn’t  feel  like  a  game 

anymore.

“What are we going to do with the old couch?”

“We’ll just sell it online. On one of those classified listing 

websites. Or just haul it to a dumpster.”

What  did Mark want his future readers to take away? He 

hadn’t thought about that before. He had always written because 

he liked writing,  because he thought it  was fun.  But shouldn’t 
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there be a point, too? Shouldn’t there be a meaningful lesson to 

be learned? And even if he failed—even if he was never as famous 

as the guy on TV, even if he never sold many books—shouldn’t 

there still be a lesson? Mark decided that there should be, but he 

didn’t know what the lesson was.

He listened to the answer that the author on TV gave: “Art 

shouldn’t have any lessons—it should just  be. I’m happy if my 

work enriches my readers’ lives, but that’s not why I’m writing.  

Long ago I decided to dedicate myself to my work—my art—and 

that’s what I’ve always tried to do.”

Mark heard a dismissive snicker and a mocking sigh from 

across the table. He looked at Rosemary. Apparently, their par-

ents hadn’t noticed it  and had gone right on making plans for 

next weekend. Rosemary looked up at her step-brother, saw the 

query on Mark’s face, and cocked her head back in the direction 

of the living room and the TV. “Idiot,” she whispered.

Mark  didn’t  respond.  He  looked  down  at  his  plate  and 

scooped the last of the casserole on his plate into his mouth.

“No,” Mark would say, “art is real life. If it isn’t, then what’s 

the point, you know? When I create a story, when I create a char-

acter, I want it to be as real as real life. I want my characters to 

live, to exist—that’s what creation is.”
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“THE YOUNG WRITER AND THE FAMOUS AUTHOR”

When the young writer heard that the famous author 
would be visiting his city and signing books at the local bookstore, 
he was very excited. The young writer heard about the famous 
author's impending visit on the local newscast the night before. It 
was reported that the famous author would sign books and 
answer questions. The young writer had not yet tried to publish 
any of his stories, but he dreamed of the day when he would, 
and he saw the famous author's visit as an opportunity to get 
some advice on how to do that. 

The famous author was only in his late thirties, but 
already he had enjoyed an enormously successful career. Eight of 
his ten novels had spent time at the top of the best-seller 
lists, and five them had been turned into feature length motion 
pictures. His novels were sold worldwide and translated into more 
than a dozen languages. His name was a household word and his 
face even appeared on the covers of magazines. The success of 
his books had made him wealthy, and he lived in Los Angeles 
where he liked to hang out with other celebrities.

About a year earlier, the young writer's mother, knowing 
her son took an interest in reading and writing, bought her son a 
used paperback copy of one of the famous author's books. The 
young writer read it, but he wasn't very impressed. He was too 
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young to understand exactly what it was about the novel that he 
didn't like, but he knew it didn't sit well with him.

Nevertheless, on the morning of the famous author's visit 
to the city, the young writer intended to go see the famous 
author, simply because the older man had experience. Surely, he 
knew what it took to be a writer. All the critics seemed to 
agree that his novels were great, and the young writer wanted to 
know how he too could become a successful author.

When the young writer left his home that morning, he 
carried two things in his hands: the paperback copy of the 
famous author's book, and a copy of one of his own short 
stories — the one that he considered to be the very best story 
that he had written in his short life. With these two things in 
his hands, the young writer started walking to the bookstore, 
which was only a mile from his home. His mother couldn't drive 
him that day, even though it was a weekend, because she had to 
work. She had to pay their rent so the young writer could attend 
a decent school.

It took the young writer over an hour to reach the 
bookstore because he had to navigate through the obstacles of 
traffic on the busy streets. He was tired after his walk, but 
his excitement and the anticipation of being able to talk to the 
famous author rejuvenated him. Even the sight of a long line of 
people, which extended around the side of the store, could not 
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faze the young writer. He merely went to the end of the line 
and patiently waited his turn. The young writer seemed to be the 
only one in the line who was not an adult. He was also the only 
one who did not carry with him a hardbound edition of the 
famous author's latest novel, now in its third week at the top 
of the bestseller list. The young writer's copy of the famous 
author's paperback book was published four years ago and the 
young writer wondered whether the famous author would sign it 
or not. But that question really didn't matter to the young writer 
who valued the advice the famous author might give over the 
value of a signed copy of a book.

As the line moved slowly but steadily forward, and the 
young writer approached the entrance of the bookstore, he 
noticed a sign announcing the famous author's appearance in the 
store today. It stated that the author would be signing books 
from 11:00 until 2:00. It was almost noon right now so the 
young writer knew he would have a chance to talk to the author, 
but he felt sorry for those who arrived after him. He turned his 
head and saw that the line had grown to twice its length since 
the young writer arrived. There must have been five or six dozen 
people in line, all holding copies of the famous author's book and 
looking very excited about their chance to meet the man behind 
the words face-to-face. 

In a few minutes, the line had moved forward just enough 
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so that the young writer was standing inside the store. The line, 
he discovered, extended down the length of the main aisle of the 
store and ended at a large table where the famous author sat. 
Fascinated, the young writer watched the famous author. It was 
an almost exhilarating experience to see in person the face that 
he had seen on television countless times. Yet the young writer 
knew that the man who sat signing books and smiling at his fans 
as they were eagerly snapping photographs of him with their cell 
phones was only a man and not some sort of literary god. In 
fact, the young writer imagined that he and the author were on 
the same level. They were both writers; they both liked to tell 
stories. The young writer thought that anyone who liked to write 
couldn't be too different from him and would understand the 
questions he had. The young writer was anonymous, a nobody 
who hadn't published anything yet. But the famous author had 
been like that once too. He hadn't always been a world-famous 
author. 

After another 20 minutes had passed, the young writer 
finally reached the front of the line. When it was his turn, he 
stepped up to the table and met the famous author who gave 
the boy the same warm smile that he had given to the dozens 
of people before him. The author sat at the table in between his 
agent and his publicist. The publicist looked old and fat, and the 
agent was smoking his fourth cigarette. The famous author said, 
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“Hello, young man. I think you're the youngest person I've seen in 
line today. How old are you?” He reached for the boy's book.

The young writer handed the famous author the paperback 
book and replied, “I'm 13 years old.”

“13, huh? Are you here with your parents?”
“No, sir, I came by myself.”
“I see,” the famous author looked at the book and 

realized it wasn't his latest novel which everyone else in line had 
presented him to sign. He looked surprised, but opened the book 
to the title page and signed it anyway. The agent also noticed 
the older book and asked the young writer, “Are you going to buy 
his new book?”

“No,” the young writer said, still looking at the famous 
author. “Actually, I'm here because I want to be an author too.”

The famous author finished signing the book and handed it 
back to the young writer. “Is that right?” He smiled, but he 
didn't really sound very interested. He looked past the boy at the 
lady standing behind him in line.

“Yes,” the young writer said quickly, “and I even brought 
one of my stories for you to read.”

“We don't accept unsolicited manuscripts,” the agent said 
with a sneer.  

The young writer ignored the agent and said to the 
famous author pleadingly, “If you could just read my story and 
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tell me what you think about it -”
“He doesn't have time for that right now,” said the 

publicist. “There are still a lot of other people in line. We're going 
to have to leave soon.”

“Not now,” the famous author agreed. “Maybe later.”
The woman standing behind the young writer now had 

stepped forward to the table so that she was standing beside 
the boy.

“But—”
“Move along, son,” the agent said. “Let these adults 

through.”
The young writer stepped aside reluctantly as the woman 

beside him exclaimed, “Oh my god! I can't believe I'm really 
standing here talking to you! I've been a fan of your books from 
the very beginning! I just think you're the greatest author in the 
world!”

The young writer loitered near the table, not wanting to 
leave until the famous author read his story, but the three men 
at the table were ignoring him. None of them would even look in 
his direction. Nevertheless, the young writer would have stayed 
there until the book signing ended but after a few minutes, a 
crew from one of the local TV stations came into the bookstore 
and set up their equipment. The young writer was in the crew's 
way so an employee of the bookstore tapped him on the 
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shoulder and asked him to leave. 
So the young writer left the store, but he didn't go too 

far. He sat outside the door and looked at the long line of 
people who still waited to meet the famous author. He predicted 
that no one who was standing in line outside would have a chance 
to meet the famous author inside. His prediction came true a 
little later when large numbers of people suddenly came walking 
out of the store. The young writer got out of the way of this 
crowd and watched them pass. One of those to leave the store 
was an employee who broke the news to those who were still 
waiting in line outside.

“I'm sorry,” he shouted so that everyone outside could 
hear, “but it is 2:00 and that means the book signing has 
ended!”

The patient crowd erupted into a mass of disappointment 
and anger. Slowly, though, they dispersed and went home. The 
young writer watched the people climb into their cars and fill the 
street in front of the store with traffic. Soon, too, the camera 
crew from the local news station left the store, having packed 
all their gear into large cases. They got into a van which had been 
waiting for them outside the front of the store. It was a long 
15 minutes before everyone had cleared out. The parking lot, once 
crowded and busy, now was mostly silent and deserted. The 
young writer sat down again and waited for the famous author 
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to leave the store. Five minutes later, a black limousine drove up 
to the front of the store and a well-dressed chauffeur got out 
and opened the door. At the same time, the young writer heard 
people exit from the bookstore. He saw the famous author, the 
agent, the publicist, the manager of the bookstore, and a few 
other people who followed silently behind. The young writer quickly 
got up and approached the group. The men saw him and 
recognized him immediately so that there was no need for any 
more introductions.

The young writer picked up his conversation from where it 
had ended earlier, “I'd just like any advice you could give me.  
Please, if you'll just read my story—”

The famous author paused at the limo and turned to the 
boy. “Look,” he said, “it's been a long day, I'm very tired, and I 
have to catch a flight to Seattle in an hour. I don't have time to 
read your story, but if you want some advice -” He thought for 
a few seconds. “Then, just write about what you know and, 
um, read a lot of books.”

“A lot of HIS books,” said the agent, pointing to his client 
proudly. 
 The famous author smiled, “Yeah, that's good advice:  
Write about what you know and read all my books. That's all the 
advice you need.” The men laughed and climbed into the limo, 
leaving the young writer and the bookstore manager (who still 
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couldn't thank the famous author enough for agreeing to appear 
at his store).

When the limo drove away, the owner said to the 
disappointed boy, “Hey, kid, I've still got a few copies of his 
new book in the store. I'll give you one for half off, if you 
want.” The young writer watched the limo disappear around a 
corner and shook his head, “No thanks, I need to go home 
anyway.” The owner went inside the store and the boy started 
his long journey home. He felt tired and weighed down, but he 
lightened his load when he passed a trash can. He threw the 
famous author's book, autograph and all, into the trash, but his 
short story stayed with him, and he held it close as he walked 
home.
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DONT

dont bother waking up
the day is already underway

dont bother putting on a nice dress
or brushing your hair

dont bother hiding your face behind a mask
let the world see how unhappy you are

dont watch the clock
dont bother counting the minutes before someone

somewhere
disappoints you again

dont bother
because that one moment of meaning

that happy chance youve been waiting for
is gone

and all thats left are the echoes 
of some hasty conversation

a scribbled note on some scrap of paper
some whispered words youve already forgotten
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Chapter Five

AS ROSEMARY GOT DRESSED for the day, she made a point to 

not look at the dresser standing opposite her bed. Walking back 

and forth between her closet and her mirror, she pretended like 

the dresser  wasn’t  even there.  At  some point  today she would 

have to acknowledge it, she’d have to face it, but not now—not 

yet. She didn’t feel ready.

When she was dressed, she returned to her bed, lay down, 

and settled in  for a long wait.  This  was where she planned to 

spend the whole day. Leaving her room meant that she’d have to 

face Craig,  and he was the last person she wanted to see.  She 

didn’t want to see her mother either because she would only in-

sist that Rosemary join in today’s celebration and “be a part of 

the  family,”  but  Rosemary  was  fine  right  where  she  was.  She 

looked at her clock; the time was only 11:15. She sighed. It was 

going to be a long day.

Last night, Rosemary and her mother had argued:

“Why do I have to take part in it? He’s not my father!”

“I know he’s not,” her mother had replied. “No one is say-

ing that he is, but he’s Mark’s father, and Craig is part of our fam-

ily now.”
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“He’s not my father!” Rosemary had insisted.

“But it’s the right thing to do. Remember last month when 

Craig and Mark helped you celebrate Mother’s Day? They didn’t 

have to do that, but we’re a  family now—it’s the right thing to 

do.”

Rosemary had sat on her bed, silently pouting, angry, refus-

ing to look at her mother. Even Rosemary was surprised, though, 

at how upset she was. She hadn’t been this upset when Kristen 

had told Rosemary that she was engaged to marry Craig. Nor had 

she been this upset on Kristen and Craig’s wedding day. But this 

holiday, Father’s Day, and her mother’s insistence that she par-

ticipate, irritated Rosemary terribly. 

“You’ll join us, won’t you?” Kristen had asked. “Promise me 

you’ll be nice.”

Rosemary  had  hesitated,  but  the  pleading  look  on  her 

mother’s face made her give in. She whispered, “OK.”

This morning, though, she had changed her mind. The only 

thing she wanted to do was hide in her room. But she had skip-

ped breakfast and now it was almost lunch time and Rosemary’s 

stomach was growling, so she got up from her bed, crossed to the 

bedroom door, opened it just a crack, and peeked out. No one 

was in the hallway so she opened the door a little bit more. She 

listened, trying to hear who else was in the house. She could hear 

someone downstairs moving around. Rosemary came out of her 

room, went down the hall, and peeked down the stairs. She still 

couldn’t see anything. The sounds downstairs were clearer: some-

one was in the kitchen and had pulled out a chair at the breakfast 

table and sat down, but that was all Rosemary could discern. She 

had no idea who was there. She didn’t want to leave the upstairs, 

but her stomach growled again so she decided to venture out. If 

she found Craig  in the kitchen she could always run back up-

stairs. She accepted the possibility that she might have to starve 

today. 
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Holding  her  breath,  she  crept  quietly  downstairs  and 

peeked  around  the  corner  into  the  kitchen.  She  found  her 

mother, alone, sitting at the table, having tea, and paying some 

bills. Rosemary exhaled in relief and walked into the kitchen. 

“There you are!” Kristen said with a smile as Rosemary be-

gan rummaging through the refrigerator. “I thought you weren’t 

ever coming downstairs. It’s almost noon!”

Rosemary didn’t say anything. Instead she pulled from the 

refrigerator the ingredients for a sandwich. She left the chicken 

slices, cheese, lettuce, and mayonnaise on the counter while she 

retrieved the bread from the pantry. She passed a window and 

couldn’t help but look outside, searching for some sign of Craig 

and Mark. She didn’t know where they were, but they couldn’t be 

too far away.

“Look what I got for Craig,” Kristen said with a wink and a 

smile. She got up and went to her purse that was sitting on the 

counter near the door to the garage. She pulled out a card and 

showed it to Rosemary who was frantically assembling her sand-

wich.

Rosemary glanced at it. The card was a Father’s Day card. 

The picture on the front was of a newborn baby, and the caption 

read, “I’m still too young to talk . . .” Inside, the caption contin-

ued, “ . . . so I got you this card instead! Happy Father’s Day!” 

Her mother had signed it, “From Kristen and Baby.”

Rosemary  felt  herself  getting  angry  again.  She  felt  like 

snatching the card, ripping it up, and throwing it into the trash. 

Instead, she spread mayonnaise onto her bread.

“Isn’t it cute?” Kristen asked.

“Why didn’t Mark sign it? He’s Craig’s son, after all.”

“Mark bought Craig a present—at least I’m not making you 

do that.”

“Why did you sign it?”

“Huh?”
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“Why did you sign it?”

“What do you mean?”

Rosemary turned to her mother, folded her arms, and said, 

“I mean, he’s not your  father. It’s a  Father’s Day card and  you 

signed it, like he’s your father or something. He’s not your father, 

he’s your  husband! Why would you  do something like that? It’s 

stupid!” It all made her so mad. With a frown she turned back to 

finishing her sandwich.

Kristen was shocked. “I was going to ask you to sign it too,” 

she said, and she repeated her mantra: “It’s the right thing to do.”

“He’s not my father!” Rosemary grumbled.

Suddenly,  the  door  to  the  garage  opened and in  walked 

Craig and Mark. They must have gone to the park because Mark 

was carrying a basketball with him, and they both looked pretty 

sweaty.

“You’re  back  early,”  Kristen  said,  deftly  hiding  the  card 

behind her back. 

“It’s getting too hot out there,” Craig explained. “It’s barely 

noon,  and  already  it’s,  like,  ninety  degrees.”  His  words  were 

meant for both his wife and his step-daughter, but Rosemary had 

already vanished from the kitchen.

With her sandwich in her hand, she retreated upstairs to 

her  bedroom,  where,  once  she  was  safe  inside  with  the  door 

closed, she found herself staring at the dresser and the bottom 

drawer that she knew was waiting for her. Not yet, she thought, 

and  she  went  to  her  bed  and  sat  down,  cross-legged,  and 

munched on her sandwich. She felt stupid hiding from Craig. Any 

other day, she’d try to smile and be nice and polite and act just 

like her mother wanted her to. Today she couldn’t. Today she just 

wanted to hide from him and not face him at all.

The door to her room remained closed for about half  an 

hour, and Rosemary spent most of that time staring at the walls 

and the ceiling, bored out of her mind. She tried to listen to music 
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or read a book, but that just made her nervous. She tried texting 

her  friends,  but  they  didn’t  reply—maybe  they  were  too  busy 

spending the day with their own dads. 

Suddenly, her bedroom door opened. Rosemary panicked, 

thinking it  was Craig,  but it  was only her mother.  Kristen was 

carrying a basket of clean laundry. She didn’t say anything to her 

daughter as she sorted out what belonged to Rosemary and set it 

on top of Rosemary’s dresser for her daughter to put away her-

self. Rosemary was still trying to ignore the dresser and pretend it 

didn’t exist, but while her mother was standing there in front of 

it, Rosemary couldn’t take her eyes away. She sat nervously on 

her bed and watched.

When  Kristen  was  finished,  she  reached  down  into  the 

bottom of the laundry basket and magically (or so it seemed to 

Rosemary) pulled out the Father’s Day card that she had shown 

Rosemary in the kitchen.  Kristen also held a pen.  She left  the 

laundry basket on top of the dresser and sat down on the bed 

next to her daughter, handing the card and pen to Rosemary. It 

was clear what she expected.

Rosemary held the card in her hand and stared at it. She 

was silent for a moment, but then she turned to her mother and 

started to say, “But he’s not—”

“I know, I know,” Kristen interrupted, “he’s not your father. 

You’ve made that perfectly clear—especially the way you tore out 

of the kitchen when he came in a little while ago like you were be-

ing chased by a pack of wolves—that was very rude, by the way.”

Rosemary didn’t say anything. She didn’t make any move to 

sign the card either.

“He  may  not  be  my father  or  your  father,”  Kristen  said 

again, “but he is Mark’s father. We can at least celebrate that.”

Rosemary wasn’t convinced. She liked Mark even less than 

Craig.

“And he’s  the father of  your  baby brother,”  Kristen said, 

95



putting a hand on her stomach. Rosemary hung her head. “Will 

you sign it, please? Can’t we spend this day feeling like we’re all a 

part of the same family instead of one family and one very rude 

teenage girl?”

The very rude teenage girl resented that characterization, 

and she was still upset with her mother. Didn’t her mother, of all 

people, understand what she was going through, what this day 

really meant to her? This wasn’t about Craig—it was about this 

day. It wasn’t a holiday to be thankful about, or to celebrate. It 

was a holiday to loathe, to despise. It was like trying to celebrate 

the birthday of someone who died the day before.

Rosemary  couldn’t sign the card. That’s all she would say. 

She tried to hand it back to her mother, but her mother, standing 

up and retrieving the laundry basket, refused to take it back. “I’m 

going to give him the card when we have dinner later on—and 

yes, you will be joining us—you’re not going to hide in your bed-

room  all  day.  You  keep  the  card  until  then.  Hopefully  you’ll 

change  your  mind about  whether  there  will  be  two names  or 

three on that card.” And with that, Kristen left the room, shutting 

the door firmly behind her.

Rosemary sat on the bed, feeling like a trapped animal who 

was about to lash out at anyone or anything that got too close. 

She  suddenly  hated  living  here  with  Craig  and  Mark.  They 

weren’t her family at all. If she could, she’d pack up her things 

and leave. She envied Mark in one thing, at least: he had a moth-

er,  and another family,  that  he could run to if  things ever got 

miserable here. Rosemary had nowhere else to go.

She took another look at Kristen’s card, but she knew there 

was no way she would ever sign it. A card like this has to be more 

than a mere formality; there has to be some  feeling behind it, 

some real  sentiment or  else what’s  the point? That’s  what  an-

noyed her about the signatures already on the card: “Kristen and 

Baby.” Her mother’s signature was fake because it was a Father’s 
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Day  card  and  Craig  wasn’t  her  mother’s  father.  The  baby’s 

“signature” was fake because the baby wasn’t even born yet. It’s 

not even out of the womb, and it’s already signing cards! Jeez, 

how stupid! And Rosemary knew that if she added her name to it, 

then that would be the fakest signature of the three.

Rosemary put the card down beside her, and stared at the 

bottom drawer of her dresser on the other side of the room. This 

didn’t feel like the right time either, but Rosemary didn’t think 

the right time would ever come—not today, not in this house with 

this “family.”

She got up from the bed, crossed the bedroom, knelt down 

in front of the dresser, and pulled open the bottom drawer, but as 

soon as she did, her bedroom door burst open. Startled, Rose-

mary  slammed  the  dresser  drawer  shut,  stood,  and  whirled 

around  to  face  her  intruder.  She  found  Mark,  wearing  fresh 

clothes and running a hand through his soggy hair. He must have 

just come from the shower. “Hey, whassup?” he asked.

“Get out of here!” Rosemary exploded. “Didn’t you see the 

door was closed?! What’s wrong with you?”

Rosemary was always irritated whenever Mark came into 

her room—actually, that’s what made barging in so fun—but she 

seemed  especially  upset  now.  When  he  had  opened  the  door, 

Mark had seen her digging around in her bottom dresser drawer, 

and  the  way  she  had  slammed  it  shut  seemed  suspicious.  As 

Rosemary stood to face him, Mark couldn’t help but cast another 

glance  in  the  direction  of  the  drawer.  Rosemary  saw  his  eyes 

glance downward and a new sense of panic rushed through her. 

Even her mother didn’t know what was hidden there—there’s no 

way in the world she could ever let Mark find out about it!

Rosemary charged at her step-brother. With supernatural 

strength of force and will, she shoved Mark out of her room and 

slammed the door.  “So I guess now isn’t a good time . .  .” she 

heard him quip from the other side. 
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The girl stood by the door, one hand pressed against it just 

in case someone else decided to try to come in. She wondered 

what she was going to do now. The bottom dresser drawer had 

been a great hiding place. No one ever looked there. It was filled 

with  old  clothes  and old  bedsheets  that  were  never  used.  She 

knew that the next time she left the house, Mark would rummage 

through it, trying to find what Rosemary had hidden there. That’s 

the kind of jerk he was.

Frantically,  she  looked  around  her  room,  trying  to  find 

another hiding place. She might be able to slip it in or between 

some of her books—in something that Mark would never want to 

read. Maybe she could hide it in a pocket of one of her old jackets 

in her closet. 

She couldn’t  decide,  so she’d have to worry about a new 

hiding place later.  Right now,  she returned to her dresser and 

knelt  down again  to  open  the  bottom  drawer.  Quickly,  before 

anyone else could come through the door and interrupt her, she 

reached a hand underneath the old clothes and blankets until she 

found what she was looking for. Carefully, she pulled out a small 

envelope, placed it in her lap, and closed the dresser drawer.

She took the envelope with her to her bed. The envelope 

was starting to show its age. Where once it had been a pristine 

white, the edges and corners were beginning to turn yellow. On 

one side, though, the red crayon scrawl that read, “For Daddy” 

was still as clear as the day Rosemary wrote it.

Opening the envelope, she found two cards still inside. The 

first one was one that she made herself. When she was in kinder-

garten, at Christmas time, her class had made Christmas cards 

for their parents. They were only supposed to make one—one for 

both parents, but Rosemary had made two of them: one she gave 

to her mother and the other one she kept hidden, a secret card 

that was meant for her father. Her father had left in October of 

that year, but the reality of his departure hadn’t set in to Rose-
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mary’s  five-year-old  former  self.  She  could  still  remember 

believing that he would come back. Her father’s return was the 

only thing she had wanted for Christmas that year, and she re-

membered  that  when  she  asked  her  mother  if  she  would  see 

Daddy for Christmas,  her mother had told her yes,  she would. 

Years later, Rosemary didn’t know if her mother had simply lied 

to her or if her mother still had hope, too. Rosemary had never 

asked her about it. 

She remembered waiting for him Christmas Eve,  and on 

Christmas  morning,  the  one  gift  that  she  wanted  most  wasn’t 

waiting for her in the living room. The other presents her mother 

had given her—the dolls and the clothes—were cast aside as Rose-

mary stared out the window of their home, searching in vain for 

some sign of her father. He never came. Five-year-old Rosemary 

kept the card and kept it hidden. She promised she would give it 

to her father when he returned. 

Rosemary couldn’t remember what had inspired her to get 

the Father’s Day card. She did remember, though, the day she got 

it. It was the summer before first grade. Rosemary had taken her 

allowance money: a handful of quarters, and, telling her mother 

she was going outside to play with her friends, journeyed half a 

mile to a dollar store where she purchased the card and the enve-

lope to put it in. Rosemary didn’t remember how many cards she 

must have gone through before deciding on this one, but the one 

she had chosen made her smile now. It was pink and had a big 

bright red heart on the front. It  read simply,  “To Daddy, from 

your daughter.” Inside,  Rosemary had written her name in the 

same  crayon  that  she  had  used  for  the  envelope.  Below  that, 

Rosemary had signed the card again, a year later, in pencil, but 

still  with an unsteady hand. Below that was another signature, 

and  another,  and  another.  Year  after  year,  Father’s  Day  after 

Father’s Day, Rosemary had added one signature after another. 

Last year’s signature, written in cursive with a blue pen, was the 
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latest. 

Rosemary carried the card with her back to  her dresser, 

back  to  where  the  card  that  was  meant  for  Craig  still  waited. 

Rosemary took the pen that Kristen had given her to use to sign 

Craig’s  card,  and  instead,  she  signed  her  name  on  the  older 

Father’s Day card—the card meant for her real father. It was the 

eleventh signature.

She  stayed  in  her  bedroom  until  her  mother  called  her 

downstairs again, a couple hours later. In the kitchen, Rosemary 

found her mother, Craig, and Mark preparing a meal. Rosemary 

carried with her the card that Kristen had wanted her to sign. She 

handed  it  to  her  mother  in  full  sight  of  Craig,  though  if  he 

noticed, it didn’t show. Her mother put the card aside but didn’t 

look to see if her daughter had signed it like she asked her to. 

Rosemary hadn’t signed it; she would never sign it. She knew her 

mother would be furious with her, but she’d get over it. Some-

times, politeness wasn’t the right thing to do.

She  sat  down  at  the  table,  refusing  to  help  prepare  the 

meal. Kristen brought it to Rosemary as the family sat down to 

eat. At first, the dinner seemed like any other ordinary dinner in 

the household. The television in the living room was turned on, 

and the other members of the family talked animatedly about all 

sorts of subjects while Rosemary sat in quiet stubbornness. At the 

table, she sat across from Craig, but as she ate, she avoided all eye 

contact with him.

It suddenly occurred to her that this was actually the first 

time since she was five that she had celebrated a Father’s Day in 

the company of a man who was,  in fact,  a  father.  In the past, 

when she was younger, she fantasized that her own father, or his 

spirit at least, had been present when Rosemary and her mother 

had watched the day pass without any apparent observation—at 
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least not on Kristen’s part. But now, here she was, part of a new 

family with a new father. She not only felt like she didn’t belong 

here, but she felt like she was betraying her own father, as weird 

as that seemed. Her real father had betrayed her most of her life, 

by not being with her on this day in the past—but she had never 

betrayed him, and that distinction was important to her.

As the family finished eating, Kristen and Mark seemed to 

remember that today was a holiday, and that the man of the hour 

had not yet received his gifts. Rosemary’s mother got the holiday 

back on track.

“We got you a card,” Kristen McKenzie said. As soon as the 

words were out of her mother’s mouth, Rosemary got up from the 

table and went to refill her drink. As Kristen handed her husband 

the envelope, Rosemary stayed where she was next to the refrig-

erator, the solitary Fale, watching the McKenzies from a distance. 

Craig  opened  the  envelope  and  read  the  card.  “From 

Kristen  and  Baby,”  he  read  aloud.  Kristen  shot  Rosemary  an 

angry look but said nothing to her daughter. Craig leaned over 

and kissed his wife on the cheek and gave her a sincere, “Thank 

you.” Then, he reached out and placed his hand on Kristen’s bel-

ly. Kristen’s own hand held his there while Craig said, “And thank 

you, too, Baby!”

“I got you something,” Mark said. He pulled out an enve-

lope  which  he  must  have  been  hiding  in  his  lap.  Rosemary 

watched. She was curious to see what Mark had gotten him. Pro-

bably something stupid, she guessed.

Craig smiled as he opened the envelope. There was a card, 

of course, but inside the card there was something else. “What is 

this? An activation code?”

Mark explained, “It’s a gift code for the Lost Spiders game 

that everybody’s playing. You download the app, install it on your 

phone, enter the code, and it’s good to go.”

“That’s cool,” Craig said. “Thank you, Mark.” Craig reached 
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over and gave his son a hug. Mark hugged him back with a smile. 

It was such a sugary sweet moment that Rosemary thought she 

might gag, and yet, she couldn’t look away.

Craig  didn’t  say anything to Rosemary as  the rest  of  the 

family showered him with love and gifts, and at the first available 

opportunity, she left the kitchen and scurried upstairs. While she 

could  still  hear  the  other  three  downstairs,  talking,  Rosemary 

pulled  her  Father’s  Day  card  out  from underneath  her  bed—a 

temporary hiding place—and opened the bottom drawer of her 

desk. She put the card way in the back, where no one would think 

to  look—its  new hiding place.  There  it  would  stay  for  another 

year.
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ABANDONED

times were when
to criticize him

was a sin
the worst i could commit

but those hopeful times are long passed

he said with an evasive smile
"i love you"

i dont believe it anymore

i struggle along for another year
i dont want pity

i dont want acknowledgment
i dont want 
i just am

all the heartbreak and pain i carry with me
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“MOLLY”
(A Fairy Tale)

“So much for our camping trip,” Barbara growled as she 
felt raindrops land on her face and hair. She looked up and saw 
dark, looming storm clouds and she could hear thunder rolling in 
the distance.

Ken said nothing but continued to paddle. The rented canoe 
was only 50 yards downstream from where they had set up 
camp. He was paddling against the current and that made his 
arms tired and their progress slow. The raindrops began to 
multiply and increase in intensity. Ken breathed a sigh of disgust 
and tried to force his arms to paddle faster. This had been the 
first chance in months for the busy young executive to spend 
some quality time with his wife and their six year old daughter, 
but after only one day in the great outdoors his wife had been 
miserable and their daughter had whined about everything. She was 
too young to understand that the wilderness lacked the many 
luxuries of life in the city and therefore the girl asked why they 
had come here.

Their daughter, who was also in the canoe, was thirsty 
and tried to catch the raindrops in her mouth as she cradled her 
favorite doll Molly in her arms. The rain made the river flow 
faster and Ken's job more difficult but they were almost within 
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view of the campsite.
“What's that?” Barbara asked, pointing downstream.
Ken turned and looked, he saw a large motorboat with a 

blue light flashing. It came towards them quickly and Ken did 
what little he could to make sure the canoe was out of the 
boat's way.

“I think it's a police boat,” Ken replied at last. Their 
daughter had closed her mouth and now turned her attention to 
the oncoming boat. They watched as the boat sped by. It came 
within 30 feet of their right and it went by fast enough to 
create a good sized wake that came right towards the canoe. 
“Uh, oh,” Ken said, realizing the danger. “Everyone hang on!”

A wave slammed against the side of the canoe and shook 
it violently. As Ken struggled to stabilize the boat, he could hear 
is wife let out a panicked scream. He looked up and saw her 
clutching the side of the canoe. In front of her, he saw their 
daughter looking over the side, apparently unconcerned about the 
danger. 

Fortunately, Ken was successful in keeping the boat stable 
and afloat. With his family safe, he breathed a sight of relief 
and began to paddle for the river bank. But then he heard his 
daughter exclaim, “Daddy, wait! Molly fell out!” In the 
confusion, the girl had lost her grip on her doll and it was now in 
the river and floating downstream.
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“What?” Ken asked.
“Molly! She fell overboard!”
“The doll,” Barbara explained to her confused husband.
“Oh,” he said and he turned and looked in the direction his 

daughter was pointing. He saw the doll was moving quickly 
downstream. It was already 25 feet from where Ken sat in the 
canoe. Ken was tempted to go after the doll but a flash of 
lightning and a boom of thunder changed his mind. “It's too late, 
sweetie, it's too far from the canoe.”

“But we can't leave her!” the girl whined. Ken considered 
her an expert at whining. “We have to save her!”

“Listen,” Ken said, “see those storm clouds? They could 
open up at any minute and make the river very dangerous. And if 
we're caught out in the rain we might catch pneumonia. We have 
to get back to the campsite.”

The girl didn't completely understand. All she could do was 
watch her doll float away.

*
“Help!” Molly screamed. “Somebody help me! I can't 

swim!” But Molly was too far away for the family in the canoe 
to hear, and she was drifting farther away.

“Now what am I going to do?” Molly wondered. “I'm only 
a doll and I can't swim. Maybe if I straighten out I can at least 
float.” So she straightened out and indeed she was able to 
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float. She could see the threatening gray clouds above her and 
she felt invisible raindrops land on her face. She looked around and 
saw a bolt of lightning. Seconds later, thunder followed the 
phenomenon. It made the doll very frightened.

Suddenly, she was bumped from below by something much 
larger than herself. Then she saw a small green island surface 
just a few feet away.

“My!” said Molly, “there's an island! Maybe if I call for 
help someone will hear me and rescue me.” So Molly started 
yelling for help until she saw another island surface, but she 
realized then that she was actually looking at a turtle. The 
second island was its head which looked at Molly and said, 
“You're an odd looking fish!”

“Oh,” the doll said. “I'm not a fish at all. I'm a doll. My 
name is Molly.”

“A doll?” the turtle asked. “That's strange. I haven't 
seen many dolls in this river and I've lived here all my life.” The 
turtle noticed it was raining and said, “Terrible weather we're 
having, don't you think?”

“Yes, it is terrible,” Molly replied. “In fact, that's part 
of the reason why I'm here. I fell off a boat and I can't get 
back to shore.”

“Why not?”
“I can't swim,” Molly said.
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The turtle chuckled, “You can't swim? That's ridiculous, 
everyone can swim, except the birds of course, but they can 
fly.”

“Well, I don't know how to swim, but I wish I could 
because there's a little girl on the shore that I know misses me 
very much.”

The turtle thought for a moment and then said, “I have 
an idea, I'll help you get back to shore.”

“Really? That's very kind of you Mr. Turtle. Can I ride 
on your shell?”

“No, I never let anyone ride on my shell,” the turtle said. 
It's bad for my back, but if you want, I'll grab your leg and pull 
you to the river bank.” 

“That will be fine,” Molly said happily, and the turtle bit 
her leg and started swimming for shore. Unfortunately, Molly's 
leg was all that accompanied him because the turtle's jerky 
movements tore Molly's leg off.

“Wait!” she cried, “you only took my leg!” But the 
turtle's hearing was poor because of his age and he didn't pay 
attention to Molly's yelling. He continued towards the shore and 
Molly continued to float downstream.

A few moments later the storm clouds opened up and 
instantly there was a downpour. The river quickly became fierce 
but Molly managed to stay afloat. Then she heard a splash and 
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saw a fish jump in and out of the water.
“Help me!” Molly cried as the fish jumped through the 

air. The fish heard her and said, “Hello! Wonderful weather 
we're having don't you think? I only wish it would rain harder so 
I could swim through the air and leave this river.”

“You don't like the river?” Molly asked.
“Not really,” the fish answered. “I've lived here all my life 

and it's pretty boring.”
“Well I hate this weather and the river!” Molly said.
“Why's that?” the fish asked.
“Well, I was in a boat with a little girl and I accidentally 

fell out. Now the river is pulling me away from her and this 
weather isn't helping things much.”

“Why don't you swim back to shore?”
“Because I can't swim,” she said meekly.
As she expected, the fish laughed. “You can't swim? 

Why, everyone I know can swim! I don't think I've ever met 
anyone who can't swim.”

“What about birds?” Molly asked, remembering what the 
turtle had said.

“Except birds of course, but I don't see them very often. 
I only come to the surface when it's raining.”

“Well, I'm a doll and I can't swim,” Molly explained sadly. 
“If I could, I wouldn't be floating here talking to you.”
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“I have an idea,” the fish said, “I'll bet I could grab one 
of your limbs and pull you back to shore.”

“Could you?” Molly asked joyfully. “I'd be so glad if you 
did and I'm sure the little girl who misses me would be very 
happy!”

“I'll do it then,” the fish said. “It's the least I can do 
for a stranger.” So the fish grabbed Molly's other leg with his 
mouth and began to swim for shore. For the first few seconds, 
Molly smiled as she and the fish glided through the water. 
However, the water had weakened the joint between the doll's 
body and leg and before they reached the river bank, Molly's leg 
came off. The fish continued to swim, unaware of what had 
happened. Molly tried to call him back but the fish was 
underwater and couldn't hear her.

Molly floated downstream for about ten more minutes. 
The rain let up and the river was briefly pacified. Molly sighed as 
she looked up into the dark cloudy sky and she wondered if 
she'd ever see the little girl again.

Then she saw a small brown object coming through the 
sky towards her. It descended quickly and she discovered it was 
a bird. Its feet were stretched out towards the water and it let 
out a terrifying cry, but just as it was about to grab Molly it 
stopped and said, “Egad! You're not fish!”

“That's right,” Molly said sadly. “I'm only a doll.”
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The bird flapped its wings so it could stay a few feet 
above the water's surface. “I've never seen a doll in the water 
before,” the bird said, “but I've seen many on the ground. Are 
you a special kind of doll that swims?”

“I wish I were,” Molly answered. “If I could swim, all of 
my problems would be solved.”

“How did you get here?” the bird asked curiously.
Once again Molly told her tale: “I was riding in a boat 

with a little girl but I fell out. I want so much to find her too 
because I know she loves me very much.”

Lightning crackled and thunder boomed and the rain started 
falling again. “Terrible weather we're having, huh?” the bird asked. 
“The only good thing about it is that it fools the fish into 
thinking they can swim through the air and that makes them 
easier to catch. In fact, when I first saw you I thought you 
were a fish, and if plastic wasn't bad for my stomach I'd 
probably have eaten you anyway.”

“Well it's a good thing I'm plastic,” Molly said nervously.
“So how long do you plan to float in this river?” the bird 

asked. “It's a very long river and it won't open up to the sea 
for about 100 miles.”

“Actually, I've been trying to get to shore but it's been 
difficult because I can't swim.”

She thought the bird would laugh at her the way the 
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turtle and the fish had but instead the bird said, “Neither can I, 
but then again, who needs to swim when you can fly?”

“I can do neither,” Molly sighed.
“How about if I help you,” the bird suggested. “You can 

grab on to my foot and I'll fly you to shore.”
“I don't know,” Molly said. “I'm afraid of heights. But 

I'm sure the little girl is ever so worried about me. I guess I'll 
just have to be brave!”

“That's the spirit!” the bird said and he came closer to 
Molly. The doll reached up and grabbed the bird's foot and he 
immediately took off. Molly closed her eyes as they flew 60 
feet into the air.

“Exciting isn't it?” the bird asked, wanting to impress his 
passenger, but frightened Molly said nothing. The bird flew around 
and made daring dives over the river. During their flight, Molly's 
arm was coming apart at the shoulder but Molly didn't realize it 
until it was too late. The bird said, “I'll make one more dive then 
take you to the river bank.”

Molly said nothing, but silently wished him to hurry.
The bird swooped down as though he were about to 

attack a fish. Just as he was about to hit the water, he turned 
his wings upward and made a sharp ascent. The sudden change in 
direction was too much for Molly's shoulder and the joint 
snapped. The bird flew towards the river bank and Molly fell back 
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into the river.
The bird had taken her about a quarter of mile further 

downstream to a point where the water was fast and rough. 
Molly struggled to stay afloat but couldn't. Several times she 
was dragged underwater and forced against the rocks. When she 
finally cleared the rapids, the current brought her to within a foot 
of the river bank. With only one limb remaining, Molly could only 
hang on to a rock and hope the little girl would find her.

*
After Ken had returned the canoe to the shop where he 

had rented it, he joined his unhappy wife and daughter in the 
SUV, and they began the long drive home. The radio was playing 
some annoying song that Barbara was silently whispering the 
words to. Ken noticed that his wife's disposition had actually 
brightened since he had returned the canoe. Their daughter sat 
quietly in the backseat and stared sadly out the window at the 
river. She hoped that she might catch a glimpse of her doll 
Molly. Ken looked at her occasionally through his rear view mirror. 
It had been a miserable trip.

The road winded along the river bank and the little girl 
anxiously watched every part of the shore. Suddenly she yelled, 
“There she is! There's Molly!”

Ken was startled by the sudden yell and he reflexively hit 
the brakes.
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“Stop the car, Daddy! Stop the car!” the girl shouted. 
“There's Molly! I saw her!”

“Good grief,” Barbara muttered.
Ken stopped the car and parked along the shoulder of the 

road. As soon as the car came to a halt, the girl bolted out the 
door and ran to where she had seen the doll.

Ken yelled after her, “Wait a minute! Watch for cars!” 
He looked at his wife and asked, “Are you coming?”

The expression on her face told him that she wasn't.
Ken got out of the car and ran after his daughter. It 

was sprinkling and the pavement was wet. He saw her run 50 
yards back up the road. When he caught up with her he found 
her squatting next to the river and holding something in her hands. 
When he came closer he found that it was indeed the doll that 
the girl had lost earlier, but by now it was in terrible shape. It 
was missing three of its limbs, its flimsy clothes were torn or 
had been ripped off completely, the once blonde hair was now a 
muddy brown and several strands were missing.

“If we had gone back for her she'd be okay,” the little 
girl said angrily.

“I'm sorry,” Ken said. “It's ruined isn't it? Listen, how 
about if I make it up to you by buying that Sassy Suzy doll that 
Santa forgot to bring you for Christmas?”

The little girl's face lit up and she said, “A Sassy 
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Suzy?! Really? Oh thank you Daddy!”
The girl took one last look at Molly and then she threw 

the broken doll back into the river.
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Chapter Six

ONE OF THE BEST THINGS—from Craig McKenzie’s  point  of 

view—about Mark’s driver’s license and car was that Mark could 

drive himself to his mother’s house now. Mr. McKenzie never felt 

comfortable visiting his ex-wife, and ever since Carolyn remar-

ried  three  years  ago,  things  had  become  even  more  awkward. 

Most uncomfortable of all was the time when Craig McKenzie had 

met  Jackson Smith—the  man who had married  Carolyn.  They 

shook  hands,  exchanged  a  few  polite  words,  but  there  was  a 

definite chill  in the air.  Since then, Mr. McKenzie preferred to 

avoid  his  ex-wife  as  much  as  possible,  and  Mark’s  new  inde-

pendence made that easier.

When  Mark  arrived  at  Jackson  and  Carolyn’s  home,  he 

didn’t  know  where  to  park  his  car.  Several  cars  were  already 

parked on the driveway and along the curb in front of the house. 

Mark’s mom had told him that some of her in-laws would be at 

the house to celebrate the Fourth of July holiday with them, but 

Mark didn’t think it would be this many. Most of Jackson’s family 

were strangers to Mark. He had met some of them at his mom’s 

wedding, but he didn’t remember them very well.

Mark parked his car across the street, and as he got out, he 
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wished that he didn’t have to visit today. He blamed the law. It 

was one of the requirements of the divorce settlement that Mark 

come and stay with his mother during holidays and his birthday. 

Technically, he was also supposed to spend one weekend a month 

with his  mother,  too,  but ever  since  Carolyn and Jackson had 

their own child, that requirement was overlooked more and more 

often. 

One of  the  neat  things about  being shuttled between di-

vorced parents was that, in the past, he had celebrated his birth-

day  and  the  big  holidays  twice.  Two  birthdays,  two  Thanks-

givings,  two Christmases.  But once Craig married Kristen, that 

mostly came to an end. He still had two birthday parties when he 

turned sixteen, but the rest of the calendar’s major holidays were 

now only spent with his mother.

Mark  had  packed  an  extra  set  of  clothes  in  a  backpack 

which he carried with him as he walked up to the front door of 

the house. When he reached the front door, though, he hesitated. 

His mother always told him that he could come right in—that he 

was as much a member of the family as anyone else, even though 

he spent most of the time living with his father. But this place 

never felt like his home, especially not today with so many un-

familiar  relatives  gathered inside.  He pressed the doorbell  and 

waited, feeling every bit like a party crasher.

An older woman that Mark didn’t recognize answered the 

door. “Oh!” she said with a big smile, “you’re Carolyn’s boy, aren’t 

you? Come in!” Mark stepped inside, and he immediately noticed 

the smell of the woman’s perfume mixing with the smell of food 

cooking in the kitchen. He set his backpack on the floor next to 

the  front  door  as  the  woman  shouted,  “Carolyn—your  son  is 

here!” She said to Mark, “Go on into the kitchen. That’s where 

your mom is.”

The woman went back to the living room where Mark could 

hear other voices talking over the sound of the television tuned to 
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a baseball game. Mark cut through the empty dining room and 

went into the kitchen. There, he found his mother, happy but har-

ried in an apron as  she and two other women were preparing 

food for the holiday barbecue. Beyond them, there was a window 

to the backyard where Mark could see  Jackson and two other 

men standing at an open grill, laying meat on the fire.

Carolyn saw her son and said, “It’s about time! I thought 

your  father  was  gonna keep  you from me or  something!”  She 

dropped what she was doing and came over to give Mark a hug. 

He hugged her back, wondering if this would be the only moment 

during  the  next  twenty-four  hours  when  he’d  feel  like  he  be-

longed.

When his mother parted from him, she went back to work, 

but she said to Mark, “How are you doing? Are you enjoying your 

summer vacation?”

“Yeah, it’s been OK.”

“Do you still have that job?”

“Yeah.”

“Where  does  he  work?”  one  of  the  other  women  in  the 

kitchen asked. She was an older woman, and although her face 

seemed vaguely  familiar,  like  most  of  the  other  in-laws,  Mark 

couldn’t remember her name. 

Seeing his mother here among these strangers felt weird, 

and he found himself looking at his mother again and again to 

make sure she really was his mother. It was hard to believe that 

this was the same person who had once held his hand on the first 

day  of  school,  or  who  used  to  cheer  for  him at  Little  League 

games, or who sat with him and consoled him when she told him 

that she and his father were planning to get divorced.

The women talked about Mark as though he wasn’t there. 

He slowly  made his  way towards the other end of  the kitchen 

which opened up to the living room where several of Jackson’s 

other relatives occupied all of the sofas and chairs. There were 
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about ten people in all.  The television was tuned to a baseball 

game, but only a couple of boys who looked to be four or five 

years younger than Mark were watching it as they sat on the floor 

in front of the TV. The adults in the room were talking to each 

other, catching up on old times that Mark had never shared. No 

one seemed to notice him at all.

“Why  don’t  you  go  outside  and  say  hello  to  your  step-

father?” Carolyn suggested to Mark, when she saw him standing 

awkwardly by himself.

Mark  didn’t  particularly  want  to  go  outside  and  talk  to 

Jackson, but there wasn’t anything else to do, and he’d have to 

say hello to him eventually, so Mark went to the back door and let 

himself out.

At first, the three men didn’t seem to notice him. Jackson 

had his back turned to Mark and was standing next to the grill. 

The smell of cooking meat—hamburgers and hot dogs and bar-

becued ribs—was strong, and it made Mark’s stomach growl. On 

one side of the grill, there were two plates which were filling up 

with meat that was already cooked. On the other side was a plate 

of  what  remained  of  the  uncooked  meat.  As  Jackson finished 

cooking one piece, he’d remove it and replace it with another. He 

did this expertly, barely even looking at the grill as he cooked. In-

stead,  most  of  his  attention  seemed  focused  on  the  two  men 

standing with him.

Mark found Jackson to be a little intimidating. Mark had 

always thought of Jackson as a big, sprawling guy, but as Mark 

stood on the patio, just a few feet behind his mother’s husband, 

Mark was surprised to realize that he was almost as tall as Jack-

son, though he didn’t have other man’s bulk.

The other two men were Jackson’s brothers, Ricky and JT. 

Mark  remembered them from his  mother’s  wedding.  He won-

dered  if  the  proper  term  for  them  was  “step-uncle”—but  that 

sounded weird. And even though they were technically related, 
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they might as well be strangers. They were facing Mark’s direc-

tion as they talked to their brother, but they didn’t seem to notice 

the teenager either. At last, one of them locked eyes with Mark 

and said, “Hey, look—Carolyn’s kid is here.”

The  other  two  turned  and  now  all  three  faced  Mark. 

Jackson said, “Hey! Mark! What’s goin’ on! You here to steal our 

food?” He laughed, put down his spatula, and held out his hand 

for Mark to shake. Mark took his hand but wasn’t prepared for 

how hard Jackson squeezed. Mark then shook Jackson’s brothers’ 

hands, too, as they all said hello, and Mark made sure to squeeze 

their hands tightly.

“Did your dad drop you off?” Jackson asked.

“No, I drove.”

“You got a car now? How long have you had that?”

“Since April.”

“Did  your  daddy  pay  for  it?”  one  of  Jackson’s  brothers 

asked. All three of them smiled. Mark didn’t like the way he said 

“daddy.”

“He paid half. I had a job during the school year. I saved up 

half the money and my dad paid the rest.”

“Sounds fair,” Jackson said, though Mark sensed the man 

didn’t mean it. “But when I was a kid, my brothers and I had to 

pay for our stuff ourselves.”

“It  was all  part  of  growing up and becoming a man,” JT 

said.

“That’s  right,”  Jackson  agreed.  “And  when  each  of  us 

turned  eighteen  and  graduated  from  high  school,  our  daddy 

kicked us out of his house. He said, ‘You’re an adult now. You 

gotta learn to take care of yourself.’”

Mark didn’t know what to say to that. He certainly wasn’t 

going to argue with the three men. Luckily, the back door opened 

and Mark’s mom, and an older woman who had been helping in 

the kitchen,  came outside.  Carolyn was carrying a  big  bowl  of 
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beans and the older woman was holding a bowl of chopped fruit. 

“Are you guys almost done?” Carolyn asked.

“Yep,”  Jackson  replied.  “Just  give  us  another  couple 

minutes. The hot dogs are done, and we’ve almost got the ham-

burgers and ribs cooked. Hey, Mark! You want a hamburger or 

some ribs?”

“I’ll have a hamburger,” Mark replied.

Jackson shrugged and said, “Suit yourself.”

Carolyn and the woman put their bowls of food on the two 

picnic tables that were just off of the patio. The tables had table-

cloths on them which fluttered lightly in the summer breeze, but 

they were held in place by the dishes and big unopened bottles of 

soda that sat upon them. The women returned inside the house to 

get more food to bring outside.

As they worked, the rest of the guests who had been inside 

watching TV started to make their way outside, too, sensing that 

it was almost time to eat. They said hello to Mark and shook his 

hand as they came out. Everyone seemed nice, but it was awk-

ward.  He didn’t  know them at  all  and they only  knew him as 

“Carolyn’s other kid.”

“What  do  you  want  us  to  do  with  JJ?”  a  woman  asked 

Carolyn as she came outside, holding the hand of a sandy-haired 

little boy who was three years old.

“Oh, don’t worry about him,” Carolyn said. “You can let him 

go run around. He never wants to eat with everybody else. When 

he gets hungry we’ll give him a hot dog.”

“JJ” was short for “Jackson Junior.” The boy was Jackson 

and Carolyn’s  son—and Mark’s  half-brother.  Mark hadn’t  seen 

the boy since last Easter, and he was surprised by how much the 

little boy had grown in just three and a half months.

As soon as the woman accompanying JJ let him go, the boy 

bolted at full speed past Mark, past his father still standing by the 

grill, past the other family members gathered on the patio, and 
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straight out onto the lawn of the backyard. He let out a long, loud 

yell as he ran around in a big, wide circle—a yell that seemed to 

celebrate  his  freedom from the woman who had been holding 

him, and, Mark thought,  perhaps celebrating his freedom from 

the rest  of  his  family.  For  a  moment,  Mark  envied him as  he 

watched him run, and he wondered if he had ever run around as 

wildly as that when he was that age.

JJ’s birthday was in November—the same month as Mark’s 

birthday. JJ would be four next fall, but already the young boy 

had clearly mastered the skill of running. Yes, he tripped and fell 

a few times in the grass, but he quickly picked himself up and 

started running again.

As he got his food and sat down at one of the tables, Mark 

noticed that the other children were all eating hamburgers or hot 

dogs while the adults were eating the barbecued ribs. He sat qui-

etly as he took his first bite out of his hamburger, and he listened 

to the people around him talking. 

“Who is that guy?” a young boy asked. The boy was trying 

to whisper, but Mark could hear him clearly.

The boy had spoken to the woman sitting next  to him—

probably his mother. She also tried to whisper, but Mark could 

hear her clearly too. “That’s Aunt Carolyn’s son.”

“Does he live here too?” the boy asked.

“I . . . I don’t think so.”

“What’s his name?”

“I don’t know. Why don’t you go ask him yourself?”

Mark expected the boy to then come talk to him, but the 

boy was apparently too shy, so Mark took another bite out of his 

hamburger.

He was almost surprised when his mom came and sat down 

in the empty space next to him a moment later. 

“So how have you been? Tell me everything! I wish you’d 

call  me  more  often.  I’d  call  you  more  often,  but  I’m  always 
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worried your father’s new wife will answer the phone. That’s silly, 

isn’t it?—I mean, you have your own phone—but still—I don’t like 

that woman.”

Mark didn’t say anything.

“Are you getting along with her and her daughter—what’s 

her name? Rosalind?”

“Rosemary. She’s fine. Kristen too.”

“I  bet  you  never  thought  you’d  have  a  sister!”  his  mom 

laughed. “Especially not one so close to your age.” Mark didn’t 

say anything as he watched JJ race past them one more time. JJ 

reminded  Mark  of  Kristen’s  baby  who  was  on  the  way.  Mark 

would  soon have two half-brothers—and a  step-sister.  He  had 

siblings coming at  him from every  direction;  it  was very com-

plicated.

“How old is she?” asked the older woman who had helped 

Carolyn in the kitchen earlier. Mark had, by now, figured out that 

she was Jackson’s mother, but he still didn’t know her name. She 

had taken a seat across from her daughter-in-law and was listen-

ing to the conversation.

“She’s  the  same  age  as  Mark—isn’t  that  right?”  Carolyn 

asked.

Mark nodded.

“The  same  age!”  the  woman  exclaimed.  “Well!  Did  you 

know her before your dad and that woman met?”

Mark  nodded again.  “Yeah.  She and I  went  to  the  same 

middle school together. We weren’t friends or anything, though.”

“That’s  gotta  be  a  little  strange,”  the  woman  continued. 

“Suddenly living in the same house as a classmate.”

“You get used to it after a while,” was Mark’s answer.

“Why do  you live  with your  dad  instead  of  your  mom?” 

asked the boy who a moment ago had wondered who Mark was.

“That’s not a polite thing to ask,” corrected the woman who 

was  sitting  next  to  him.  The  boy  looked  surprised;  he  hadn’t 
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intended to  offend  anyone.  He  started  to  sulk;  it  seemed  like 

everything he said with respect to Mark was the wrong thing to 

say.

“A boy needs his father,” answered Jackson, who was just 

now sitting down with a plate full  of  barbecued ribs—and that 

was all he had on his plate. “Can’t learn how to be a man other-

wise.”

No one else said anything and very quickly the conversation 

changed to a different subject. Mark listened to them talk, but he 

felt like he was eavesdropping on the conversation of strangers. 

Most of what they talked about, unless they started talking about 

politics or current events, was foreign to Mark. 

A little later, after everyone had eaten—even JJ, who was 

fed a chopped up hot dog after he got tired of running around by 

himself—Mark was invited by Jackson and his two brothers to 

throw a football around for a while. Ricky’s thirteen-year-old son

—the oldest kid in the extended family besides Mark—also joined 

them.  They  tried  playing  catch  in  the  backyard,  but  the  yard 

wasn’t big enough to throw the football very far, so they went out 

front to the street.  Moving to the front of  the house also gave 

Jackson’s brothers a chance to take a look at Mark’s car.

“So this is it, huh?” JT asked as they approached.

“Yeah.”

“Not bad. Although I guess if your daddy’s paying for half of 

it, you can afford to get something pretty decent. Who’s paying 

for the gas?”

“I am.”

“And the insurance?”

“I split it with my dad.” That was a lie. Craig and Kristen 

paid the insurance, but Mark didn’t want to admit to that. He fig-

ured that the more he said he contributed to the cost of the car, 

the better it would reflect on both him and his father.

“C’mon!  Are  we  throwin’  the  ball  or  what?”  Jackson 
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shouted as he jogged down the street, carrying the old football. 

He had taken off his shirt, and for the first time, Mark discovered 

that the man had tattoos on his chest and shoulders.

Mark hadn’t played football since his phys. ed. class played 

touch football last fall.  Jackson and JT were at one end of the 

street  while  Mark,  Ricky  and  Ricky’s  son,  who  Mark  quickly 

learned was another “Junior”—Ricky Junior—were at the other 

end. Since Jackson had the ball, he threw it first. He threw it high 

up in the air, as high as he could. Mark kept his eye on it and it  

vanished into a tiny speck before it dropped quickly. Ricky called 

it and made a nice catch. It was his turn to throw, and he threw it  

the way Jackson had thrown it—as high into the air as he could. 

Mark watched as Jackson and JT both battled for the ball. They 

pushed and shoved each other, laughing and shouting, until JT 

gave Jackson a shove that allowed JT to break away and catch the 

ball.

“Hey, Mark!” JT yelled. “This one’s for you!”

Again,  Mark watched as the ball almost disappeared into 

the blue of the summer sky. He kept his attention focused on the 

ball, and his feet danced forwards and back, trying to judge the 

right place to be when the ball returned to the earth. Mark knew 

it was important that he catch the ball.  He kept his eyes on it, 

held out his arms, got right underneath the football—and felt the 

ball slip through his fingers. It bounced on the street a couple of 

times as Mark chased it down. When he finally got control of it, 

he felt embarrassed for dropping it in front of the men.

Now that he had the ball, he knew what he had to do: throw 

it as high into the air as he could. His throwing skills were almost 

as rusty as his catching skills, but he still managed to get the ball 

up into the air.

“Good throw, good throw,” Ricky said, but Mark couldn’t 

tell if the man meant it or not. The ball dropped a little to the left. 

Jackson caught it on the sidewalk. Again, he threw the ball up 
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high.  It  wasn’t  intended  for  anyone  in  particular,  but  Ricky 

Junior  called  for  it,  eager  to  get  involved  in  the  game.  Mark 

hoped the boy would drop the football too, like he had, but Ricky 

Junior caught it cleanly. 

“Good  catch,  son,”  his  father  said.  “Now  try  to  throw  it 

high.”

The boy tried, but Mark was pleased to see that it wasn’t as 

high his own throw.

And so they continued on like this, playing catch with the 

football. Mark’s catching and throwing got better with every turn 

he took. At one point, Mark and his step-cousin were teamed up 

together as Jackson and his brothers formed a team of their own, 

wrestling and fighting with each other for the balls.

They stayed outside for a long time, not always throwing 

the football, but sometimes walking up and down the street talk-

ing to one another. Ricky Junior was the real center of attention 

as his two uncles asked him about school, his friends, and teased 

him  about  girls.  Mark  was  somewhere  in  between—not  quite 

considered a man, certainly not on the same level as the three 

brothers, but not quite a boy like Ricky Junior.

When the sun started to set, and the five of them returned 

to the house, Mark looked at his watch and saw that it was al-

ready past seven o’clock. Yesterday, when he talked to his mom 

on the phone and made plans to come over, he had been told that 

he,  his  mother,  and some of  Jackson’s  family  would  be  going 

downtown to see the city’s fireworks display tonight. Mark had 

looked forward to it, not only because it meant he’d have a chance 

to  get  away  from Jackson and his  family,  but  because he had 

made  arrangements  with  some  of  his  friends  to  meet  them 

downtown. He also knew, but didn’t tell his mother, that his fath-

er, Kristen, and Rosemary were planning to go see the fireworks, 

too. Mark had to admit that even Rosemary’s company wouldn’t 

be as bad as the company he was with now.
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But their plans to go downtown weren’t exactly set in stone. 

The fireworks were supposed to start at nine, but by eight, the 

family was still sitting in the living room of the house, watching 

sitcom reruns and talking.  No movement was made to go any-

where. Once, when Carolyn got up to take some empty glasses to 

the kitchen, Mark followed her,  and when they were alone,  he 

asked when they were leaving.

“Oh, I thought you knew? Jackson and Ricky decided not to 

go. We’re going to stay here.”

Desperate, Mark asked if he could go by himself. He had a 

car  and he could drive himself—and anyone else in the family 

who wanted to go.

“Why don’t you stay here with us?” his mother asked. “I 

don’t want you to go anywhere. I don’t get to see you very often, 

and I don’t want you to spend the time you have with us down-

town.”

Mark didn’t  complain,  but he was very disappointed.  He 

returned to the living room with his mother, giving Jackson the 

evil eye, but the man wasn’t paying attention to him. After a few 

minutes, Mark got up and went outside to the backyard patio.

Night  had  fallen  and  the  sky  had  turned  black.  There 

weren’t any clouds in the sky; Mark could see the brightest stars 

clearly—it was perfect weather for fireworks. Mark turned on a 

light,  but  he didn’t  want  the bugs  to  eat  him alive  so he only 

turned on a light that illuminated the backyard. As he sat down 

on one of the patio chairs, he could hear the sounds of voices and 

the television inside, but here he finally felt alone. It felt good to 

be away from all those people,  at last.  He hadn’t realized until 

right now just how much he didn’t like them. Oh, he loved his 

mother, of course, but he still felt a little angry that she had mar-

ried into this  family.  He couldn’t  understand what  she saw in 

Jackson,  nor  could  he tell  what  made  Jackson so much more 

attractive  to  his  mom  than  Craig.  It  seemed  more  likely  that 

127



someone would want to divorce Jackson and marry Mark’s fath-

er. Mark guessed it was just too complicated for him to under-

stand.

He  heard  the  door  to  the  kitchen  open  slightly.  Mark 

turned his head and saw little JJ struggling to push open the door

—Mark must not have closed it all the way when he came outside. 

JJ held a plastic toy dinosaur in his mouth, but once he opened 

the door enough that he could get outside, his hands took the toy 

back. JJ walked up to Mark and handed the dinosaur to his older 

brother,  though Mark wondered if  JJ even realized who Mark 

was. 

“Here!” JJ said.

Mark took the dinosaur, making sure not to touch the parts 

that were coated in JJ’s saliva. He looked at it and suddenly real-

ized  this  was  once  one  of  his  old  toys.  He  hadn’t  seen  this 

dinosaur in years, and he had no idea that his mom had saved it. 

“Thanks,” was all Mark could say.

“That’s a di-saur,” JJ declared.

“It sure is,” Mark replied with a smile. “Do you have a lot of 

dinosaurs?” He already knew the answer. If his mom saved this 

one, then she must have saved the other six.

JJ  nodded  vigorously  and  held  up  seven  fingers.  Mark 

smiled again. “Dinosaurs are pretty cool, huh?”

“Uh huh! Some can fly! And know what? Some eat ot’er di-

saurs!”

Mark handed the toy back to his half-brother and watched 

as the boy sat down on the patio and started to play with it. JJ 

made some roaring sounds as he marched the monster across the 

concrete.

Mark  heard  the  back  door  open  again  and  he  saw  his 

mother step outside. She sat down in a chair next to Mark and 

said, “Are you keeping an eye on JJ?”

“Yeah. He’s got my old toy.”
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“Yes—I’d forgotten that I had saved some of your old toys 

until Jackson and I moved into this house after JJ was born. We 

were unpacking and then—there they were! It made sense to give 

them to JJ—I hope you don’t mind.”

“Nah, it’s fine.”

“I’m sorry if this holiday hasn’t been much fun for you,” his 

mom apologized. “But I’m glad you’re here.”

“No, it’s been fun,” Mark lied. “Really.”

Carolyn was quiet for a moment, watching JJ play with his 

toy. Then she asked, “Are you happy living with your father and 

his new wife?”

Even though Mark knew his mom didn’t care for Kristen, 

he  sensed that  his  mom’s question was more about  his  father 

than his step-mom. “Yeah,” he said. “Of course.”

“He loves you a lot,” Carolyn said. “We both love you very 

much—remember that.”

“I know,” Mark said. “I love you too.”

Carolyn gave her son a hug, and then she got up, picked JJ 

up—dinosaur and all—and carried him back inside.

Mark stayed outside. Even with the patio lights on and the 

lights  from  the  surrounding  houses,  it  was  very  dark.  The 

darkness  wasn’t  scary,  though,  and although he was  alone,  he 

didn’t feel lonely. But before long he was accompanied by some-

thing else, a sound came drifting in, the sound of a crackling, like 

thunder, only sharper. It was the sound of fireworks; the city’s 

fireworks display must have started. Mark stood up and walked 

to the edge of the patio, facing in the direction of downtown. He 

hoped he might  be  able  to  see  something,  but  there  were  too 

many trees and houses in the way. He couldn’t see the fireworks, 

only hear them. He stood and listened to the show, imagining his 

father  and Kristen and Rosemary  enjoying  themselves  as  they 

watched the display—imagining his friends, without him, having 

a good time.
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The fireworks display lasted for half an hour. After the big 

finish—a long series of pops and bangs that went on for two or 

three minutes without a pause—all was silent, and the darkness 

was less friendly than before. Mark went back inside.

The television was shouting, and the adults were shouting 

over it, trying to have a conversation while the step-cousins were 

watching some action movie.  JJ had been put to bed.  No one 

seemed to notice as Mark came in and sat on the floor (all of the 

chairs  and  the  sofa  were  taken)  and  pretended  to  watch  the 

movie.  Carolyn winked at  him once,  but for the most part she 

talked to her in-laws. Mark wondered if she ever felt as out of 

place among them as he did. She didn’t seem to. Being married to 

Jackson for three years must have made it easier for her to fit in 

with this group. It was an odd thing, seeing his mom with this 

other family.

When the movie ended, the younger step-cousins and JJ 

were sent off to bed, and slowly, the adults decided to call it a 

night, too. Ricky and his family got in their car and went home. 

The rest of the extended family would be staying here tonight. 

When Mark had stayed over in the past, he had slept in the 

guest  bedroom.  That  wouldn’t  be  possible  tonight.  “Jackson’s 

mother  is  going  to  take  your  room,”  Carolyn  explained.  “I’m 

afraid  you’re  going  to  have  to  sleep  on  the  sofa  in  the  living 

room.”

It  seemed  like  a  perfectly  miserable  end  to  a  perfectly 

miserable  holiday.  Mark  agreed  without  voicing  a  complaint, 

though. His mother put some sheets on the sofa and gave him a 

pillow,  kissing him goodnight  before  she and Jackson went  to 

bed. As the lights went off, Mark found himself, alone, in the dark 

living room which just  an hour  before  had been bustling with 

people and activity. Soon, the house was quiet, and there wasn’t a 

sound to be heard, even the crackling of the distant fireworks was 

now just a fading memory.
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In the morning, Mark had breakfast with his mom and his 

step-family. Jackson’s mother served the family bacon and eggs. 

They talked about what they planned to  do that  day—it  was a 

Wednesday, but Jackson had the day off from work. Mark had 

only one thing planned—going home. After breakfast, he packed 

his things and told his mother he was leaving. Jackson accom-

panied Carolyn to the door to say goodbye. Mark gave his mother 

one last hug and he shook Jackson’s hand one last time, making 

sure to squeeze it as hard as he was squeezed. 

As he drove home, he felt guilty that he was so relieved to 

be out of that house. He didn’t feel bad about his feelings towards 

Jackson and his family, but he did feel guilty about not wanting 

to  spend  more  time  with  his  mother.  He  still  loved  her,  and 

sometimes he wished that  she and his dad were still  together. 

Mark also felt bad for JJ. He felt sorry that the boy would have to 

grow up with Jackson as his father. Mark couldn’t imagine how 

terrible that must be.

And  he  even  thought  about  Rosemary.  He  wondered 

whether she sometimes felt the same way about Craig as Mark 

felt about Jackson. Rosemary didn’t have a choice in where she 

got to live like Mark did. For Rosemary, it was her mother or no 

one since her father ran out on her years ago. She couldn’t leave 

and go live somewhere else if she got angry or needed a change of 

scenery. She was stuck in the same house that Mark called home.

When he arrived, he found that his father and Kristen had 

already left  for work—they didn’t  get the day off.  Entering the 

house, he found Rosemary downstairs in the living room, watch-

ing TV. She looked bored, but she livened up when she saw her 

step-brother come in.  She described how she,  her mother,  and 

Craig had gone to the city park downtown last night to watch the 

fireworks display. She added, “We didn’t see you, though. What 

happened? Didn’t you go?”

Mark admitted that he didn’t, and Rosemary took that as 
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an opportunity  to  gloat.  “It  was  so much fun!”  she exclaimed. 

“I’ve never been that close to a big fireworks display before. There 

were so many colors—and it was so loud! You really missed out.”

Mark just shrugged, pretending not to care, so Rosemary 

asked. “So, do you wish you were still at your mom’s house?”

“If it would mean keeping away from you? Yes,” was Mark’s 

stock answer. Rosemary, didn’t seem very offended, though she 

did throw the TV remote at him. 

Secretly, though, Mark was happy to be home. Even with 

Rosemary here.
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“THE PRINCIPAL'S OFFICE”

The door slammed shut behind M. as he stumbled out 
into the hallway. Mr. Angler hadn't shoved M., but the force of 
his shouts had made M. so eager to get out of the classroom 
that he had stumbled over his own foot on the way out the 
door. Mr. Angler's harsh words, especially the use of the word 
“insolent” (M. would have to look that word up later) were still 
ringing in his ears, so that the silence in the hallway stunned him. 
Above his head, a florescent light couldn't decide whether it 
wanted to burn out or not, and so it flickered on and off, 
creating an eerie glow around M.

Mr. Angler had sent M. to the office (for being 
“insolent,” of course), but following the letter of the law, M. 
realized that Mr. Angler hadn't said that he had to go NOW. M. 
decided to take his time. The straightest path after exiting Mr. 
Angler's geometry class would have been to turn left, so M. 
went right. His locker was in this direction anyway, so he might 
as well visit his locker, just in case there was anything he 
needed. 

Even though the school was in the middle of 2nd period, 
and there shouldn't have been any students in the hallway, M. 
thought he could see a couple of students at the far end of 
the hall, in front of the windows that looked out upon the patio 
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next to the cafeteria. As M. walked in that direction, though, 
the form and shape of the students seemed to dissolve in the 
morning light, and the students vanished - or maybe they had 
just moved away, seeing M. and mistaking him for one of the 
hall monitors. 

M. found his locker. He tried his combination (25-26-
27), but the locker door wouldn't open on the first try. He tried 
the combination again - success! He opened the locker but found 
only a stack of textbooks, and at the bottom of the stack was 
his geometry book. Staring into the otherwise empty locker for a 
moment, M. wished that it was large enough for him to climb 
inside and hide for the rest of the school day.

“What are you doing here?!” a voice demanded from 
behind.

Startled, M. whirled around and found Mrs. Haley, his 
English teacher from his freshman year. Apparently, Mrs. Haley 
was on hall duty during this hour. 

“I said, what are you doing here, M.?” she demanded 
again, after not receiving an immediate answer.

M.'s mind scrambled for a reply. His first instinct was to 
lie, but the truth was much more interesting. “Mr. Angler freaked 
and threw me out of class. He told me to go to the office.”

“Oh, I see,” Mrs. Haley said, folding her arms and looking 
at M. skeptically. “He told you to go to the office, and so, 
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naturally, you go to your locker. That makes perfect sense to 
me. I know for a fact that the principal likes to spend his free 
time hiding in your locker.” M. used to like Mrs. Haley's sarcasm 
a year ago. It had been funny when she used it against other 
students. Now, though, M. didn't like it so much.

“Did Mr. Angler give you a hall pass?” Mrs. Haley asked, 
this time without any sarcasm, though the stern, skeptical look 
hadn't left her face.

“Uh, no, but I really am supposed to go to the office,” 
M. replied. “You can ask him yourself!”

“Oh, I will,” Mrs. Haley said. M. thought he was free. 
“And you're coming with me! Let's go!”

Mrs. Haley grabbed M. by the arm and pulled him back in 
the direction from which M. had come, back towards Mr. 
Angler's classroom. Mrs. Haley had taken M. by such a surprise 
that he didn't even have a chance to close the door to his 
locker.

Mrs. Haley kept a firm grasp on M.'s upper arm, as if 
she expected him to bolt and make a run for it. Ahead, just in 
front of the windows at the other end of the hallway, M. 
thought he saw two students standing and talking. Were they the 
same students he had seen before, but at the other end of the 
hall? If so, how had they gotten there so quickly? Maybe they 
were just another mirage.
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Very soon, M. and Mrs. Haley arrived at their destination. 
As he stood beneath the flickering light, M. realized that he 
wasn't ready to go back into Mr. Angler's classroom. The 
geometry teacher was probably still upset, and M. knew that 
Mrs. Haley wasn't going to do anything to protect him. M. 
watched as Mrs. Haley turned the doorknob and opened the door.

Inside, Mr. Angler was lecturing (something about triangles 
and the Pythagorean theorem). He immediately stopped, though, 
when he noticed the door to the classroom had opened. The rest 
of the students, who were quietly taking notes, shifted their 
attention from their teacher and turned their heads. Already, M. 
knew it was a bad idea to come back in. Mr. Angler always got 
upset when someone, whether a student aide or another teacher, 
interrupted one of his lectures. Mrs. Haley stepped inside the 
classroom, and without loosening her grip on M.'s arm, she 
dragged him in as well. M. watched Mr. Angler's face turn from 
a splotchy pink to bright red to almost purple as he launched into 
another tirade.

“You!” he said, looking directly at M. Mrs. Haley might 
as well have not even been in the room. “How dare you come 
back into my class and interrupt me, AGAIN, while I'm trying to 
lecture! Didn't I send you to the principal not five minutes ago?! 
What do you think you're doing coming back here?! When I tell 
you to do something, I expect you to do it! Oh, the insolence! 
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This is exactly why I sent you to the office in the first place. 
Listening to your teachers and following instructions seems to be 
completely beyond your abilities! All you are good for is causing 
trouble, and let me tell you, it won't end well. There's only one 
destination for troublemakers like you, sir, and that is prison! 
That's right, while the rest of your classmates here will end up 
going to college and becoming productive, successful members of 
society, you, you little piece of trash, will end up in prison! You 
better have a very good reason for coming back here. What has 
he done now, Mrs. Haley?”

Mrs. Haley, who had remained a silent spectator to Mr. 
Angler's harangue, seemed taken by surprise by Mr. Angler's 
question to her. After a slight hesitation, though, she said, “I 
found M. here wandering the halls without a pass. He told me 
that you had sent him to the principal's office, and I wanted to 
see if that were the case before I escorted this young man 
there myself.”

“I certainly did send him to the principal's office,” Mr. 
Angler shouted. “And if I had my way, I would ask you to escort 
that little brat off of the campus, forever! I'll be speaking with 
the principal myself later on, and I plan to recommend that M. 
gets suspension, maybe even expulsion! I'll be delighted if he never 
darkens my classroom door again!”

“Well, thank you, Mr. Angler,” Mrs. Haley replied. “I just 
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wanted to make sure. I'll see to it that M. goes straight to the 
office and doesn't disturb you again.”

M. felt pressure on his arm as Mrs. Haley pulled M. 
back out of the classroom. The boy didn't resist, and he even 
led the way out of the classroom as Mrs. Haley closed the 
door behind her. Still holding M.'s arm, she led the teenager down 
the hall (they went left, this time) in the direction of the 
office. 

“You're even worse than I thought,” Mrs. Haley said as 
they walked together. “But unlike Mr. Angler, I don't think you 
are beyond hope. I suspect that your problem is your parents. 
Nine times out of ten, that's the reason why delinquents turn 
out the way they do - a lack of parental involvement. Tell me 
something, honestly, do your parents beat you?”

M. was taken aback by that question. “No!” he replied. 
“My parents never lay a hand on me!”

“Now, right there, I know you're lying,” Mrs. Haley said, 
sounding like a lawyer who had caught a witness in a lie. “Every 
child gets slapped or spanked now and then. That's just natural. 
No, I'm talking about abuse, real abuse. Have you ever been 
abused?”

“Never!” M. denied, again. “And you know what, when my 
parents find out that you've accused them of child abuse, they 
are going to sue you and the school!”
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Mrs. Haley said nothing for a moment, and M. believed 
that he had won. Now she's scared of me, M. thought to 
himself. All you have to do is threaten to sue a teacher and they 
always freak out.

But M.'s victory was interrupted by Mrs. Haley who 
started to laugh.

“They'll sue me, huh? Ha! Let them try. If they handle 
a lawsuit as badly as they have raised you, then I have nothing 
to worry about. Besides, the law allows me to pry into a 
student's home life. In fact, if I didn't question you about abuse 
at home, I'd be in even bigger trouble! Yes, I'm safe from your 
parents. The law is on my side.”

M. would have debated her further, but they had reached 
the main office, which was located just inside the front doors 
of the high school. Immediately inside the main office was a 
reception area with a large work space for the receptionist and a 
few chairs for visitors to wait. Mrs. Haley pointed to a chair 
and said to M., “You, sit there and don't move an inch. I'll go 
see if the principal is free to see you.” And with that she 
disappeared down a hallway.

M. took a seat and was glad for the peace and quiet, 
but even that was soon interrupted.

“So what did you do?” a voice asked.
M. looked and saw a girl sitting at the receptionist's 
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desk. She was another student, probably a senior, since seniors 
were the ones who got to be office aides. M. didn't remember 
the girl's name (he didn't know too many seniors) but he had 
seen her face around school.

“Nothing,” M. replied.
“Ha!” the girl laughed. “You don't know how many times 

I've heard that before! Everyone who comes in here is here for 
'doing nothing.' You know what? Maybe you should do 
'something' and you won't find yourself in here!”

M. laughed too. Suddenly the phone rang and the girl 
answered it.

“This is the high school, Greta speaking,” she said. Ah 
yes, M. thought, now I remember, her name is Greta. Greta 
was silent for a moment as she listened to the voice on the end 
of the line, and even though he sat a few feet away, M. could 
even hear the voice, or at least the half-organic, half-electronic 
sound coming through the old-fashioned telephone which the 
student receptionist expertly held between her right shoulder and 
her ear as she jotted down some notes. “I see,” the girl replied, 
and then she listened to the caller for a moment more. “Well, let 
me just transfer you to one of the counselors. OK, bye.” She 
pressed a button and then hung up the phone. “Now, where were 
we?” the girl asked.

M. was about to insist that he hadn't done anything 
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worth getting sent to the office for, but that Mr. Angler was 
just in one of his bad moods today, and that his presence here 
was a grave injustice when the phone rang again. Again, Greta 
answered the phone and quickly and professionally transferred the 
call. She really seemed to know what she was doing, and he told 
her so when she hung up the phone.

“Would you believe I've only been doing this since last 
month?” Greta bragged. “It's pretty easy, though. All you have 
to do is answer the phone and direct it to the person that 
they're calling. At this time in the morning, most of the calls go 
to the Attendance Office, but I get some calls for the principal, 
one of the vice-principals, or the counselors too. Sometimes 
visitors will come through the door and I have to sign them in and 
send them to whoever they've come to talk to. Sometimes, when 
it's slow, the school secretary will have me do some filing or 
something, but not often. Yep, it's pretty easy work. Of 
course, you have to be dependable and trustworthy. In a way, I 
represent the whole school to people who call or visit, and the 
school wants to put its best face forward, and that's me!”

Another student aide came around the corner and said to 
Greta, “The principal's busy right now. He said to have him (the 
aide pointed to M.) wait here.”

“What happened to Mrs. Haley?” Greta asked.
“I don't know. She's talking to the attendance officer.”
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The aide departed back around the corner and M. and the 
girl were again left alone.

“I guess you know how things work around here, don't 
you?” M. asked after a moment of silence.

“Of course!”
“Well maybe you can help me out,” M. suggested.
Greta furrowed her brow and gave the boy a suspicious 

look. “What do you mean?”
“Get me out of this. I wasn't lying when I said I didn't 

do anything. Mr. Angler's got it in for me. He's always hated 
me.”

“Mr. Angler sent you here?” Greta asked in disbelief.
“Yeah, why?”
“He was my teacher back when I was in tenth grade. He 

was such a sweetie. How could anyone ever get on his bad 
side?”

“I don't know. It was nothing I did. Maybe he got a 
personality transplant or something because he's real mean now. 
Anyway, maybe you can help me out. Let me go.”

“You want me to send you back to class?”
“No, just write me a hall pass. I'll hide out in the 

bathroom until the bell, and then I'll go on to my next class. The 
principal won't care. He won't even know I was ever here.”

“Well, the principal is pretty busy,” Greta said, pondering 
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M.'s request. “But it wouldn't be right. The school puts a lot 
of trust in me. If I just let you go, I'd be breaking that trust.”

“I understand.”
“I can't just write hall passes for anybody who comes 

in.”
“Of course not.”
“I mean, there would have to be something in it for me!”
M. smiled and thought he knew what she was asking. He 

reached into his pocket and fished out all of the money he had, 
which wasn't much: just 2 crumpled dollar bills and 27 cents in 
change. He looked unsure as he held it out towards Greta.

The girl just laughed. “Are you kidding me? That won't 
even buy lunch! No, no, you have to do something else.”

“Like what?”
The girl pondered. “Hmmm,” she said as she looked up at 

the ceiling. She turned around in the swivel chair a couple of times 
before her eyes settled on M.'s face. “I know! I want you to 
kiss me!”

M. wondered if he heard her right. “Wait. What?!”
“You heard me. I want a kiss.”
“But we barely even know each other!”
“I know you're a bad kid. I know that the principal and the 

counselors and everyone else puts a lot of trust in me. That 
trust is well earned, but sometimes I want to be bad too. What 
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could be worse than forging the principal's signature for a boy 
that I just kissed?”

“You can forge the principal's signature?” M. asked.
“Sure I can! Watch.” She opened one of the desk drawers 

and rummaged around for a second. Then, she pulled out a copy 
of a letter with the principal's signature on it. Taking a pen, she 
carefully copied the signature beneath the original. She held the 
letter out for M. to examine. He stood up and took a look. It 
was a good forgery, although the E's were a little shorter and 
wider than in the original signature.

“I practice signing the names of everybody around here: 
the principal, the vice-principals, the counselors, I can even forge 
some of the teacher's signatures. It's what I do when I'm not 
answering phones.”

“I'm impressed,” M. said.
“So how about it?” Greta asked. “Just one kiss and you 

could be free!”
What did he have to lose? he thought. There were worse 

things than kissing a senior girl - like NOT kissing a senior girl 
and ending up in the principal's office.

“Hurry!” Greta urged. “The bell will ring in a moment, and 
then I'll have to go to class. Sarah takes over for me next, and 
she won't help you. She's got a boyfriend and won't kiss anyone 
but him.”
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“OK,” M. said. “I'll do it.” He puckered his lips slightly, 
closed his eyes, and leaned in towards Greta.

“Just what do you think you are doing!” demanded Mrs. 
Haley's voice. 

M.'s eyes shot open just in time for him to see Greta's 
hand slap him in the face. She slapped him hard, too. “What kind 
of girl do you think I am?!” Greta shouted. “I told you NO!” 
The girl turned to Mrs. Haley, who was standing next to Mrs. 
Rollins, the school attendance officer, and explained, “He wanted 
to make out with me, and in return, he wanted me to forge a 
hall pass for him. I told him no, but he wouldn't listen.”

M. just stood in shock at this sudden betrayal. Before he 
could say anything, the bell rang, ending 2nd period. Greta leapt 
out of her seat, grabbed her books and bag, and hurried out of 
the office. M. watched her leave, but was drawn back to reality 
by Mrs. Haley's voice. “I guess we'll have to add sexual 
harassment to your list of offenses, won't we?” she asked.

“But I didn't -”
“I don't want to hear your lies! Now, you need to go 

with Mrs. Rollins here while you wait for the principal. I need to 
get to my classroom.” Mrs. Haley said goodbye to the other 
woman and left.

“Come with me,” Mrs. Rollins said. M. followed her 
down one hallway and then down another. 

145



The Attendance Office was a small room next to the 
counselors' offices. In it, two desks were shared by three 
women. One desk belonged to Mrs. Rollins while the other desk 
was shared by the other two women. They sat opposite each 
other and were busy talking on phones when M. and Mrs. Rollins 
entered.

Mrs. Rollins invited M. to have a seat next to her desk. 
She said, “When Mrs. Haley told me you had been sent to the 
office, I pulled up your records on the computer.” Mrs. Rollins 
began typing on her keyboard and then clicked the mouse twice. 
“Here it is. According to our records, you have been absent from 
class 17 times this semester.”

17 times! That’s impossible! M. thought. Sure, he 
skipped out every once in a while, everybody did! But there was 
no way that he had missed class 17 times. “There has to be 
some mistake,” he said.

“Nope, the computer doesn't lie. Your teachers have 
counted you absent 17 times. You've also been counted tardy 24 
times, which adds 8 more absences to your record. That means 
that you have 25 absences total on your record. The state only 
allows you to miss school 5 days a semester.”

“There has to be a mistake,” M. repeated. “Are those 17 
absences 17 days that I've missed? Because I know that I 
haven't missed that many days of school. I'm almost always 
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here.” That wasn't quite the truth and M. knew it, but then 
again, since there were 90 days in a semester, only skipping out 
4 or 5 times could be considered attending school “almost 
always.”

Mrs. Rollins pressed a few buttons on her keyboard and 
answered, “Nope. Some of the absences are absences from 
specific classes. You're counted present in one class, then you 
disappear the next, and then you reappear later on in the day. 
Where do you go when you skip out?”

M. shrugged his shoulders and avoided the question. He 
asked, “Who has counted me absent the most?”

“Mr. Angler.”
M. rolled his eyes. It figured.
“He's even counted you absent today.”
“Well wait a minute! How can that be? Mr. Angler was 

the one who sent me to the office in the first place. How could 
he have sent me to the office if I wasn't in his class? Maybe 
those other times that he counted me absent are fraudulent 
too!”

“I don't know why you don't like him. Every other student 
I've ever talked to calls him a sweetheart. He's one of the most 
popular teachers in the school.”

“Well, he doesn't like me. He kicks me out of his class 
and counts me absent even when I'm there.”
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“He's not the only teacher to count you absent,” Mrs. 
Rollins said as she opened a desk drawer and began searching 
through some loose papers. “If you really think that you've been 
counted absent incorrectly, you'll have to go to each of your 
teachers, including Mr. Angler, and ask them to update their 
attendance records. Give each of them one of these forms,” 
Mrs. Rollins handed M. some photocopies of a “Change of 
Attendance Record” form, “have them sign it and return them to 
me by the end of the day. If you don't, you'll have to attend 
summer school to make up the time that you've been absent, 
even if you end up passing all of your classes.”

As M. took the papers and thanked Mrs. Rollins for her 
help, they heard a knock at the door. They both turned and saw 
one of the counselors, Mr. Parley.

“Come with me, young man,” the counselor said.
“Is the principal ready to see me?” M. asked. 
“Almost. He's calling your parents now, and they'll have to 

come to school so we can have a meeting.”
“He called my parents? Just because Mr. Angler threw 

me out of his class?”
“Mr. Angler? What does he have to do with it? No, 

you're in trouble because you sexually harassed the office aide.
“What?! But she wanted ME to kiss HER!”
“You can tell it to the principal when your parents get 
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here. Right now, you need to come with me.”
Feeling defeated, frustrated, angry, and still defiant, all 

at the same time, M. stood up and followed Mr. Parley out of 
the attendance office.

(Unfinished. Think of a way to end it.)

149



Chapter Seven

JERROD NEESON RECLINED comfortably  on  Mark’s  bed.  In 

his  arms  was  his  acoustic  guitar,  and  he  picked  lazily  at  the 

strings, searching for a tune. Mark sat in a chair at his desk on 

the other side of the room. Behind him, his laptop was on, with 

an IM window and a file sharing program open, but Mark wasn’t 

paying  attention  to  the  messages  and  status  reports  as  they 

appeared  and  vanished  on  the  screen.  Mark  was  looking  in 

Jerrod’s direction, and both boys were lost in thought.

“How  about,  ‘Easier  Said  Than  Done’?”  Jerrod  finally 

asked.

“Sounds like some lame adult contemporary band—maybe 

even soft jazz or something,” Mark replied.

“Really?  I  think  it  sounds  more  like  a  prog  rock  band.” 

Jerrod affected a radio DJ’s voice: “And coming up next: the new 

twenty-minute instrumental from Easier Said Than Done! Stay 

tuned!”

Silence returned for a moment, and then Jerrod suggested, 

“How about ‘A Multitude of Tapirs’?”

“What’s a ‘tapir’?”

“I think it’s like a pig—except it’s not a pig.”
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“You want to be ‘A Multitude of Pigs’?”

“We  wouldn’t  be  ‘A  Multitude  of  Pigs’—we’d  be  ‘A  Mul-

titude of Tapirs.’”

“Yeah,  but  it’s  like  calling yourselves  pigs.  You might  as 

well say, ‘A Multitude of Boars’.”

“‘Boars’ sounds too much like ‘bores’—we don’t want to be a 

bunch of bores.”

“Yeah, but my point is that if a ‘tapir’ is a ‘pig’—”

“It’s not really a pig—I said it’s like a pig.”

“Well—whatever—but  if  it’s  like a  pig,  is  that  really  the 

image you want your fans to have? You aren’t gonna get many 

girls if you guys call your band, ‘A Multitude of Animals That Are 

Kinda Like Pigs.’”

“Yeah, that’s true,” Jerrod agreed. “What the girls think al-

ways has to be the top priority. Hey—I was talking to Tyler about 

this the other day, and he suggested ‘Dirty Noise.’”

“Sounds  like  grunge—or  maybe  some  neo-shoegazing 

band.”

“I know! But I think I could play grunge rock—probably.”

“Have you ever played an electric guitar?”

“No, but how much different from an acoustic guitar could 

it be? I mean, they’re both  guitars.” Jerrod starting strumming 

his guitar faster and louder.

“Yeah,  but you don’t  even know how to play an acoustic 

guitar yet.”

“Sure  I  do!  Listen.”  He  sat  up  and  started  playing  with 

more vigor than was probably necessary. Mark thought he detec-

ted a tune buried beneath the discordant sounds, but he wasn’t 

sure.  When Jerrod finally  stopped playing,  he  looked at  Mark 

expectantly and asked, “What do you think?”

“What was that supposed to be?”

“‘Smells Like Teen Spirit’!”

Mark laughed. “I don’t think so—grunge isn’t for you.”
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“Well, you suggest something, then,” the would-be rock star 

said as he lay back on the bed. “You’re supposed to be the great 

writer—think of a name for my band.”

Mark thought about it. He stared out the window, through 

the blinds, at the blue sky. He was silent for a moment, and Jer-

rod, waiting impatiently, was about to tell him to hurry up when 

Mark said, “OK—how about ‘Cloudy Day Collective’.”

“‘The Cloudy Day Collective’ . . .” Jerrod pondered, letting 

the name sink in.

“No—not  ‘The  Cloudy  Day  Collective’—just  ‘Cloudy  Day 

Collective.’”

“What’s the difference?”

“The  ‘the’  is  superfluous—it  doesn’t  add  anything  to  the 

title. If you leave it out, the band sounds cooler.”

“Maybe we want the superfluous ‘the,’” Jerrod argued. “Our 

band’ll be so cool that we’ll be able to just throw in extra words as 

much as we want—chicks’ll love that.” He laughed.

“Chicks’ll like it even more without the ‘the’.”

“Somebody talking about ‘chicks’?” came a question from 

the hall. Rosemary stood at the doorway, prying apart an Oreo.

“Hey, are there any more of those Oreos downstairs?” Mark 

asked, suddenly feeling hungry.

The  girl  shook  her  head  as  she  licked  the  creme filling. 

“Nope—last one.”

“Tapir,” her step-brother muttered.

“What?”

Jerrod  sat  upright  on  the  bed  again.  “Hey,  Rosemary—

you’re smart—”

Mark snorted.

“—help me choose a name for my band.”

“I didn’t know you had a band,” Rosemary said.

“I don’t—not yet. I need a name first. You can’t have a band 

without a name.”
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“Why not?”

“Because the name of the band sets the tone for the music 

and the attitude—think about the Velvet Underground or the Sex 

Pistols or Belle and Sebastian or the White Stripes—the name of 

the band defines its identity!”

“What have you been thinking of so far?”

“Well, I suggested ‘A Multitude of Tapirs’ and ‘Easier Said 

Than Done’—although I don’t really like that second one. A friend 

of mine suggested ‘Dirty Noise,’ and Mark suggested, ‘The Cloudy

—’ no, just ‘Cloudy Day Collective.’”

“Hmm,  well,  Mark’s  idea  is  obviously  stupid  .  .  .”  She 

popped the last of the Oreo into her mouth as she dodged a crum-

pled piece of paper that Mark threw at her. Dodging the paper 

caused her to enter Mark’s bedroom.

“Hey, get outta here!” Mark said.

Rosemary ignored him and said, “How about, ‘This Band 

Sucks.’”

Jerrod started to object. “I don’t think so . . .” 

“No—I’m  serious!”  Rosemary  said  with  a  smile.  “It’d  be 

ironic—and you’d be setting low expectations. People will think 

that your band sucks, but then when you guys play you’ll show 

them that you don’t!”

“But  who’s  gonna wanna pay to  see  a  band that  sucks?” 

Jerrod asked.

“It’s ironic!”  the  girl  repeated,  as  if  that  made  all  the 

difference. “When people hear you play, they’ll think, ‘Hey, they 

don’t suck at all!’”

“Unless  you  do  suck,”  Mark  added.  “But  then  when  the 

audience complains, you can say, ‘Hey, we warned you!’”

“I  don’t  think  so  .  .  .”  the  would-be  guitarist  repeated. 

“What kind of music would This Band Sucks play?”

“Whatever you want,” Rosemary suggested, and she added 

with a laugh, “because whatever you guys play, it’ll suck!”
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Jerrod  pretended  to  be  offended.  “I’m  hurt,  Rosemary! 

Here I am coming to you for help, and all you wanna do is mock 

me—I was even gonna write a song about you.”

“Yeah, right,” the girl said, rolling her eyes.

“Or  maybe  you  could  join  the  band,”  Jerrod  suggested. 

“You could be the lead singer!”

Mark started laughing. “Then maybe you ought to call your-

selves,  ‘This  Singer  Sucks.’  Besides,  I  thought  you  wanted  to 

sing.”

“Nah,  I’d  rather  just  play  lead guitar,”  Jerrod  confessed. 

“That’s the cooler gig anyway—girls always go for the lead guitar 

players.”

Mark said to Rosemary, “Hey, if you join his band maybe 

you can get some girls, too.”

“Shut up, perv!” Rosemary picked up the crumpled piece of 

paper that Mark threw at her a moment earlier and threw it back 

at him. Mark tried to catch it, but it bounced out of his hands.

“So how about it?” Jerrod asked. “You wanna join the band

—as soon as we think of a name?”

Rosemary shrugged, seeming to consider the offer.

“Do you even know how to sing?” Mark asked her.

“Sure!—I  guess—I  mean,  if  it’s  a  rock  band—and  if  it’s 

Jerry’s rock band—”

“Jerrod,” the boy corrected her.

“—then it probably doesn’t matter anyway.”

“It matters a lot!” Jerrod said. “I want the lyrics to be just 

as important as the music.”

“Would  I  get  to  write  my own lyrics?”  Rosemary  asked, 

warming to the idea.

“I  don’t  know. You could if  you wanted to,” Jerrod said. 

“Could you write some poems that we could set to music?”

“No,” the girl said, suddenly changing her mind.

“Well,  someone else in the band could write the lyrics,  I 
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guess. Yeah, it’s probably better that you don’t write the lyrics. 

We don’t want the songs to be too girly.”

“Uh, oh,” Mark said, putting distance between himself and 

Jerrod by scooting his chair away from his bed.

“What’s wrong with girly?!” Rosemary demanded.

“No—no!”  Jerrod said,  scrambling  to  apologize.  “I  didn’t 

mean it like that—I just meant that girls tend to write one way 

and guys tend to write another way.”

“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard!” Rosemary de-

clared. “How do girls write?”

“You know—girls either write sugar-sweet pop songs that 

are all  about love and rainbows or they write the angry,  man-

hating, feminist stuff—it’s all either really happy or really depres-

sing.”

Mark buried his head in this arms and groaned.

Rosemary asked, “And what do guys write?”

“Guys write all kinds of stuff—love songs, political songs, 

songs about songs—whatever they want—anything under the sun

—we’re more creative.”

“That’s retarded! Girls are a lot more creative than guys.”

“What?! How can you say that?—I mean, just look at the 

whole history of the world! Most of the great artists and writers 

and musicians have been men!”

“Yeah—the ‘history’ of the world—history that was written 

by men!”

“That’s because men are the better writers.”

“No, it’s because men haven’t let women do any writing. If 

women could  have  had  the same chances  as  guys,  that  list  of 

‘great artists and writers and musicians’ would be very different!” 

Jerrod shook his head. “I don’t believe that. I think women 

have always had as much chance to express themselves as men. If 

there were a lot of female creative geniuses, we’d know about it. 

But  there  aren’t  any  women  who  are  the  equivalent  of 
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Shakespeare or Da Vinci or Lennon.”

“That’s because men haven’t let us be creative.”

“That’s not true. Women have had equal rights for decades. 

If  there was some great  creative spirit  locked up in women, it 

would have found expression by now. I’m not saying there aren’t 

good female musicians or artists—I’m just saying that the very 

best of them can’t compare to the very best male musicians and 

artists.  There’s  something  in  being  male  that  makes  us  more 

creative than females.”

“And what do you think about that?” Rosemary demanded 

of Mark.

Mark held up his empty hands and shook his head. “Hey, I 

have no comment. Jerrod’s views do not represent my own.”

“Well,  you’re wrong,”  Rosemary said to the boy with the 

guitar. “And I can prove it. It’s women who are the most creative 

of all because we perform the greatest act of creation there is!”

“What?”

“We create life!” 

“Sure—with men’s help.”

Rosemary dismissed that argument. “No—you guys hardly 

do anything at all. Your part in the whole thing takes, like, two 

minutes.  Women have to  carry  a  baby  for  nine  months—nine 

months!—that’s more commitment than most guys are even cap-

able of. The babies grow inside of us—they’re a part of us. We 

care for them, nurture them, and then we give birth—all guys do 

is stand around videotaping the delivery. You say that men are 

the creators, but women are the creators of men. Without wo-

men, there wouldn’t be any art or music or literature or any civil-

ization at all—we are the ones who create everything!” And with 

that, Rosemary turned on her heel and strode out of the bedroom 

in triumph. 

Jerrod and Mark were silent for a moment, and then Mark 

said, “Man, you’ve really got a way with women.”
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Jerrod seemed suddenly surprised and alarmed by the sug-

gestion that he had hurt his chances with Rosemary. He hurried 

to  defend  himself,  “Nah—we  were  just  kidding  around—she 

knows that—” and then, louder,  so Rosemary could hear: “She 

knows I’m just kidding around, don’t you, Rose?”

Silence.

“I’ll make it up to her—here, I know—I’ll write her a song.” 

Jerrod  picked  up  his  guitar  again  and  began  strumming  ran-

domly, not even trying to form a tune, while he sang:

Rosemary! Rosemary!

You’re the one that I love!

Rosemary! Rosemary!

You’re the one that Mark loves!

He laughed as Mark grabbed a paperback book off of his 

desk and threw it  at  Jerrod,  who quickly  held  his  guitar  high 

above his head, letting the book miss the guitar but hit his face.

“Don’t even joke about that,” Mark warned in a low voice.

“What? Why not?” his friend whispered. “Rosemary’s  hot! 

If I were you, I’d be all over her.”

“Dude—that’s sick! She’s my step-sister!”

“Yeah—exactly—she’s  your  step-sister—step—as  in,  she’s 

not biologically related to you! You two don’t share any DNA. You 

just  happen to live in the same house—which I  think is  pretty 

convenient. I mean, you can’t tell me that if you were living in the 

same house as Amber Duncan that you wouldn’t be putting the 

moves on her?”

“If  we  were  just  living  in  the  same  house,  sure,”  Mark 

bragged. “But if Amber were my sister—”

“—step-sister—” his friend corrected.

“—sister,  step-sister—same  difference.  Either  way,  that’s 

just wrong. I’m not gonna end up on one of those talk shows—you 

know, ‘Hillbilly Rednecks Who Sleep With Their Sisters.’”

“Step-sisters,” Jerrod said again. “Well, if you aren’t gonna 
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put the moves on Rosemary, then that just makes it easier for me! 

But if you ever want to change places some night—you sleep over 

at my house and let me sleep over here—I’m game!”

They heard a phone ring somewhere in the house, and then 

they heard Rosemary’s voice speaking to someone. A few minutes 

later, Rosemary appeared at the door again and said, “Hey, if you 

misogynists can come back from your pervy fantasy land for a 

second, will you remember to tell my mom that I’ve gone out with 

Erin? She’s coming over to pick me up.”

“Where are you guys going?” Mark asked.

“As far away from you freaks as we can get!”

“Hey, Rosemary!” Jerrod said, “I just wrote a song about 

you! Listen—”

Rosemary! Rosemary!— 

Mark grabbed another book and was about to throw it at 

him, but Jerrod gave in and stopped singing.

“Whatever,” the girl said, and then she was gone.

For  a  while,  Mark  and  Jerrod  went  back  to  suggesting 

names for Jerrod’s future band: Untied Sneakers, Marigold and 

Mauve, H8ers of H8, Drowned Dreams, Stealing a Feeling. . . .

At  last,  Jerrod  sighed.  “I  wish  Rosemary  would  join  the 

band.”

“Keep wishing,” Mark said.

“She’s actually not a bad poet—for a girl.”

“How would you know?”

“I’ve seen some of her poems.”

Mark laughed. “What—she just showed them to you?”

“No. I found her blog online.”

Mark gave his friend a confused look. Jerrod laughed and 

asked, “You didn’t know she had a blog?”

“I guess I’m not as obsessed about her as you are—I’m not 

tracking her online.”

“Did you even know she writes poetry?”
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“Her mom said something about it a few months ago, but 

Rosemary said she stopped writing back in middle school.”

“Well,  she  lied.  Here—look.”  Jerrod  pushed  Mark  away 

from his laptop and opened a web browser. He typed in an ad-

dress, and there it  was. Mark pushed Jerrod aside so he could 

read it. It wasn’t really a blog, just a series of poems. The title of 

the blog was “Memory Girl.”—“Not a bad name for a band,” Jer-

rod observed.

“How do you know she wrote these recently?”

“Look at when they were posted—she adds new ones all the 

time.”

Jerrod seemed to be right; the most recent post was only 

three days ago.

Mark read a few of the poems, then he began reading the 

comments Rosemary’s posts were receiving. Some of them were 

from her friends, Lyssa and Erin, but there were others, too.

“Who’s  this  ‘Poetry  Appreciator’  person?  He keeps  com-

menting on every poem, but he doesn’t really say anything, just 

‘Wow! This one’s great!’ or ‘Keep it up!’”

“Uh, yeah—that’s me,” Jerrod confessed.

“You leave a comment on everything she posts—even her 

friends don’t do that!”

“I’m being supportive.”

“She probably thinks you’re a stalker.”

“She doesn’t even know it’s me!”

“So you’re hiding your identity  and commenting on all of 

her poems—yeah, she definitely thinks you’re a stalker!”
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CHALK IT UP

yelling
once and then hiding beneath my gray blanket

another day slides clumsily down far from the moon
another problem that distance cannot solve

graffiti from years past
holds all the words i need

forget tomorrow hate tomorrow
just empty pages with that new textbook smell

if i turned my hair into a multicolored tapestry
if i let my pride hang from my wrist

like a toothless smile
would you scold me

complain about my many wasted female talents?

everyone can see the truth
all the eyes are on me

try 
try again

try try again
and nothing ever happens

another day slides clumsily down

1 Comment

Wow! This is really awesome!!
Poetry Appreciator | July 6
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COAT

trembling
but not because of the cold

pushed around
but not by the wind at my back

this worn out coat
its cold history embracing me
sheltering me from the world

sheltering the world from my imagination
hoping that im mistaken

everything is safe and secure
and everything is wrong

and everything is zipped up
and nothing is wrong

ill keep walking
beneath a cloudless sky

1 Comment

You're verrrry talented! Keep it up!!!
Poetry Appreciator | July 8
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TRINA'S WEDDING BOUQUET

every now and then
when smiles are few

and there is no eagerness for precious truth
when joy is accompanied by pain

upon pale yellow walls
magnified

made monstrous 
distorted

hung a souvenir relic of a vanished happiness
a thing that nobody wanted

as filtered sunlight fell like flakes of gold on the floor

mountains yielding to their own immensity
crude huge strong and blind

pushed turned and held level
she knew her instinct was cold

“well do you love him or not?”
the girl paused one foot restless and stared

3 Comments

Another triumph!!
Poetry Appreciator | July 10

I love this one. :)
Lyssa B | July 10

thanks
r fale | July 10
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YOU

youre like every summer smile
that makes me warm inside

shield me from those winter frowns
i frowned before i smiled with you

youre like every happy song
that makes me laugh and sing
you silence all those ugly songs
i heard before i was with you

youre like that girl in the mirror
(i cant quite remember her name)
she used to look so sad and lonely

but now she looks like someone else

youre like this poem that i wrote
it may not rhyme but still its true

because i wrote it just for you
and its words they speak for me

4 Comments

i know who this is about!!! ;P
Erin | July 14

if you breathe a word ill murder you in your sleep
r fale | July 15

haha!
Erin | July 15

Who is it about?
Poetry Appreciator | July 15
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Chapter Eight

WITHOUT BOTHERING TO LOCK the front door behind her, 

Rosemary ran out into the bright, warm sunshine, towards the 

red  Volkswagen  parked  at  the  curb.  In  the  driver’s  seat  sat 

Rosemary’s friend Erin. Erin had only had her license, and her 

car, for about five months, but those five months had been brutal 

on the car. The front, sides, and back were dinged and dented. 

Fortunately, she hadn’t been involved in any accidents with other 

drivers on the road; it was stationary objects which were giving 

her  trouble.  More  than  once,  she  had  parked  too  closely  to 

another car in a lot and when she went to open her own door, it 

struck the side of the car parked next to her. The first time she 

did it, the owner of the car had happened to see it, and he yelled 

at the sixteen-year-old girl for not paying attention to what she 

was doing. The next two times it happened, Erin tried to avoid 

responsibility and chastisement by getting back into her car and 

driving to another parking spot. Once, when trying to park her 

car in her parents’ garage, she had collided with her old bicycle, 

crushing her  childhood toy against  the  wall  of  the  garage and 

tearing  sheetrock  from  the  wall  and  chrome  from  around  the 

right front wheel. And then there was the time when she backed 
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into a tree. That left a dent above one of the rear lights. Erin bare-

ly had enough money to pay for gas and her share of the car in-

surance. The dents and scratches that her car had accumulated 

would have to wait to be repaired another day. 

But none of that mattered to Rosemary; she thought Erin 

was so lucky. It was especially cool that Erin had a car whose col-

or matched its driver’s red hair. On that point, Erin agreed: “It’s 

the ultimate accessory!” she liked to brag. 

On this day, though, Rosemary had only one word for her 

friend  after  she  climbed  into  the  passenger  side  of  the  car: 

“Drive!” 

“Is Mark home?” Erin asked as the car remained parked.

“Yes, but Jerry Neeson is with him. That’s why I’m glad you 

called. I needed to get out of that house before I screamed. Now 

drive!”

Erin put the car in gear and pulled away from the curb—

using her turn signal as she did. Erin wasn’t consistent when it 

came to following traffic laws. She used her turn signal when pul-

ling away from the curb, but when she came to the end of the 

street and turned left, she didn’t bother. At night, she sometimes 

honked her horn at four-way intersections, yet she always drove 

at least ten miles faster than the posted speed limit. The only rule 

that she seemed to obey was the one that Rosemary thought was 

the lamest: Erin always kept her hands at ten and two.  

“I don’t know why Mark would hang out with someone like 

Jerry Neeson,” Erin wondered aloud. Rosemary gave Erin a look 

but said nothing. Erin continued, “I mean, the guy is OK some-

times, but most of the time he’s just an offensive jerk—he never 

knows when to keep his mouth shut. Why does Mark hang out 

with someone like that?”

“Mark’s the same way, especially when Jerry’s around.”

“Mark’s never been rude to me,” Erin insisted. 

Rosemary gave Erin another look and said, “You better not 
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tell me you have a crush on Mark, because if you do I’m getting 

out of this car at the next stoplight.”

“No! No!” Erin protested. “It’s  nothing like that—it’s  just 

that Mark and Jerry don’t seem like the kind of guys who would 

hang out together—it seems like they would run in different so-

cial circles.”

“Well, they run in the same circles all right—and they ran 

me out of the house.”

The car came to a four-way stop. Another car, to their right, 

stopped at the intersection at the same time. The other car had 

the right-of-way, but Erin stepped on the accelerator and raced 

through the intersection ahead of the other car which honked its 

horn. Neither girl seemed to notice the near-collision, though.

“So where are we going?” Erin asked.

“I don’t know—I thought you wanted to go somewhere.”

Both girls were silent for a moment as they tried to think of 

some place where they could spend the afternoon. Suddenly, Erin 

said, “Oh! I know where we can go!” She didn’t say anything more 

as  she drove the car  out  of  the neighborhood and onto busier 

streets.

It  was another cloudless summer afternoon. The temper-

ature outside had already climbed above ninety degrees, and the 

heat could be felt in the car. Rosemary reached over and turned 

the air conditioner up a notch. 

The  streets  were  busy,  but  not  really  crowded.  Erin  still 

held her hands tightly at ten and two. She leaned forward in her 

seat slightly.  Rosemary knew that Erin still  wasn’t comfortable 

driving on the busier streets. She guessed that her friend wasn’t 

telling her where they were going because she needed to concen-

trate on her driving, so Rosemary didn’t say anything either. 

The car came to  a  busy intersection,  where two avenues 

crossed. The light was green, so Erin drove through without slow-

ing down. To their right, down the other avenue, Rosemary could 

166



see part of the main building of their high school. It seemed like 

an empty shell, harmless, without any power over them now that 

it was the middle of July.

“I talked to Shelly yesterday,” Erin said.

“Oh yeah? I haven’t talked to her at all since school ended. 

What’s she up to?”

“She told me she got a job as a swimming pool lifeguard.”

Rosemary snorted.  “Which  pool?  Tell  me so I  can  make 

sure never to swim there. How did she get a job like that anyway? 

Don’t you have to have special training or something?”

“I  don’t  know,”  Erin  replied.  “She  said  something  about 

how she got some credit for first aid and mouth-to-mouth resus-

citation training because she took health class last year.”

“We all took health class last year,” Rosemary said, “but I 

don’t remember how to do first aid or perform mouth-to-mouth

—and I bet Shelly doesn’t remember either.”

 “That’s what I said, too,” Erin replied. “I asked her what she 

would do if somebody started drowning, but she said she has her 

cell phone with her and she’ll just call 911.”

“She probably just spends her days texting. I could do that

—get paid for texting and calling 911. Maybe I can get a job as a 

lifeguard—how much does it pay?”

“Minimum wage.”

“Figures.  An  important  job  like  that—why  pay  anyone 

more?” 

“Well,  at  least  you’d  have  an  awesome  tan  when  school 

started again in September.” Erin pulled into the left turn lane 

but didn’t bother with the turn signal. There was a lot of traffic 

coming from the other direction as Erin waited for a chance to 

make a left turn. Rosemary’s hand slipped down to her waist to 

make sure her seat belt was fastened. She wasn’t sure which was 

more dangerous: swimming in a pool where Shelly was lifeguard 

or riding in the passenger seat of a car that Erin was driving.
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At  last,  Erin  found  her  chance  to  turn,  and  the  girls 

survived as they pulled into the parking lot of a large shopping 

center where four big box stores seemed to be squeezing the life 

out of a few smaller stores between them. Rosemary was silent 

while Erin found a parking space. When the driver parked the car 

and turned off  the engine, her passenger asked, “Are we going 

shopping?”

“Sort of,” Erin said with a sly grin. “C’mon—I’ve got some-

thing to show you.”

Rosemary shrugged and the two girls got out of the car. 

As they walked towards the shopping center, Erin led the 

way. She was heading towards one store in particular—a big elec-

tronics store. Again, Rosemary was confused. “Why are we going 

in here?” Rosemary asked, as the two girls walked through the 

doors. A couple of employees wearing identical blue shirts greet-

ed them—one with a smile, the other with a suspicious glance—as 

they passed.

“I  came in here with my family last weekend—and you’ll 

never guess what I saw,” the red-headed girl said.

Rosemary assumed that  Erin  wanted to  show her a  new 

phone or an interesting DVD or something like that. Indeed, Erin 

led Rosemary into an aisle of DVDs, but Erin didn’t seem inter-

ested in them. She suddenly stopped and turned around to face 

Rosemary. There was a big smile on her face.

Rosemary still didn’t understand. “What?”

“Look over my shoulder—behind me—at where they sell the 

cameras,” Erin said, still grinning.

Rosemary did. She wasn’t sure what she was looking for, so 

she didn’t see what Erin wanted her to see at first. She started to 

say, “I don’t—” and then she gasped and quickly turned around to 

hide her face. 

Erin scurried around, and now the two girls had switched 

places. Now it was Erin peeping over her friend’s shoulder. Erin 
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laughed and said, “Surprise!”

“How could you do this to me! I  had no idea  he worked 

here! We have to leave—now!”

Erin didn’t make any move to leave. She simply explained, 

“I didn’t know he worked here either until I came in here with my 

family last Saturday. I even talked to him.”

“You talked  to  him?!”  Rosemary was  shocked and angry 

and jealous all at once. “You talked to him?”

“Well, it’s not like we had a long heart-to-heart or anything. 

He said hi and so did I—what was I supposed to do?”

“How about not say anything at all!”

Erin laughed. “He talked to me first—I didn’t even notice 

him until my dad and my brother and I were walking past the 

camera department—and by then he had seen me. He said hi, so I 

had to say hi, too.”

“I can’t believe you brought me in here!”

“Well, are you going to go talk to him?”

“Are you crazy? No way! Absolutely no freaking way!”

“Oh,  come on!”  Erin  said,  laughing  some more.  “This  is 

your big chance. Maybe you could ask him out.”

“I am not asking him out!”

“Well, maybe he’ll ask you out.”

“Yeah, right. He probably doesn’t even know who I am.”

“I’ll bet he does,” Erin said, looking past her friend and in 

the direction of the camera department. 

“How do you know?”

“Because he’s looking at you right now.”

“What?!” Rosemary was tempted to turn around and look, 

but she stood still. “You’re lying! That’s not funny!”

Erin  shrugged.  “OK—I’m  lying—should  I  say  ‘hi’  to  him 

again when he passes?”

“What?”

“He’s coming this way.”
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Again,  Rosemary  wanted  to  turn  around,  but  again  she 

resisted the urge. Instead, she took a step to her right, to try to 

block Erin from the view of the camera department. She didn’t 

want the boy to see either of them.

“We have to leave—now!” Rosemary repeated, her eyes bul-

ging and her voice desperate.

“Leave?—why? That would be rude! I think we should go 

talk to him,” Erin teased, as she moved to look past Rosemary.

“I’m not kidding—let’s get out of here now!”

“But  I  want  to  stay!  We haven’t  even looked at  the new 

DVDs yet!”

“Then I’m leaving by myself—I do not want to talk to him!”

“Too late.”

“What?”

“Hey, Erin,” a boy’s voice said from right behind Rosemary. 

Rosemary whirled around and saw the boy she had been hiding 

from standing  right  in  front  of  her.  He wore  a  name-tag  that 

identified him as “ETHAN” in big, black letters—but the girls al-

ready knew his name.

“Hey, Ethan!” Erin said.

“Hey,” Rosemary added, trying to play it cool.

“Oh—hey,  Rosemary,”  the  boy  said.  “I  didn’t  recognize 

you.”  He  looked  strange  in  his  blue  shirt  and  tan  slacks.  His 

clothes didn’t look like they fit his tall, skinny frame very well. 

Beneath the open collar of his shirt, he wore a coral bead necklace

—something that Rosemary had seen him wear at school. It was 

the one glimmer of individuality in his otherwise conformist and 

corporate outfit.  Now that Rosemary was looking right at him, 

she saw that he had cut his light brown hair—slightly. It still fell 

down below his ears, but it wasn’t as long as it had been when she 

had last seen him at the end of May. Rosemary wondered if Ethan 

had been forced to cut his hair for this job. If so, it would have 

been a shame—his long hair looked so cute when it curled.
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“I  haven’t  seen  you  since  school  let  out,”  Ethan  said. 

Rosemary noticed that his blue eyes matched his shirt.

“Um, yeah—long time,  no see,”  Rosemary said,  and then 

she silently  chastised herself  from saying  something  so  stupid 

and cliché. God, she could be a complete idiot sometimes.

“You girls need any help finding something?” Ethan asked, 

slipping into  sales associate mode. Since they were in the DVD 

aisle, he asked, “Are you looking for a movie or something?”

He directed his  question towards Rosemary,  but the girl 

just stood there in awe, gawking at him. She didn’t want to say 

something else and look like an even bigger idiot, but standing 

there saying nothing didn’t make her look any more intelligent. 

At  last,  Erin spoke up and saved the day: “Um, yeah.  We are, 

actually—we’re looking for a movie. It’s called—it’s called . . . She 

Wants You Bad!” Rosemary turned and gave Erin a frantic, angry 

stare.

Erin pretended not to notice, and Ethan took their question 

seriously. “She Wants You Bad?” he asked. “I’ve never heard of 

that one before.”

“It’s  a romantic comedy,” Erin explained. “And it’s  a few 

years old—that’s probably why you haven’t heard of it. It’s about 

this girl who’s in love with this guy she knows, but of course he’s 

clueless  and  doesn’t  realize  it,  so  she  tries  all  these  different 

schemes to get him to notice her—I won’t tell you how it ends, 

though!”

“Sounds like you’ve seen it before,” Ethan said with a smile.

“Yeah—like  I  say,  it’s  an  old  movie—but  Rosemary  here 

hasn’t seen it. We came in to see if you guys have it in stock.”

Ethan glanced up and down the aisle of DVDs. “Well, why 

don’t you girls check the shelves, and I’ll check the inventory in 

the computer—customers are always moving things around,  so 

it’s hard to know what’s in stock just by looking at the shelves.”

“Yeah,  customers  can  be  so  rude  sometimes—right 
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Rosemary?”

As  Ethan  walked  away,  Rosemary  grabbed  Erin’s  arm 

roughly and whisper-shouted, “Are you insane?! She Wants You 

Bad?! I’m gonna kill you when we get out of here!”

“You can kill me,” Erin replied, “right after you thank me.” 

The girls pretended to search the romantic comedy section 

while Ethan checked the computer at  the end of  the  aisle.  He 

typed on a keyboard for a moment and then called to the girls,  

“What year was it released?”

Erin struggled to make something up. “Um, I don’t remem-

ber—I think it came out in the late 90s.”

“That old, huh?” Ethan asked. He typed some more, but the 

computer told him the title was not in stock. In fact, he couldn’t 

find any record of it at all. “It looks like we don’t have it,” Ethan 

said, returning to his customers. “Sorry.”

He sounded so sincere in his apology that  Rosemary felt 

bad that she and Erin were lying to him. She quickly said, “It’s 

OK—I didn’t really want to see it anyway.”

“Is there anything else you two are looking for?” the boy 

asked.

“Hey, Rosemary,” Erin said, “why don’t you ask Ethan to 

help you remember the name of that movie we were talking about 

the other day?”

“Uh—”

“You  remember—we  didn’t  know  what  the  title  was.  It 

drove us crazy. Say, while you two are looking for it, I think I’ll go 

check out the bargain video games—my little brother’s birthday is 

coming up.” And then she was gone, leaving Rosemary alone with 

Ethan.

“So what was the movie about?” Ethan asked, eager to help.

“Oh—don’t  worry  about  it—it’s  not  that  important.” 

Rosemary had calmed down enough that she felt like she could 

talk to Ethan without making a fool of herself. She didn’t need to 
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keep  playing  Erin’s  game.  It  didn’t  feel  right  lying  to  the  boy 

when he was trying so hard to help her. He could be so sweet and 

considerate  sometimes.  “So—how long have  you been working 

here?” 

“Since April,”  the boy answered.  “The pay sucks,  but it’s 

pretty easy—especially on days like today.”

“What’s going on today?”

“Just look around,” Ethan said, holding out his arms. “The 

place  is  dead.  Weekdays  are  usually  like  this—most  shoppers 

come in on the weekend.”

“So, is this your job—to help people find DVDs?”

“Nah, I’m supposed to be working over there in the camera 

department.” He gestured dismissively in its direction.

Rosemary looked and saw a few other guys in blue shirts 

standing around. “I’m not gonna get you in trouble, am I?” she 

asked.

“Nah, don’t worry about it—you’re the first ‘customer’ I’ve 

talked to today. They always overstaff the departments. You don’t 

really notice it on weekends when the store is busy, but on days 

like this you’ve got, like, twice as many sales staff as customers—

it’s dumb, but if they want to pay me to just stand around, that’s 

cool with me.” He smiled and Rosemary did too.

As  he  talked,  Rosemary  could  see  Erin  nearby.  She  had 

gone to the video game aisles like she said she would, but instead 

of looking at the games, she was peeking over the top of one of 

the displays at Rosemary and Ethan. She tried to mouth some ad-

vice in Rosemary’s direction, but Rosemary could never read peo-

ple’s lips very well, and so she had no idea what her friend was 

saying.

“So how often do you work?”

“About thirty hours a week. Today, they’ve got me working 

a full eight-hour shift because I’m gonna take next Saturday off. 

Usually  they  want  us  to  work  full  shifts  on  Saturdays  and 
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Sundays because it’s always busy, like I said, but I deserve some 

time off.”

“Definitely,”  Rosemary  agreed.  “You  can’t  just  waste  the 

summer working!”

“Exactly!  That’s  what  me and the  guys  tell  the  assistant 

manager, but the guy’s a loser—he’s never been outside in his life. 

He doesn’t even know what ‘fun’ is.” 

“So where are you gonna go on Saturday?”

“Me and some friends are goin’ to the beach—can you be-

lieve we haven’t been there at all this summer?”

Rosemary  sympathized.  “I  haven’t  been  to  the  beach 

either,” she said with a frown. “I used to go two or three times ev-

ery summer, but I’ve been working a lot, too—I guess that hap-

pens when you get a job.”

“Well, why don’t you go this Saturday? Maybe I’ll see you 

there!”

“Yeah,  sure! Maybe I will!”  the girl  said,  considering the 

possibilities. If Ethan was going to be there, with only a swim suit 

on, Rosemary decided that she definitely needed to go. She was 

scheduled to work next Saturday, but she could get out of it.

“Ethan!”  a  man’s  voice  called.  The two teenagers  turned 

and saw a man in his late-twenties with an “Assistant Manager” 

name-tag on his blue shirt. “What are you doing?”

Ethan quickly explained, “This customer here was looking 

for a DVD. I was searching the database to see if we have it.”

“Well,” the man said, “I need you to get back to your sta-

tion. There are customers over there who need your help.”

Both Ethan and Rosemary looked toward the camera de-

partment. They saw one customer, who was being helped by not 

one, but two of the other sales associates.

“Yep, it looks like it’s out of control over there,” Ethan said 

with a smile. “Will you be all right, miss?” he asked Rosemary.

She played along. “Um, yeah. Thanks for your help.”
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Ethan and the assistant manager left  together.  Rosemary 

watched Ethan as he walked away. Seconds later, Erin was by her 

side. “So what happened? You two were talking forever! Tell me 

everything!”

“I’ll tell you in the car,” Rosemary said, starting for the exit. 

“We need to go shopping—I need a new swimsuit!”
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“GEORGE THE UGLY VAMPYRE”

“Good night, Tom.” 
“Good night, Joe.”
The two security guards parted ways. Joe was going 

home, his shift having ended, while Tom was just starting his 
shift. It was ten o'clock at night, and Tom would be on duty 
until the crack of dawn. When he first started this job, a few 
months ago, working the graveyard shift at the old amusement 
park all by himself seemed like a scary thing to do. He never 
admitted that to anyone, of course. He couldn't let the other 
guys know that he sometimes felt afraid. But doing the same 
job night after night for a few months proved that there wasn't 
much to be afraid of. The old amusement park was on the 
outskirts of town, and since it was closed no one ever came out 
this way anymore. Occasionally, he had to chase off a 
trespasser or two, maybe some kids looking to break in to the 
place for kicks or just looking for a place where they could get 
high, but that was about it. Otherwise, the job was pretty 
boring. He preferred to spend most of his time in the guard 
booth just inside the entrance of the park, where at least there 
was a TV.

Tom watched Joe get in his car and drive away. He 
watched the lights as they faded from view, and then he said, 
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“Well, I guess it's gonna be another boring night.”
He went into the guard booth and turned on the TV. He 

heard a news reporter say, “- and that makes the fifth 
mysterious death in as many weeks -” Tom turned the channel. 
He didn't want to watch the news, that was too boring, but the 
next station he turned to was also running the news: “- all of 
the victims died from neck lacerations which police speculate -” 
he changed the channel again and finally found an old movie, one 
of those slasher films from the 80s. Before, a movie like this 
would have made him nervous since he himself was all alone at 
night in the middle of nowhere, just like the characters in the 
movie, but it didn't bother him anymore. He knew nothing was 
going to happen.

He watched the movie for about an hour. He didn't jump 
when a scary moment occurred in the film because he had seen 
this movie a million times before. He already knew what was 
coming. “These horror movies are so stupid,” he mumbled to 
himself. “They're all exactly the same.” He turned off the TV 
set, not so much out of disgust, but because it was time for 
his first patrol of the night.

He was supposed to perform a minimum of four patrols 
every night. A patrol usually consisted of driving around the 
perimeter of the amusement park once and then driving among the 
boarded up buildings and broken down rides. It took about twenty 
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minutes to complete, and although it was pretty boring, at least 
it was a change of pace.

He left the guard booth and climbed into the patrol truck. 
He started the engine, turned on the lights, and began the patrol. 
The perimeter had been patrolled so many times by the truck that 
it had carved a trail all the way around the park. To his left was 
the park itself. To his right, the chain-link fence that was 
supposed to keep everyone and everything out. Like there was 
anyone to keep out.

He started out driving slowly, but in a hurry to get the 
patrol over with, he pressed down on the accelerator a little 
more. He kept his eyes on the trail and didn't pay much attention 
to his surroundings.

Suddenly, he slammed on the brakes and felt the truck hit 
something. Something had darted out in front of him. “Dammit!” 
he said loudly as he put the truck in park and stepped out. He 
went to the front of the truck and found a small dead deer, 
the left side of its body pulverized by the force of the truck. 
The truck wasn't in great shape either. One of the headlights 
was smashed and the grill of the truck was gnarled.

“Dammit!” Tom exclaimed again.
 He went back to the cab of his truck to get the 

flashlight. There shouldn't be any deer in the park on this side of 
the fence. That was one of the reasons for the fence - to 
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keep out large animals like deer. With his flashlight in hand, he 
began exploring the length of the fence, and it wasn't long before 
he came upon a large hole in the chain-link fence. It looked like 
something had ripped it open. It must have happened pretty 
recently because Tom never noticed it before, and he didn't 
remember seeing any work order records back in the guard booth. 
He figured he'd have to have to write up a work order himself 
when he got back. “Oh, well,” Tom thought, “at least it's 
something to do.”

He turned and started walking back towards the truck, but 
before he took even two steps, he heard a rustling in the woods 
on the other side of the fence. Tom whirled around, aimed his 
flashlight, and expected to see another deer trying to get through 
the hole. Instead, his flashlight illuminated the figure of a person, 
a teenage girl to be exact. So unexpected was this that Tom 
was actually startled. He took a step back and said, “Whoa! 
Wait a minute! What's you're name? Where do you think you're 
going?” 

The girl seemed less startled. She saw the hole in the 
fence and quickly climbed through it. The girl was panting and out 
of breath. She looked tired and scared. “My name is Crystal,” 
she cried. “You've got to help me! It's after me!”

Tom didn't know what to say. This was all so strange, 
so he fell back on this training: “Uh, miss, this is private 
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property. You're not supposed to be here.” Only when he uttered 
the words did he realize how ridiculous they sounded. 

The girl just ignored him. “We have to get out of here!” 
she cried, grabbing the security officer and trying to drag him 
towards the truck. “It will be here any minute!”

“What will?” Tom asked.
“The - thing! The monster!”
“Monster?” Tom started to wonder if maybe he wasn't 

being made the victim of a practical joke. This girl probably had 
some friends in the woods watching, and they had decided to try 
to get one over on him. Well, Tom wasn't going to let that 
happen! He'd show those teenage slackers who was boss.

“Come on!” the girl cried, pulling on his arm harder
But Tom refused to budge. “Now hold on a minute. I 

don't know what -”
“There he is! It's too late!” the girl screamed, pointing in 

the direction of the hole in the fence. She let go of the security 
officer and ran away in the direction of the amusement park.

“Hey! Wait! You aren't allowed in there!” Tom was 
about to run after her, but he heard some rustling behind him. He 
turned around and pointed his flashlight back towards the fence, 
and he found a second figure standing just on the other side of 
the fence, staring back at him. 

It was another kid, a boy, but there was something 
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strange about him. Unlike the girl who was panicked and in a 
hurry, this boy seemed calm. His skin was pale, and it reflected 
the light from his flashlight. His hair was dark, and looked oily, 
and there were dark circles around his eyes. Tom guessed the 
boy was one of those “Gothic” weirdos. Tom thought that if 
he ever had a kid who turned out to be some slacker like that, 
he'd beat his ass until he learned to dress normally and get a job.

Tom watched as the boy moved towards the hole in the 
fence. He almost seemed to glide across the ground, although as 
he stepped through the hole, his foot caught on one of the 
broken links and he tripped, causing him to stumble. He recovered 
though and glided towards the security guard.

“What are you kids doing out here in the woods this 
late? Why was that girl so scared?”

The boy didn't say anything. He simply stared the security 
guard down.

“Hey, you better talk to me. You want me to call the 
police, or maybe your parents?”

“My parents,” the boy said, speaking at last, “have been 
dead for a very long time.”

Tom saw that the boy's skin really was as pale as it 
seemed, but there were also some red splotches on his face and 
neck - like really bad acne. And it wasn't just the paleness of 
his skin that reflected the flashlight, his skin looked rather oily, 
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too.
“Well, you better help me look for your girlfriend, and 

then I'm gonna take you two back to the front gate and call the 
police to come get you.”

“Oh, I plan to find the girl,” the boy said. “But you 
won't be coming along.” He suddenly charged the security guard, 
and before Tom had a chance to defend himself, the boy was on 
top of him, dragging him to the ground. Tom struggled 
hopelessly, and the last thing he saw was the boy's teeth: the 
razor sharp fangs, and between them, the biggest, ugliest set of 
buck teeth he'd ever seen.

The monster's name was George and he was a vampyre. 
For almost a century he had stalked the earth, feeding on the 
living, hiding in the darkest shadows. But it wasn't his fear of 
sunlight, or his need to hunt that drove him into the darkness. 
Instead, it was his self-consciousness about the way he looked. 
He was only 15 when he died and was reborn as a creature of 
the night. Not only was he doomed to eat flesh and drink blood 
for all eternity, but he was doomed to endure his teenage 
awkwardness and gawkiness forever, too. His feet were too big, 
his arms and legs too lanky, and his center of gravity was 
always a little bit off. He might be dead, but somehow he still 
got zits. He tried to affect a deep, dangerous, seductive voice, 
but if he wasn't careful, his voice would crack. He suffered 
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from oily hair and his teeth, especially his front two teeth, were 
too large for his head. George laughed at those who admired 
vampyres for their chance at eternal youth. For George, eternal 
youth meant eternal puberty.

Still, it wasn't all bad. Because George didn't look 
particularly intimidating, he found it easier to hunt the living. If his 
family (the clan of vampyres that he traveled with) were jealous 
of his hunting prowess, though, they never showed it. Mostly 
they just picked on him and made fun of him. Often, when 
another vampyre would bring home a victim for them all to share, 
George would be stuck with the leftovers. George preferred to 
eat out, and he had become quite a good hunter. What he lacked 
in brute strength, he made up for in taking advantage with the 
element of surprise, as he did with the security guard.

George bit deeply into the dead security guard's neck. The 
hot blood tasted good. When killing adult humans, you could never 
be sure if you would get one who would taste good or if they'd 
be “stale.” Fortunately, the security guard was a bit chubby, a 
bit lazy, and that gave his blood a good flavor. George would 
have to come back and feast on him some more later. First, 
though, he had to find the girl.

He began running in the direction of the abandoned 
amusement park, the direction the girl had gone. As he moved 
among the dark, abandoned buildings, he was surprised he had 
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never heard of this place before. George and his family had been 
living in the town for about three months now, but he didn't 
know about this place. George wondered how long the park had 
been abandoned, and he wondered when it had been built. He knew 
he was getting old when places like this, built long after he had 
been born, had themselves become worn out and abandoned.

George stopped: he thought he heard something. 
Footsteps (a girl's footsteps), racing away. George followed 
them. He tried to catch the girl's scent on the air and he found 
it. Here, among all of this rot and decay, the scent of the girl's 
perfume and sweat was like a beacon of light drawing him 
towards her. He knew why she had come to this place. She 
hoped she'd be able to find a place to hide among the ruins, but 
what she didn't know was that this was easiest place in the 
world for George to find her. It was just a matter of time.

And then, as he turned the corner of a building, he saw 
her! She was looking in the windows and doors of the buildings, 
trying to find a good place to hide. The girl found that most of 
the buildings were boarded up or their doors were locked. At last, 
she found a door that was partially ajar. She squeezed through it 
and George hurried after her. 

George entered the building carefully, he didn't want to be 
caught off guard and attacked. Just beyond the main doors were 
a couple of smaller rooms. George passed through them and then 
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he seemed to have entered an even larger room, a room that was 
much bigger than the building had appeared to be when he saw it 
outside. There wasn't any sign of the girl anywhere. George 
couldn't figure out where she went. He took a few steps into 
the vastness and then suddenly bumped into something. It was 
like he had run into a wall, but he couldn't see anything in front 
of him. He stepped back, reached out his hand, and felt glass. 
With both of his hands, he reached out around him, looking for 
the side of the pane of glass, but he found himself surrounded. 
George didn't understand. These weren't windows or glass doors 
that he felt. They were like walls of glass.

And then, suddenly, he found himself surrounded by 
people! It was a trap! But wait, it wasn't. The people were all 
the same - they were all the girl he was chasing. They were 
just reflections of her. Suddenly, George realized where he was. 
It was a hall of mirrors in a fun house! He hadn't realized it 
because he was a vampyre and his reflection was invisible. George 
realized that this was the best place the girl could have gone to 
hide. Even though he could see her reflection and he was 
surrounded by images of her, George couldn't tell which image 
was the real one. She, on the other hand, would know him 
immediately, because there was only one image of him that she 
could see, and that would be his real self! George stayed still 
as he watched the reflections of the girl move. The girl had 
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obviously gotten lost in the mirrors and was trying to find her 
way out. Suddenly, she stopped, and George saw some of the 
reflections look directly at him. George heard the girl gasp, and 
then all of the reflections vanished as quickly as they had 
appeared.

“You can't escape me!” George yelled. “You know I'll find 
you eventually! Maybe I can't walk through this maze of mirrors, 
but I can break through them!” George slammed his fist against 
the mirror in front of him and it shattered. Hundreds of little 
shards of glass fell to the floor. He punched another wall, and 
it too shattered. George set about smashing all of the walls of 
mirrors. He knew he'd soon destroy enough of them that he'd 
finally be able to see the girl - the real girl.

Crystal, meanwhile, hurried her search for the fun house 
exit. She must have found it because she was gone while George 
was still smashing mirrors. After a few minutes he stopped, 
stood still, listened, and realized he was all alone in the building.

He returned to the entrance of the building, where he had 
come in. He wasn't sure if the girl had gone out this way, but 
even if she did, he had, for the moment, lost track of her. He 
knew she couldn't have gone too far. He knew she must be 
getting tired. He was tired and he was immortal! He couldn't 
imagine what she must be feeling. It was just a matter of time 
before he caught her.
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In the darkness, he closed his eyes and let his other 
senses take over as he tried to find her trail again. He let his 
ears, his nose, even his skin seek her out for him. Soon, he got 
it. She was heading uphill, towards the center of the amusement 
park. There was a tall, dilapidated tower in the center of the 
park. Maybe she was going to use it to try to signal for help. 
George couldn't let that happen. He had to move fast.

Meanwhile, Crystal was getting tired, and running uphill 
wasn't helping. If she could just get to the tower, though, she 
thought she might have a chance to signal for help. When she 
was a little girl, her parents had taken her to this amusement 
park. She remembered that at the top of the tower was a 
beacon that could be seen all the way into town. It was sad, 
when she turned ten and the amusement park shut down, and the 
light at the top of the tower had been turned off for good. 
There might not be any electricity there now, but there was a 
chance she could make the light work. And if not, she had a 
lighter for the cigarettes in her pocket that could be used to 
start a fire in the tower. One way or another, the tower was 
going to be lit up once again.

When she reached the tower pavilion, she ran around to 
the other side, where the entrance to the base of the tower 
was located. From there, she ought to be able to find some 
stairs (Ugh, she thought, more climbing!) that ought to take her 
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to the top. But when she found the entrance, the door opened 
and George came out. Crystal turned and started to run away.

“Crystal, stop!”
To George's surprise, she did. Maybe she was just tired. 

Maybe she didn't know where else to run. Maybe, George hoped, 
she didn't want to run from him anymore.

“Leave me alone!” the girl shrieked. (Maybe not.)
“Crystal, I'm not going to hurt you. I promise!”
“Like you could ever hurt me! I know what you are. I can 

defend myself!” She held up her fists like she wanted to fight.
“I won't hurt you,” George repeated. “I love you.”
The girl just stood and stared. She couldn't believe what 

she was hearing. It was bad enough that some unholy creature of 
darkness was in love with her, but did it have to be an ugly 
unholy creature of darkness? Weren't vampyres supposed to be 
sexy? Why couldn't he look like Nick from chem class? She 
wouldn't mind getting unholy with him! Instead, she had this 
creepy looking guy stalking her - literally!

“Well, I don't love you,” Crystal said, hoping that would 
be enough to send him away. It wasn't, of course.

“Please! I'll give you anything you want - love, riches -”
“You're rich?” the girl asked, slightly interested.
“Well, no, but I can get you riches if you want. I'd just 

have to kill a few rich people first.”
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“Forget it!”
“How about if I turned you into a vampyre too! We could 

share eternal life together!”
“Spend eternity with you?!” Crystal asked. “No thanks! 

Besides, why would I want to spend eternity as a 15 year old? 
Sheesh, I'd never get out of high school! Call me when I turn 21, 
then we'll talk!”

This was one of those times when George wished the 
legends about vampyres and their psychic abilities was true. It 
would be so much easier to just cast a spell on this girl and 
make her fall in love with him. But it would be a hollow conquest. 
He knew he couldn't force her to fall in love with him. No, he 
wanted a girl - a girl he loved - to love him. He wanted a girl 
to look past his gawkiness, his acne, his awful hair, to look 
past the fact that he had been dead for almost a century, and 
to love him just for him. That was what he wanted.

But if this girl wasn't the one who would do that, well, 
he could always just chomp into her throat and drink her blood. 
“If you won't love me, then you'll have to die!” he declared.

Crystal knew it was time to run, and so she did. She 
wouldn't be able to just keep away from him all night and hope 
that sunrise would come and fry him. She'd have to do something 
to stop him. 

She ran away from the tower. She was moving downhill 
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now, which was a lot easier, but she was on a concrete path 
which meant it would also be easier for George to run after her. 
There was a steep slope to the right of the path so she 
jumped over the rusted railing and barreled down the slope, sliding 
through the tall grass, the trees, and the bushes.

At the bottom of the slope, she found another structure 
- another one of the park's amusements - in front of her. She 
was behind the building, though, so she didn't know what it was. 
She didn't have long to stop and catch her breath. She could hear 
George following her down the slope. Crystal took off running 
again, staying close to the building. 

When she came around to the front, she saw an old sign 
that declared what the building was once used for: it was the 
Tunnel of Love! Crystal remembered when she was a girl that 
she had wanted to go on this ride, but her parents wouldn't let 
her. “You'll have to wait until you're older,” they said with smiles 
on their faces. Well, she was older now, and although the ride 
wasn't what it once was, this seemed like a good time to check 
it out.

Back in its day, the ride had used a European motif. 
Couples rode in cozy little gondola-like boats that floated into 
the building. It was like visiting Venice, or maybe Paris - if Paris 
were known for its canals. Now, the aqueduct that once 
supported the boats was empty, although whenever it rained, 
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water flowed into it, leaving behind large puddles that Crystal had 
to splash through. The boats themselves decayed at the bottom 
of the aqueduct.

Inside the tunnel, it was dark. She almost tripped over a 
pile of debris at the entrance, so she picked up a long piece of 
wood, took out her lighter, and made a torch out of the stick. 
Now that she had some light, she could go deeper into the 
abandoned ride.

George struggled to free his coat from the underbrush. 
He hated the trees and the brush and he wished the girl would 
stop running through the woods to try to escape from him. He 
found the building that Crystal had found, and circling around to 
the front, he could hear movement within. He jumped down into 
the aqueduct and began chasing Crystal, but not before he too 
stumbled over the debris that had tripped up the girl just a 
moment before.

Without the aid of a torch, George had to proceed in the 
dark. But, as a creature of the night, not to mention a rather 
unattractive boy, the darkness was where he felt most 
comfortable. If only he could have met Crystal in circumstances 
like this, where she could have gotten to know him before she 
saw his face. Maybe then she could have fallen in love with him, 
and he wouldn't be trying to kill her now.

George could just barely see where he was going. 
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Frequently, he had to hold out his hands in front of him to 
make sure he didn't walk into the side of the tunnel as it 
twisted and turned, and so he could keep his balance if he 
tripped. He could just barely make out the remains of the once 
gaudily decorated tunnel: ruined and decaying hearts and flowers 
and lovebirds. Angrily, he recognized what a lie love was. If you 
could even find it, it would never last forever. The people you 
loved most would run away from you. And if you tried to chase 
them, they'd only dislike you more.

George soon came to a point where he could detect some 
faint light coming from within the wall. Examining the strange light 
more closely, George saw there was a door, presumably one that 
opened to a service room for the ride. Light on the other side 
meant that someone was inside, and George knew who it was!

He leaped out of the canal and grabbed hold of the 
doorknob. The door didn't have a lock on it so George threw 
open the door. “Ah ha!” he shouted.

He was met with flames and fire. The light was coming 
from Crystal's torch, and when George opened the door, she 
reacted by thrusting the torch in his face. She didn't worry about 
burning him - it would probably improve his looks, and maybe the 
legend about fire being extremely dangerous to vampyres was true.

The legend was true. George panicked as he stumbled 
backwards and fell into the empty canal, almost striking his head 
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against one of the boats that rested there. Crystal, thinking she 
had the advantage, charged out of her hiding place and attacked 
George again with the torch. Although he was on his back, 
George had recovered from the initial surprise of Crystal's 
assault. When Crystal jumped into the canal, George was ready 
for her. He kicked the girl's feet out from under her, sending her 
to the ground and launching the torch from her hand where it 
landed a few inches away from George.

The vampyre grabbed the torch and stood up. Rather than 
wanting to use the torch to kill Crystal, the way she had tried 
to use it to kill him, the vampyre's first instinct was to 
extinguish the flame. There was a puddle of water nearby, and 
George dipped the flaming end of the torch into the water. 

As soon as he did, he realized he had made a mistake. 
Now that the light was gone, he couldn't see anything. Crystal 
couldn't see either, but now they were on equal terms. George 
had given up his advantage. He could hear Crystal scramble to her 
feet and run away. George tried to chase her, running blindly in 
the dark, trying to listen for the girl's footsteps so he would 
know where she was. So focused was he on tracking the girl 
that he forgot to use his other senses, and so he never had a 
chance when his foot caught on a piece of debris, tripping him 
and sending him crashing down to his death.

Hours later, when morning came and Crystal led the 
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flashlight-equipped team of police officers into the tunnel, they 
found the vampyre still where he fell. Beneath him, and impaling 
him through his chest, was a long, sharp, wooden “L” - the 
first letter of the word that killed him.
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Chapter Nine

I QUIT! No, too boring.

I quit! Take this job and shove it! No, too cliché.

I quit! Take this job and flush it down the toilet. Better, but  

still cliché.

I  quit!  This is  the most disgusting,  most demeaning job  

I’ve ever had! Wait, it’s the only job I’ve ever had.

I quit! You are a terrible assistant manager. I think you’re  

sexist—no, not just sexist, misogynistic! No, I might need to use  

him as a reference when I apply for a better job.

Rosemary shoved the mop back into the bucket and some 

of the gray water sloshed over the rim and splattered onto the tile 

floor. She let the mop soak for a few seconds before she pulled 

the ugly, dripping mass out of the water again. Sticking the mop 

into the ringer, she squeezed the excess water out of the mop and 

then slapped the mop back down onto the bathroom floor. She 

continued thinking of different ways to quit her awful job. Fanta-

sizing  about  quitting  satisfied  the  impulse  to  walk  out  of  this 

restaurant forever, and it was the only thing that prevented her 

from actually doing it.

I quit! And guess what? I spit into the last ten hamburgers  
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I prepared! No, that might get me arrested.

I quit! This is the most soul-crushing work I’ve ever done! 

Soul-crushing?  No,  that’s  too  flowery—like  something  stupid  

Mark would write.

When she had finished mopping the floor, she turned her 

attention to the sink and the mirror. With some spray cleaner, 

she soaked the mirror and the sink and then wiped them clean 

with paper towels. She left some streaks behind on the mirror—

she always did—but she didn’t care. The faster she was done with 

this task, the better.

In the month that she had been working at Giganto Burger, 

she had been assigned restroom cleaning duty four times already. 

She hated it. When she applied for this job, she imagined herself 

flipping burgers and frying fries. Maybe she would have to empty 

the trash in the front of the restaurant or wipe tables for new cus-

tomers, but she never dreamed that she would have to clean the 

restrooms. She thought cleaning her own bathroom at home was 

gross enough; cleaning a public  restroom—including the  men’s 

room—was psychologically scarring.

The first time Richie sent her to clean the restrooms (she 

had stared at him in shock, hoping—praying—that he was joking) 

was the first  time she had ever set  foot  in a men’s room. The 

novelty of entering such a forbidden place, however, wore off as 

soon as she stopped gawking at the weird-looking urinals and be-

gan scrubbing them. Some of the other employees argued about 

which was worse: cleaning the ladies’ room or the men’s room, 

but Rosemary decided the men’s room was worse.  At least the 

ladies’ room was familiar territory. Rosemary could only imagine 

what disgusting things men did when they were in here. It made 

her sick to her stomach to think about it.

And then there was the toilet. Rosemary always saved it for 

last, and now that she had cleaned everything else in the room, it 

was time to take care of that, too. With a spray bottle in one hand 
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and a brush in the other, she tried to stand as far from the toilet 

as possible. She coated the inside and outside of the toilet with a 

fine  sanitary  mist.  Then,  leaning  over  with  a  look  of  extreme 

disgust  on  her  face,  she  began  to  scrub.  She  worked  quickly, 

keeping her eyes closed as much as possible so that she didn’t 

have to face the horror of what she was doing. After a very long 

sixty seconds, she decided she was done.

I quit! Because I don’t ever want to clean another public  

toilet for as long as I live. That would be the truth.

She left  the restroom, taking the cleaning materials  with 

her. The room now smelled like industrial strength soap, an al-

most toxic stench that Rosemary thought was only slightly better 

than the faint urine odor she smelled fifteen minutes ago when 

she entered.

Rosemary used her mop to push the bucket of dirty, grimy 

water out of the restroom. The bucket had wheels on the bottom 

of  it,  and pushing it  around like this was the only “fun” thing 

about cleaning the restrooms.  Richie had chided her for doing 

that in the past—he said something about how the bucket might 

tip  over—but  Rosemary  didn’t  care.  If  Richie  didn’t  want  her 

pushing the bucket with the mop, he could find someone else to 

clean the restrooms—or better yet, he could do it himself. She left 

the door open and the neon-orange “Beware of Slippery Floor!” 

sign (featuring an illustration of the Giganto Burger bull mascot 

slipping and falling on his butt) where it was,  partly for safety 

reasons and partly to get revenge on the dirty customers by pro-

hibiting them from using the restroom. She pushed the mop and 

bucket back to the kitchen, where she planned to dump the water 

into the giant sink. After she detached the bucket from the wheels 

beneath it, she struggled to pick it up.

“Here, let me help,” came a familiar voice.

Jerrod Neeson grabbed the other side of the bucket,  and 

together they lifted it over the side of the sink, spilling the water 
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into the basin. Most of it flowed straight into the drain, but some 

of it splashed back onto the two teenagers. Rosemary leaped back 

in disgust, leaving Jerrod to dump the rest of the water himself. 

“Thanks,” Rosemary muttered, reaching for a paper towel 

to clean herself as Jerrod returned the empty bucket to the cart.

“No problem!” he said, cheerfully.

Rosemary hated feeling beholden to Jerrod. She knew he 

liked her, but that was just another reason why this job was so 

awful.  I quit! she thought to herself.  I can’t stand working with  

Jerry anymore. Hmm, that might be a legitimate reason. . . .

As she pushed the mop and bucket towards the supply clos-

et  in  the  back  of  the  building,  the  assistant  manager,  Richie, 

found her and said, “Hey, Rosemary! When you’ve put that stuff 

away, go take over for Stephanie up front—tell her she can go on 

break.”

Break? Rosemary  thought.  She’s  only  been  here  for  an 

hour—when’s  my break!? But she didn’t say anything, and after 

she closed the closet door she started towards the front.

“Hey, Rosemary!” Richie called after her. “Did you forget 

something? Wash your hands!”

She didn’t forget; she just didn’t care. But she didn’t say 

anything as she went to the same sink where she had dumped the 

bucket of dirty water.  She quickly washed her hands and then 

went to the front counter. Stephanie, already looking tired, even 

though she hadn’t really done anything, stepped away from the 

cash register and let Rosemary take her place.

Rosemary  didn’t  like  working  the  register.  It  wasn’t  the 

worst job in the restaurant, but customers could be jerks some-

times, and she didn’t like dealing with them. “The customer is 

always wrong”—that was the motto she and her co-workers lived 

by. But she did her best to keep that opinion to herself, especially 

after she saw Richie fire somebody less than a week after Rose-

mary started working—when the person mumbled that sentiment 
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within earshot of Richie. 

Richie always assigned girls to work the front register and 

the drive-thru window. “Girls naturally talk a lot more than guys 

do—that makes them better with the customers,” he once said to 

Rosemary when she asked why she had to work the register so 

often. When she first heard him say that, she thought he was jok-

ing. Before long, though, she realized he wasn’t. Richie was a bit 

of a sexist, but he wasn’t as bad as some of the customers.

“Hey, darlin’! You’re lookin’ good today!”

Like this guy, for example.

Rosemary stood face-to-face with a fat,  middle-aged cus-

tomer whose eyes were lingering a little too long in the vicinity of 

Rosemary’s name tag. It was a few minutes past eleven o’clock, 

and while the restaurant was serving lunch now, Rosemary didn’t 

know why this guy was in such a hurry to eat. The fat in his butt 

could probably sustain him for at least a month.

“Welcome to Giganto Burger,” Rosemary sighed. “What’ll 

you have?”

“Well, let’s see . . .” he said as he glanced up at the menu. 

“It  all  looks  so  good—including  the  girl  taking  my order!”  He 

looked back at Rosemary and gave her a wink.

“I’m sixteen,” the girl said, tersely. “And you’re not.”

That  shut  him  up.  He  ordered  a  combo  and  Rosemary 

punched the order into the register.  She took his money,  gave 

him his change, and then took a step away from the register, pre-

tending to help the kitchen crew complete his order,  since she 

didn’t want to stand there in the pervert’s presence.  I quit! she 

thought.  Because I’m gonna run away with that guy. I’m trad-

ing the lard in the kitchen for the lard out front. She laughed.

“Welcome to Giganto Burger,” Rosemary said flatly, a few 

minutes later.
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The  man was  holding  his  phone  to  his  ear,  but  he  gra-

ciously interrupted his important call to order his meal: “Yeah, 

I’ll have a Big Mac, fries, and—”

“We don’t sell Big Macs,” Rosemary said. Every day there 

was an idiot like this who came in and ordered something from 

another  restaurant’s  menu.  Was  it  too  much  to  ask  that  cus-

tomers  at  least  look at  the  sign  outside  so  they  know  which 

crappy fast food joint they were walking into?

“Excuse me?” he asked. His phone now an inch away from 

his ear.

“We don’t sell Big Macs.”

“What  do you mean you don’t  sell  Big Macs?”  the hand 

holding his phone dropped to his side. “Why not?”

“Because this  is  Giganto Burger.  If  you want  a  Big Mac 

you’ll have to go to McDonald’s.”

“You  girls  can’t  make  me  a  Big  Mac—you  know,  like  a 

special order?”

“Not without getting sued for copyright infringement, no.”

“Oh.” The man stared at the menu for a while. “Do you sell 

Chicken McNuggets?”

I quit! Rosemary thought to herself. I’d rather be working 

at McDonald’s.

“Welcome to Giganto Burger.”

The skinny young woman stared at the menu for a moment 

and then asked, “Do you have anything healthy?”

Rosemary  turned  and  looked  at  the  menu,  too.  After  a 

moment, she turned back to the customer, pointed to the soda 

dispenser, and said, “You can have some water.”

A girl wandered into the restaurant.  She was a teenager, 
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but she was older than Rosemary. Rosemary guessed she might 

have  just  graduated  from  high  school.  Or,  she  wondered  cyn-

ically, maybe she hadn’t graduated at all.

“Welcome to—” 

“Are you guys hiring?”

“Um, I don’t think so—not this week—but I can give you an 

application to fill out if you want.”

“OK.”

Rosemary reached under the counter and pulled one out 

from the pile while the girl opened her purse and pulled out a 

pen. Lots of people—mostly teenagers and bored senior citizens—

came  in  asking  for  job  applications.  Only  a  few  of  them  ever 

returned them completed, though. The rest were smart enough to 

change their minds.

“Here you go,” Rosemary said, handing the application to 

her.  The girl started to fill  out the long, two-sided form at the 

counter, but when more customers entered the store, Rosemary 

suggested to the girl that she fill out the rest of it at one of the 

tables. She did.

Ten minutes later, the girl returned.

“You done?” Rosemary asked.

“Almost. What’s your last name?”

“F—” she started to answer, but she quickly caught herself 

and asked, “Why?”

“I need a reference.”

“You can’t use me as a reference!”

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t even know you!”

“But you work here!”

“But I don’t know you! ”

“What difference does that make?”

I quit, Rosemary thought,  and I strongly recommend this 

girl to replace me. What a great way to sabotage the restaurant 
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and not get arrested in the process!

A heavy-set young man stepped up to the counter.

“Welcome to Giganto Burger.”

“Uh, hey. Are you guys still serving breakfast?”

“No. It’s almost one o’clock in the afternoon—you’re a little 

late.”

“Damn. I really wanted a Biscuit Burger.”

Rosemary shrugged. “Sorry.”

The guy didn’t move or order something else. He just stood 

there with a sad look on his face. Rosemary wondered if he expec-

ted her to feel sorry for him and fix him a Biscuit Burger anyway. 

If  that  was  his  plan,  Rosemary knew he was going to  be  very 

disappointed. She had learned long ago that you can’t feel sorry 

for the customers. There isn’t any place for simple human sym-

pathy in a minimum wage job.

After a minute of the two of them staring at  each other, 

Rosemary finally said, “So . . . do you want to order something 

else instead?”

“No. I just really wanted a Biscuit Burger.” He backed off, 

still looking sad, and Rosemary helped a new customer who had 

come in. For another five minutes, the guy stood there, looking at 

the menu and looking at the customers enjoying their food. Final-

ly, he moped out the door, empty handed. It almost made Rose-

mary feel bad. Almost.

Having worked at the register many times, Rosemary had 

developed  an  instinct  for  recognizing  which  customers  were 

easygoing and which ones were potential troublemakers. When 

an older woman and her husband stepped up to the counter, and 

the woman began to order, Rosemary knew this one was going to 
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be a troublemaker. She guessed the woman always spoke for her 

husband—always—and that meant she was probably the quarrel-

some type. Hoping not to provoke anything, Rosemary forced a 

smile and tried to be polite. She took the woman’s order without 

a problem, the husband paid, Rosemary gave him his change, and 

in a couple of minutes, she had assembled the last of their order 

on the tray. The husband picked it up and they turned to leave.

“Enjoy your meal!” Rosemary said.

But she wasn’t at all surprised when the woman, with an 

angry look on her face, pushed her way through the line of cus-

tomers a few minutes later, sneering, “Excuse me!” several times 

as  she went.  Her  husband was  left  behind,  sitting in  a  booth, 

shoving a hamburger into his mouth and probably enjoying this 

respite from his wife.

When the woman reached the counter,  she shouldered a 

woman  with  two  young  children  aside  and  said  to  Rosemary, 

loudly, “You ripped me off!”

“Pardon?”

The woman slapped her hand onto the counter and with-

drew it, leaving behind a crumpled up receipt and a handful of 

change. “You ripped me off!—You gave me the wrong amount of 

change! I don’t know what kind of scam you’re trying to run here, 

but you won’t get away with this!”

Rosemary picked up the receipt and looked at it. It was cer-

tainly possible. Rosemary never was that great at math, but the 

register made making change easy, so she doubted she had made 

a mistake. Their meal had cost $14.52, and the woman’s husband 

had paid with a ten dollar bill and a five dollar bill. The receipt 

showed,  correctly,  that  48 cents in change was due.  Rosemary 

looked at the change on the counter: a quarter, a dime, two nick-

els and three pennies—48 cents. Rosemary realized she should 

have  given  the  woman  two  dimes  instead  of  a  dime  and  two 

nickels, but whatever . . . . 
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“I don’t think so,” Rosemary said.

“You don’t think so?!” the woman shrieked, taking Rose-

mary’s comment personally, as if the teenager had insulted her. 

“You tried to rip me off and you don’t THINK so?!”

“No,  ma’am,  look,”  Rosemary indicated the receipt,  “you 

were owed 48 cents in change and that’s how much money you 

have here . . .”

“I don’t need to look at the receipt!—I  already looked at it! 

You cheated me out of four cents and I  DEMAND that you give 

me my money!”

Rosemary was confused, and she didn’t appreciate the wo-

man trying to embarrass her in front of everyone. The woman not 

only  had  the  attention  of  the  customers  waiting  to  order,  but 

Rosemary could see that customers who were sitting and eating 

their food at the tables were all staring at the scene, too—all ex-

cept for the woman’s husband, that is, who blissfully sucked on 

his soda’s straw. Stephanie, who was now working the register 

next to Rosemary, had been listening to the whole conversation, 

but Rosemary knew that she couldn’t expect Stephanie to come to 

her aid. She had to figure out a way to deal with this woman by 

herself.

“Ma’am,” Rosemary said,  giving calm reason another try, 

“you were owed 48 cents, and that’s how much money you have 

here.” She pushed the pile of coins back towards the woman. She 

considered counting the money for her, but she had a feeling that 

wasn’t going to make any difference. Rosemary guessed that the 

woman knew that she was in the wrong, but to admit her mistake 

after making such an enormous scene would have been too hu-

miliating. The only thing she could do was deny reality and keep 

insisting that she was right. That’s exactly what she did, and she 

even raised the stakes: “Where is the manager? I want to talk to 

the manager! You’re a thief and I won’t stand for this!”

Rosemary rolled her eyes and said, “Fine.” She really didn’t 
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want to bring Richie into this. Not today. But surely Richie would 

back her up once he saw that Rosemary had given the woman the 

correct change. Rosemary knew she couldn’t leave her station, so 

she turned around and looked to see who was nearby and could 

go get Richie from the office. Unfortunately, Jerrod was the clos-

est person. He was busy shaking salt onto a fresh batch of fries 

while he watched and listened to Rosemary and the woman ar-

gue.  He and Rosemary locked eyes and Jerrod understood. He 

went searching for the assistant manager.

Rosemary  turned back to  the  woman and asked,  “While 

we’re  waiting,  can  I  get  you  something  else?  A box  of  animal 

crackers, maybe?”

“Don’t you get smart with me, young lady!”

Richie appeared. “Is there a problem?”

“You’re  damn right  there’s  a  problem!”  the woman said. 

“This . . . delinquent tried to steal my money! She didn’t give me 

the correct change!”

Rosemary started to speak, to tell her side of the story, but 

Richie asked the woman, “How much money do we owe you?”

“Fifty cents!” 

Rosemary did a double take. A minute ago the woman had 

demanded four cents. Now it was fifty?

“Give her fifty cents,” Richie ordered Rosemary. The teen-

ager stood there, shocked. Richie looked at the woman and con-

tinued, “I’m very sorry about this—sometimes the girls who work 

the registers don’t count correctly. Thank you for being so vigil-

ant. I’ll make sure this comes out of her paycheck for this week.”

Rosemary  opened the register  drawer,  her  face  red  with 

humiliation and fury. She couldn’t believe Richie was betraying 

her like this. The woman scooped up her pile of coins and accep-

ted two quarters from Rosemary. Wearing a self-satisfied look on 

her face, she turned and went back to her husband.

Richie,  now that the problem was resolved,  said nothing 
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else. He just turned and went back to the office. Rosemary, sha-

ken, continued serving customers. She noticed that the next few 

customers in  line,  who had witnessed the confrontation,  made 

sure to check their receipt and their change when they ordered.

After  the  worst  of  the  lunch  rush  had  passed,  Richie 

emerged from his office again to send Rosemary to clean the ta-

bles. Richie replaced her at the register with another girl while 

Rosemary  went  to  work.  She  did  it  the  way  she  usually  did: 

walking around to deserted tables and cleaning up any trash or 

food that had been left behind. “I quit!” she muttered. “If I want-

ed to clean up after  pigs  I’d work on a  farm.” When that  was 

done, she came back behind the counter, grabbed a clean wash-

cloth and sanitizer, and headed back to wipe off the tables. She 

noticed, as she worked, that Richie was watching her closely, with 

a scowl on his face. As Rosemary went to wipe the tables, she saw 

that one of the tables that she had cleared a moment earlier had 

been taken by a pair of customers who had just received their 

food and sat down. Rosemary didn’t want to bother them, so she 

moved on to one of the empty tables. She hadn’t even wiped it 

halfway before Richie appeared beside her and grabbed her arm.

Startled, Rosemary looked up, a question on her face.

“Hey, Rosemary, you missed a table,” Richie said with au-

thority in his voice.

“Huh?”

“You  missed  a  table,”  the  assistant  manager  said  again, 

pointing at the table Rosemary had skipped. “That table needs to 

be cleaned, too.”

“But there’re people using it,” Rosemary said, jerking her 

elbow free from Richie’s grasp.

“It’s a health issue, missy!” Richie said, starting to raise his 

voice  and attract  the  attention of  the  customers.  “If  you don’t 

clean these tables correctly, we could get sued.”

“Fine, I’ll clean it,” Rosemary muttered, taking her wash-
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cloth back to the table she had skipped. “Excuse me,” she said to 

the couple sitting there, “my boss says I need to clean this table—

otherwise, he thinks you two could get food poisoning and die.”

Again,  Richie appeared beside her and again he grabbed 

her arm pulling her away from the table.

“Let go of me!” Rosemary snapped, raising her voice. She 

no longer cared about not causing a scene.

“I’m not gonna put up with your attitude,” Richie said, “and 

I’m not  gonna  keep  looking  over  your  shoulder  to  make  sure 

you’re doing your job. It’s not my place to teach you how to work 

and how to do what your told—I’m not your father.”

That was the last straw, the only thing Rosemary needed to 

hear. She ripped her arm from his grasp, threw the washcloth and 

sanitizer  to  the  floor,  stared  at  Richie  with  furious  eyes  and 

shouted, “I QUIT! And you’re an ASSHOLE!”

“You  quit?” Rosemary’s  mother  asked when she learned 

why  her  daughter  came  home  earlier  than  expected  that  day. 

“You quit your job?”

Rosemary didn’t say anything. What else was there to say?

“You’ve only been working there for a month—how could 

you quit already?”

Rosemary  tried  to  leave  the  kitchen,  but  her  mother 

stopped her and led her into the living room. Craig, who had been 

present  when  Rosemary  made  her  announcement,  followed 

them, but for now he was content to stay silent and wear a look of 

serious  concern  on  his  face.  When it  came to  disciplining  his 

step-daughter, he preferred to let his wife take the lead while he 

took the lead in disciplining Mark.

Kristen set Rosemary down in a chair while she sat across 

from her. Craig sat down next to his wife in a show of solidarity.

“You quit?” Kristen asked again.
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Rosemary rolled her eyes and sighed. “That’s what I said!”

“Are you sure you quit? Maybe you can go back and apol-

ogize. What’s your boss’s name?—Richard?”

“Richie. And no I can’t go back—I made it pretty clear that I 

quit.”

“But if you just apologize—tell him that you didn’t mean to 

quit—”

“I’m not gonna apologize,” Rosemary muttered. She found 

it hard to look at the adults sitting across from her, so she kept 

her eyes focused on herself—on her knees and her feet and her 

hands. “And I did mean to quit.”

Kristen was astonished. “Why? What happened?”

She wouldn’t say. “It was just a crappy job.”

“That  is  no  excuse,  young  lady!—What?  Do  you  think 

someone is just going to hand you the perfect job?—You’re only 

sixteen!—Working a crappy summer job is what you’re supposed 

to do! Do you want to know what I did at your age?”

Rosemary groaned. Not the waitress story again.

“The first job I ever had was working for minimum wage as 

a waitress. I sometimes had to spend five or six hours in a row on 

my feet, serving customers who sometimes didn’t even bother to 

tip me. I’d come home at night with my feet killing me and swear-

ing that I’d never go back—but you know what? I did. I stuck with 

that job until I graduated and went off to college. And yeah—it 

was a ‘crappy’ job, too—‘crappier’ than your job ever was, I’ll bet, 

but I stuck with it.”

Rosemary didn’t say anything.

“And look at Mark. His job isn’t any—”

“I  don’t  want  to  hear  about  Mark.”  Rosemary  wondered 

where her step-brother was. His car was here when she got home. 

She guessed he was upstairs,  probably listening to the conver-

sation the rest of the family was having. Probably laughing. She 

knew she’d hear from him eventually—after her mother was done 
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yelling at her.

“And what about our agreement?—That we would pay half 

for a car for you if you would pay for the other half—that job was 

supposed to help you earn the money you need.”

Rosemary was again silent. She knew what today meant for 

her hopes of driving a car on the first day of her junior year of 

high school. She didn’t need her mother to remind her.

Kristen looked to Craig who interpreted her glance as an 

invitation to jump in. He said, in a calmer, but no less serious 

tone of voice, “If you don’t have a job, you can’t have a car—it’s 

that simple. Now, if you can find a new job soon, then you’ll be 

back on track—but it’s the middle of summer, and I doubt there 

are a lot of jobs available right now.”

“And  even  if  you  did  find  one,”  Kristen  added,  “I  don’t 

know who will hire you when they find out you quit your last job 

after only working for a few weeks. Quitting is about the worst 

thing you can do.”

“Do you understand  what  we’re  saying?”  her  step-father 

asked.

Rosemary nodded. She felt like crying, but she wasn’t going 

to give the two adults the satisfaction. She was angry, even with 

them, and hiding her tears seemed like the best way to get re-

venge against them.

“Well, why don’t you go to your room. We’ll talk about this 

more later,” Kristen said.

Rosemary sprang from the chair and made a beeline for the 

stairs. She ran upstairs quickly, but she knew that before she got 

to her bedroom, she’d have to pass Mark’s room, and she sensed 

he was waiting for her. Rosemary knew that Mark had heard the 

whole  conversation downstairs,  and she guessed he was  ready 

with some insult—ready to kick her now that she was down. She 

leaned against  the  open doorway of  his  bedroom, and let  him 

take  his  best  shot.  Once  he  was  done  making  fun of  her,  her 
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humiliation would be complete, and then she could go lock her-

self in her room for the rest of the summer.

Mark was reclining on his bed with a spiral notebook prop-

ped up against his thighs and a pen in his hand. He had been 

writing a story when Rosemary came home, but when he heard 

the argument downstairs, he had left his room and went to the 

top of the stairs to eavesdrop. He heard enough to know what had 

happened, and when Rosemary had been sent to her room, he 

scrambled back to his own room and pretended like he had been 

lying here all along.

Rosemary and Mark said nothing; they just stared at each 

other  for  a  minute.  Mark  could  see  how  upset  she  was—even 

through her tough facade, he could tell. At that moment he deci-

ded not to say what he had planned to say, and instead he said, 

dryly, “What do you wanna bet Jerry’s at home crying into his 

pillow right now?”

The two of them stared at each other for a few seconds as 

they contemplated that mental image, and then suddenly Rose-

mary  started  laughing.  Mark  laughed  too,  and  Rosemary  left 

Mark’s door and went to her bedroom, no longer in the mood to 

cry.
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MINUS SIGNS

im not always negative
sometimes the breeze blows through the willow trees

sometimes the bluebirds sing
sometimes i write poetry

but when i heap this
upon this
upon this

i end up with a minus sign

friends plus friends
family plus family

but i still end up feeling like a zero
empty 
wanting

how can you add plus and plus
and still get a minus sign?
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Chapter Ten

“THIS IS THE BEST IDEA EVER!” Jerrod whispered as Mark let 

him into the house. Jerrod was already wearing sunglasses and 

smelled of suntan lotion. 

“Well,  thank my step-mom—it was her idea for us to go, 

too, but I don’t think her intention was to help you score with her 

daughter,” Mark replied.

“Is she still here?” Jerrod asked, almost panting like a dog.

“Yeah, she’s upstairs in her room—” 

Jerrod ran for the stairs as Mark called after him, “—but 

her friends are with her!” His warning fell on foolish ears as Jer-

rod disappeared out of sight.

Seconds later, Mark heard the loudest shrieks he had ever 

heard when three teenage girls  drove the intruder  from Rose-

mary’s bedroom. Mark just stood at the bottom of the stairs and 

waited for Jerrod to reappear, which he did, almost as fast as he 

had gone up the stairs.

“She said she’d talk to me down here,” the boy said, un-

daunted, as he returned to the first floor.

The back door opened and Kristen, dressed for gardening 

(and wearing a T-shirt that read, “Marriage Is Yard Work”), came 
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in  and asked,  “What  is  going on in  here? I  can hear  the girls 

screaming from outside.”

Mark shrugged, “Beats me. Jerrod and I are just hanging 

out down here.”

Kristen called out, “Rosemary! Are you leaving yet?”

“Soon!”  came her daughter’s  reply.  “I  can’t  find my san-

dals!”

“Your  pink  sandals?  I  think  they’re  in  my  closet—I  was 

wearing them the other day.”

“Mom!” cried an annoyed Rosemary. Kristen and the boys 

heard the sounds of footsteps above them as Rosemary and her 

friends trudged into the master bedroom in search of Rosemary’s 

sandals. Seconds later, they heard her shout, “Got ’em!”

Kristen  said  to  Mark,  “You better  get  going.  It’s  already 

eleven o’clock.  I  still  wish you and Rosemary  were  taking  the 

same car.”

“Neither of us are driving today. I’m going with Jerrod and 

the girls are riding with Erin.”

“Well, have fun and be safe.”

“We will.”

Mark and Jerrod were out the door, although Jerrod was 

reluctant to leave without talking to Rosemary first.  He hoped 

he’d get to see her at the beach. The chance to see Rosemary in 

her swimsuit was the main reason he agreed to go today. He fol-

lowed Mark outside to the car, but looked forlornly back at the 

house. 

“They’re  leaving,”  Erin  said,  peeking  out  the  window 

through  the  mini-blinds  in  Rosemary’s  bedroom.  Erin,  Rose-

mary, and their friend Lyssa were waiting for the boys to leave 

before they themselves left.

“Thank  God,”  Lyssa  said.  “Those  two  are  such  creeps.  I 
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don’t know how you can stand living here,” she said to Rosemary. 

“I’d go nuts.”

“Mark isn’t so bad,” Erin suggested in a whisper.

“But would you want his pervert friend snooping around 

your bedroom door every time he came over?” Lyssa asked. Erin 

shook her head but said nothing else.

“Do we have everything?” Rosemary asked, looking into the 

giant canvas bag that they were taking with them, the bag that 

held all their lotion, hats, sunglasses, water bottles, hair brushes 

and everything else that they decided they would need and could 

cram into it. They thought that taking one big bag for all three of 

them would be more efficient, but they hadn’t yet discussed who 

was going to carry the heavy thing. 

“Everything but your beach towel,” Lyssa said.

“Then let’s go—Erin, can you carry the bag?”

Erin  was  about  to  protest  but  decided  against  it.  She 

decided she’d carry the bag downstairs and out to her car, but 

when they got to the beach, she’d take a stand and insist that one 

of them carry the heavy bag across the sand. Grabbing the canvas 

handles, she lifted the heavy bag, slung it over her shoulder, and 

staggered out the door, following her two friends. 

Rosemary stopped by the hall closet, where her mom kept 

things like towels, and found a big beach towel.

They came downstairs and met Kristen in the entry hall. 

The  woman  smiled  and  said,  “Have  fun.  Try  not  to  get  sun-

burned!”

“We won’t, Mrs. F,” Lyssa said.

“Mrs. M,” Erin reminded her with a whisper.

“Oh yeah—Mrs. M.”

“Bye, girls.”

Once out the door, the three of them started for Erin’s red 

VW. They put the bag and Rosemary’s beach towel in the trunk of 

the car with two other beach towels, then they climbed into the 
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car;  Rosemary sat in the back seat.

“This is gonna be so much fun!” Erin said.

“I know—it’s gonna be awesome!” said the boy named Tyler

—Jerrod  and  Mark’s  second  pick-up.  A  fourth  boy,  a  blond-

haired sixteen-year-old named Noah, already sat in the back seat 

and moved over to make room for Tyler and his stuff. The door 

slammed shut and the four boys were on their way to the beach.

Mark spread some of Jerrod’s suntan lotion onto his arms 

and shoulders, and then he passed the bottle to the backseat for 

Tyler and Noah. Noah asked, “Do we just have that one bottle?”

“Yeah, that’s  it.  It’s  enough—it’s  not like we need two of 

everything,” Mark joked. Tyler laughed.

“Man, shut up,” Noah said. “Everyone always makes those 

stupid jokes when I go to the beach—or to the swimming pool—or 

take a shower—or even if I take a drink from a water fountain! It’s 

old already.”

Their destination was just east of downtown in a touristy 

district that included a few beachfront hotels, a mile-long board-

walk with shops and restaurants, and, of course, the beach itself. 

In the middle of July,  the area swarmed with tourists, and for 

that reason the boys were wary about going there, but the beach 

was always fun, and, tourists or not, it was the place to be in this 

city in July.

Jerrod  drove  them  through  the  forest  of  downtown 

skyscrapers. As they emerged from their shadows and caught the 

sunlight again, they had a clear view of the ocean, and for a mo-

ment, they were all silent as they stared at their goal. Any doubts 

they might have had about this trip evaporated, replaced by ex-

citement and an impatience to feel the hot sand under their feet 

and the cool water of the sea. 

Jerrod  took  the  “Boardwalk”  exit  ramp and they started 
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searching for a parking garage that wasn’t already filled with cars. 

At a four-way intersection they stopped, and Jerrod waited for 

the light to turn green. When it did, he started to drive through 

the intersection, but slammed on the brakes when another car 

ran the cross-traffic red light and almost hit them. Jerrod honked 

his horn while his three passengers were thrown forward.

“Stupid tourists,” Jerrod said. “Why don’t they learn how to 

drive?”

“Hey,” Tyler asked, “are we gonna pretend like we’re tour-

ists? Or are we gonna say we’re locals?”

“What do you mean?” Mark asked.

“Well, let’s say we meet some girls and they’re from out of 

town—do we say that we’re from out of town, too, thus setting 

them at ease for the potential hookup with another stranger—or 

do we tell them we live here and offer to show them around?”

The boys were silent for a moment as they thought about it.

“I dunno,” Noah said. “I mean, both plans have their ad-

vantages.”

“There’s only one girl I’m interested in,” Jerrod declared, 

“and she already knows I’m a local.”

“Oh, here we go again,” Mark mumbled.

“Who?” Noah asked.

“Rosemary,” Mark said.

“The love of my life,” Jerrod added. “She’s gonna be at the 

beach today, too. You guys can say whatever you want to what-

ever girls you want, but I’m gonna be looking for Rosemary.”

He finally found a parking garage that wasn’t yet full. They 

parked on the fourth level, grabbed their stuff, and got out. Giddy 

with  excitement,  they  raced  down  the  stairs  and  out  into  the 

street.

Rosemary and her friends were a little more deliberate, but 
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no less excited when Erin parked her car. Having unloaded all of 

their  belongings,  they  went  through  everything  once  more  to 

make sure they hadn’t forgotten anything. They argued over who 

was going to carry the giant bag full of stuff. Finally, Rosemary 

agreed that she would carry it to the beach if Lyssa carried it back 

to the car at the end of the day. They headed out.

The first place they went was the boardwalk. They loved the 

stores and all of the cheap souvenirs. Each of the girls had her 

own special memories of coming to the boardwalk and the beach 

in the past with other friends or with family. Rosemary realized 

that she hadn’t been here since her mother had gotten married. 

Last time, she had spent the day with her mother. She must have 

been fourteen back then. Times had really changed.

By chance, they ran into some acquaintances from school. 

Three girls: Carrie, Kate, and Angie, and one boy: Sean, who was 

Kate’s boyfriend.

“Hey, I know you!” Erin said with a laugh as the two groups 

approached each other. 

“Well, I know you too!” Angie said. She turned to Kate and 

asked, “How about you?”

Kate said to Erin, “Yeah, I know you too!”

Lyssa: “You do?”

Kate: “Yes! I know you!”

Lyssa: “I’m just asking. How about you, do you know them 

too?”

Rosemary: “Who?”

Lyssa: “Those two!”

Rosemary: “I do!”

“She knew!” Kate squealed and she and Angie hugged in 

celebration.

“You guys are all insane,” Sean said.

The girls laughed, and Carrie asked, “Did you guys just get 

here?”
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“How can you tell?” Rosemary said, setting the heavy bag 

onto the wooden boardwalk with a loud thump.

Kate said, “Well, we’ve been here for a while. We’ve actually 

got  a  spot  on  the  beach  back  there,”  she  pointed  behind  her 

vaguely. “Cheryl’s watching our stuff. You can go set up with us, if 

you want.”

“Cool!” Lyssa said. “Thanks!”

“No problem,” Kate replied. “We’ll see you later.”

The three girls found the nearest set of stairs leading down 

from the boardwalk to the beach. Reaching into the heavy bag, 

Rosemary pulled out her sunglasses and put them on,  lest  the 

sunlight reflecting off the sea and the sand dazzle her.

It was barely noon, but already the beach was filled with 

people. As the girls made their way through the maze of towels 

and  parasols  and  bodies  and  sand  castles,  Rosemary  made  a 

game of guessing who was a tourist and who was a local. It wasn’t 

that  hard to figure out.  The tourists were all  business  when it 

came to the beach. They had a look of  determination on their 

faces as they got a tan or played in the water. They took their fun 

very  seriously,  unwilling  to  take  anything  for  granted  because 

they knew that once they returned to whatever landlocked city 

they had come from, who knew when they’d be back again? They 

tried to enjoy more than one recreation at once: like reading a 

novel while tanning, or tubing while snorkeling, or listening to 

music while digging in the sand. They yelled at their kids when 

they  didn’t  seem to be  having as  much fun as  the family  had 

planned.

The locals, on the other hand, took everything for granted, 

and they weren’t in a rush to do anything. If all they did was tan 

and they never made it into the water, who cared? If their kids 

brought their toy shovels and buckets for digging in the sand but 

never  used  them,  so  what?  If  the  brand  new  swimsuit  stayed 

hidden beneath a T-shirt and shorts, it was no great loss. They 
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could just come back next week and do it again.

But when it came to what they brought with them to the 

beach, the girls had more in common with the tourists. The four 

boys traveled light: they had shown up to the beach with little 

more than their  swimsuits,  suntan lotion,  and sunglasses.  The 

girls, however, carried more stuff in the giant bag Rosemary was 

lugging  around,  not  because  there  was  a  million  things  they 

wanted  to  experience  this  afternoon,  but  because  all  three  of 

them had been to the beach at least a dozen times before and they 

were well aware of all of the contingencies they had to prepare 

for.  Whether sunning themselves on the beach, taking a swim, 

buying a drink, or playing beach volleyball, they had to be ready 

for anything.

“Here it comes—get ready!” Mark yelled. “Get it! Get it!”

Noah dived for the ball, landing face first in the sand. He 

and Mark were a team on one side of the volleyball net. On the 

other, Tyler and Jerrod stood poised to intercept the ball when it 

came back over to their side.

“I got it!” Noah declared.

The other three boys weren’t  that sure he had saved the 

ball, but they decided to reward their friend’s hustle by assuming 

that he had. Noah’s save was only enough to keep the ball in play, 

not enough to get it to the other side of the net. That was up to 

Mark. He hit the ball and sent it flying over the net. 

The ball went right to Jerrod, who tried to set the ball up 

for Tyler to spike it. The set was made, and Tyler jumped towards 

the net, one arm held down at his side, the other in the air, ready 

to spike the ball as hard as he could.

Noah, spitting sand out of his mouth, was still recovering 

from his great save, so it was up to Mark to defend his team’s side 

of the net from the ball. He, too, ran for the net, where Tyler was, 
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but he was too late. Tyler spiked the ball and it landed in the sand 

in front of Mark.

“Yeah!  Awesome play,  man!”  Jerrod said,  high-fiving his 

friend. 

“You guys can serve next,” Tyler said, ignoring the rules of 

the game in order to be a good sport.

“You take it, Noah,” Mark said. 

Noah walked to the far end of the sand court. Two more 

steps and he’d be standing on top of a sunbather. Their field of 

play was determined by how much space the people around them 

were willing to give them. Out of bounds was determined not by a 

line, but by legs, arms, and bellies. Noah held out the ball in his 

left hand and stared at it, as if trying to penetrate it with his eyes 

and his mind, as if he were trying to become one with the ball. 

“Hurry up!” Jerrod shouted, after a few seconds.

Noah tossed the ball up into the air, farther than he needed 

to. His eyes tracked it, watched it, waited for it, and then when 

the moment was right, he leaped into the air and his fist hit the 

ball with all of his might.

“Good serve!” Mark said.

Tyler and Jerrod scrambled to return the ball. Tyler got to 

it and tried to set it up for another spike attempt, but it was too 

far away from the net for Jerrod who simply hit the ball over the 

net. The ball flew straight for Noah. This time, he didn’t have to 

dive through the air in order to reach it. He simply held out his 

arms and passed it. 

The ball bounced straight for Mark who was standing at the 

net. He jumped up to spike the ball, but found Jerrod waiting on 

the other side, ready to defend. Both boys jumped at the same 

time, one to spike the ball,  the other to deflect it back towards 

Mark and Noah’s side. The force of their play was such that the 

ball  seemed to vanish between their  hands which smacked to-

gether. Both boys fell to the sand and started laughing at their 
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unintended high-five.

The  boys’  game had attracted  an  audience  of  onlookers. 

The spectators might have praised the boys for their good sports-

manship,  for  their  physical  play,  for  the  passion  that  they 

showed. Instead, most of the people watching thought it odd that 

the boys were playing volleyball even though they didn’t actually 

have a ball.

“Who won that point?” Mark asked.

“I  don’t  know,”  Tyler  said.  “I  don’t  know where the ball 

landed.”

“Let’s just say it’s a tie,” Jerrod suggested.

“You can’t have a tie point,” Noah said. “Someone has to 

get it.” 

“Will somebody please lend us a ball?” Mark cried out.

That  ended the game.  The boys  left  the beach volleyball 

court and went looking for something else to do. The physical ac-

tivity left them hot, and they needed to cool off.

“Hey, you wanna go get some ice cream?” Rosemary asked.

“Yeah, sure,” Ethan said.

Erin and Lyssa understood that the invitation was not for 

them.  They smiled and waved when Ethan’s  back was turned, 

wishing their friend good luck.

The  girls  had  found  Ethan  shortly  after  setting  up  with 

Kate’s group on the beach. Erin spotted him first and, to Rose-

mary’s embarrassment, shouted at the boy to come over and join 

them. Once he did, though, Erin left Ethan to Rosemary.

Rosemary felt like everybody was watching her, waiting for 

romance to take root. Ethan, though, didn’t seem to care. Rose-

mary couldn’t tell  if  he was oblivious to her affections,  or  just 

really  good at  keeping  his  cool.  After  fifteen  minutes,  though, 

Rosemary was anxious to be alone with Ethan so they could really 
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talk, and so she suggested they go get ice cream.

As Rosemary and Ethan walked back towards the board-

walk,  Rosemary found herself  trembling,  despite the heat.  She 

tried to keep it under control, though, and said, “So, is this the 

first time this summer you’ve been able to go to the beach?”

“Yeah. Last year I came out here a few times, but that was 

when I didn’t have a job.”

“I know what you mean! My stupid boss always wanted to 

give me weekend hours. I’m like, ‘I have a life, too, you know!’ It 

sucked.”

“Where do you work?”

“I was working at Giganto Burger.”

“Was working?”

“I quit a couple days ago.”

“Congratulations!”

Rosemary  laughed.  “Thanks.  Yeah,  it  was  pretty  bad.  I 

thought I’d get used to it—like how you hear stories of kidnap vic-

tims or hostages bonding with their kidnappers—but there’s no 

getting used to deep-frying your hundredth batch of onion rings 

at the end of an eight-hour shift! And then you come home and 

you smell  like all  the disgusting food you’ve been making—it’s 

like you can’t escape it!”

“Is working fast food really that bad?”

“Let me put it this way—knowing what I know, I will never 

eat fast food again. Never.”

“Well, working at The Right Stuff isn’t too bad, but some-

times the customers are  pretty annoying,  especially  when they 

think you’re trying to rip them off. I’m like, ‘Dude, I’m just trying 

to sell  you the right camera for what you’re asking for. This is 

how much it costs—if you don’t want to pay that much, buy some-

thing else!’”

“It’s like they don’t even think you’re a person too,” Rose-

mary complained,  “—they just  think you’re  like  some robot  or 
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something who has no life outside of that job. I got that whenever 

I worked the drive-thru. People think that just because they only 

hear my voice and can’t see my face that they can be as rude to 

me as they want. Then they pull up to the window, and I’m like, 

‘That’s right, it’s me—the person you just called deaf and dumb! 

You better hope I didn’t spit in your food.’”

Ethan laughed, and Rosemary realized what a wonderful 

thing it was to make a boy laugh.

They reached the ice cream parlor on the boardwalk. It was 

crowded with teens and tourists eager for some relief from the 

hot sun. The line stretched out the door, so Rosemary and Ethan 

took their places at the end of the line.  Rosemary was secretly 

glad that there was a line. Every minute she got to spend alone 

with Ethan was another minute she treasured.

“What you ought to do is come work at The Right Stuff,” 

Ethan suggested.

If  only! Rosemary  thought.  Working  in  the  same  place 

where Ethan worked would be a dream job. But she was modest: 

“No, I couldn’t do that—I don’t know much about electronics. I 

can  imagine  trying  to  sell  TVs  and  customers  would  be  like, 

‘What’s the difference between this one and that one?’ And I’d be 

like, ‘Um, I don’t know!—I just work here!’”

“You don’t have to be an expert when you start,” Ethan ad-

vised.  “They  train  you.  Do you think I  knew everything  about 

cameras when I started working there? I didn’t know anything—I 

mean, I knew how to take pictures with my phone, but that was 

about it. Now when I talk to customers you’d think I was a profes-

sional photographer or something.”

The line  moved forward,  and Rosemary and Ethan were 

able to step inside the parlor. The air conditioning felt like it was 

set  to  full  blast,  and the twenty-degree temperature  drop gave 

Rosemary, still wearing only her new swimsuit, goose-bumps.

“Are  you  chilly?”  Ethan  asked.  He  had  been  wearing 
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sunglasses, so Rosemary couldn’t see his eyes, but now she knew 

he had been looking at her. She tried not to smile too much.

“Yeah, a little—I’ll be OK in a minute though.”

“Hey—Eeethan!”  came  a  familiar  sing-song  voice.  The 

couple looked and saw three girls coming towards them from the 

direction of the counter, where they had just purchased their own 

ice cream cones. The girl leading the way, and the one who had 

spoken, was Audrey. She had long blonde hair, and she was al-

ready showing off a golden tan. In her hand she held a double 

scoop ice cream cone of vanilla and strawberry. Behind her were 

two  other  girls.  The  first  was  Tamara,  and  behind  her  was 

Heather who divided her attention between the ice cream cone in 

one hand and her phone in the other as she tried to send a text 

message using only her left thumb.

“Oh—hey, Audrey,” Ethan said. He seemed happy to see the 

girls.

“Hello,  Rosemary,” Audrey said. There was something in 

the way she said “Rosemary” that sounded like she was mocking 

her.  Rosemary  didn’t  like  Audrey,  and  she  knew  that  Audrey 

didn’t like her. They didn’t often encounter each other—they had 

no  friends  in  common—but  whenever  they  met  in  school,  it 

wasn’t pleasant.

Rosemary hoped Audrey and her friends would take their 

ice cream and leave, but they didn’t. Audrey looked Rosemary up 

and down and said, “Nice swimsuit, Rosemary.”

“Thanks,” the other girl simply said.

“You were smart to get something in orange and yellow,” 

Audrey said with a smile.  “You don’t want to attract too much 

attention to your pale skin. In fact, I’m surprised to even see you 

at the beach. I would have thought you’d be more comfortable 

sitting  at  home in  your  bedroom—with  the  lights  out  and the 

shades drawn.”

Rosemary didn’t say anything. She just tried to ignore the 
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girl and wished she’d leave.

The silence only encouraged Audrey. “Did you come to the 

beach together?” she asked. “Wait a minute—you two aren’t—” 

she seemed to gag on her next word “—dating—are you?”

Rosemary  wished  Ethan  would  stand  up  for  her.  Even 

though they weren’t dating, it would be the chivalrous thing to 

do. 

Ethan  liked  to  think  of  himself  as  the  kind  of  guy  who 

would do just that. He liked to think of himself as someone who 

wouldn’t give in to what other people thought—even popular peo-

ple like Audrey and her friends. He liked to think he was better 

than this, but now, when the opportunity came to prove himself, 

he discovered just how difficult fighting the crowd could be.

“No,” he explained, glad that he was wearing sunglasses so 

he could avoid eye contact with both Audrey and Rosemary. “No, 

we’re not dating. This is my day off from work. Rosemary knew I 

was coming to the beach and she decided to come along too. Her 

friends are around here somewhere.”

“Your friends?” Audrey asked with surprise, as if the idea 

that  Rosemary  might  have  friends  was  shocking.  She  looked 

around and asked, “Who?”

Rosemary didn’t want to talk to Audrey—at all. She mum-

bled her answer, “Erin and Lyssa,” and hoped that Audrey would 

take the hint: Go away!

But if Audrey got the hint, she ignored it. “Hey, Ethan!” she 

said, turning her attention, and her body, towards the boy and 

away from Rosemary. “Why don’t you come hang out with us? 

There’s a bunch of us camped out by the south pier. C’mon! It’ll 

be fun!”

Ethan was tempted, but he didn’t know what to do with 

Rosemary. He looked at her and then looked back at Audrey, as 

though silently asking for help.

“You can come, too, Rosemary—if you want,” Audrey said. 
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The invitation sounded sincere, but Rosemary knew it wasn’t—

she and Lyssa and Erin wouldn’t be welcome with them—and the 

last thing Rosemary wanted to do was hang out with Audrey and 

her stuck-up friends. 

But  Ethan  didn’t  fully  understand  what  was  happening, 

and  he  thought  Audrey’s  invitation  to  Rosemary  was  real.  He 

thought it gave him the chance to accept Audrey’s invitation with-

out hurting Rosemary’s feelings. “Sure!” he said, “that sounds like 

fun.”  And to  him,  hanging  out  with  the popular  crowd at  the 

beach did sound like a good idea. “We’ll follow you when we get 

our ice cream.”

“Forget the ice cream,” Audrey said, having already eaten 

her top scoop. “The stuff they sell here tastes awful.” She tossed 

her cone in a nearby trash can and said to her friend Tamara, 

“Doesn’t it?”

Tamara  had  been  silently  enjoying  Audrey’s  battle  with 

Rosemary. “Rosemary Failure”—as Tamara cleverly called her—

was such a freak, always so sullen and rude. It was fun watching 

Audrey tease her and attempt to steal away a guy that Rosemary, 

like some kind of slut, was obviously throwing herself at. But now 

Audrey had drawn her into the fight and expected her to sacrifice 

her ice cream cone, just as Audrey had sacrificed hers. It was a 

shame; she really liked mint chocolate chip. She said, “Yeah, it’s 

awful,” and tossed her cone into the trash.

The same demand would have been made of Heather, too, 

but Heather wasn’t paying attention. She was too absorbed in her 

text message conversation to pay any mind to Audrey or Rose-

mary or even the ice cream cone in her hand, which was rapidly 

melting.

Ethan  looked  at  the  dozen  or  so  customers  still  in  line 

ahead of them. He wasn’t in the mood any longer for ice cream. 

“OK,” he said, “let’s go.”

Audrey and her friends started for the door. Ethan left the 
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line  and expected Rosemary to  follow him,  but  she didn’t.  He 

looked  back  at  her  and  she  explained.  “I  still  want  some  ice 

cream. You . . . you go ahead.”

Ethan  was  willing  to  wait  for  Rosemary,  but  Audrey, 

standing in the doorway, called out, “Ethan! C’mon!”

“Well—OK—I’ll see you later,” he said, and then he left.

Rosemary remained standing in line, humiliated in front of 

all of these strangers, until she was sure that Audrey, her friends, 

and now Ethan, were gone. Then, she left the line, too, and left 

the store.

Rosemary had been so distracted, first by Ethan, then by 

Audrey, and finally by the shock of her abandonment, that she 

hadn’t even seen her step-brother and his friend Tyler sitting at a 

small table in the corner. They had seen her, though, and they 

had  watched  the  entire  scene  unfold.  “Man—Audrey’s  a  real 

bitch,” Tyler commented.

Mark  didn’t  say  anything.  He  just  stared  as  Rosemary 

fought her way through the crowd and out the door. 

Outside,  Rosemary felt  the sun’s heat and squinted at its 

brightness. It felt like reality hitting her in the face. Looking up 

and down the boardwalk, and out towards the beach, she couldn’t 

see Ethan or Audrey anywhere. She also couldn’t see Lyssa and 

Erin from where she stood, which was good because she didn’t 

want  to  return to  them yet—not  all  by herself.  They’d  ask  too 

many  questions  that  the  humiliated  and  betrayed  Rosemary 

didn’t want to answer yet. 

Instead, Rosemary leaned against the wooden railing of the 

boardwalk and blankly stared at the tourists and pedestrians as 

they  walked  past.  She  realized  that  none  of  them were  alone. 

Some of them had come to the beach like Rosemary had—with 

friends or with family. Others were clearly couples, holding hands 
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as they walked by. They made it look so easy—finding someone to 

fall  in  love with,  someone to spend these  bright summer days 

with,  but  Rosemary  knew  now  it  wasn’t  that  easy.  She  had 

thought Ethan liked her. She thought maybe he could have been 

someone that she could fall in love with. Stupidly, she expected 

some  kind  of  fairy  tale  ending,  but  instead,  she  stood  on  the 

boardwalk, half blinded by the sun.

Walking outside, Mark and Tyler spotted Rosemary leaning 

against the railing, looking out at the beach and the ocean. The 

boys didn’t say anything to each other, although they both had 

the idea of  approaching her and comforting her.  Instead,  they 

slipped past her, unseen and unrecognized.

Mark  was  running  through  scenarios  in  his  mind about 

how this could turn out differently. The scene: Rosemary, appar-

ently  dumped,  alone  at  the  beach,  though  surrounded  by  her 

friends and thousands of  other  people.  Perhaps,  as  she stands 

there,  alone,  disappointed,  Ethan  suddenly  appears.  He’s  re-

turned to her! He asks her forgiveness and the two of them spend 

the rest of the day together. Or maybe: he returns to her, but she 

is so hurt and so upset that she can’t forgive him. She rejects him 

as he rejected her.

But why would Ethan even come back? What would be his 

motivation?  Guilt?  Sure,  but  if  guilt  were  really  a  factor,  why 

would he have ditched Rosemary in  the first  place? Maybe he 

found he wasn’t welcome among Audrey’s friends? No, Audrey 

had invited him—he was  her guest—and everyone knows better 

than to challenge Audrey.

Maybe Rosemary could go after Ethan—you know, attempt 

to win him back. That didn’t seem like the kind of thing Rose-

mary would do, though; it was too bold, too brave for her. But if 

she did, what would happen? She’d crash Audrey’s beach party, 
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maybe  confront  Audrey  directly.  “You  don’t  belong  here,  you 

freak,” Audrey would say. Rosemary would say something witty, 

but Mark wasn’t sure what. Maybe the two girls would fight—no, 

Mark couldn’t picture Rosemary doing that. Maybe Rosemary’s 

presence would bring Ethan back to his senses. Audrey, berating 

Rosemary, would light a spark in him. He’d stick up for Rose-

mary; he’d defend her against Audrey and Audrey’s friends, no 

matter what the social consequences might be. Again, no. Mark 

knew Ethan well enough to know that Ethan wasn’t the type to 

stick up for anything.

Mark and Tyler rejoined Jerrod and Noah on the beach. 

Jerrod was trying to build a little castle in the sand, but the sand 

was too dry and it kept falling apart. Noah wanted to go swim-

ming, but the other boys weren’t ready yet. “In a little bit,” Tyler 

said. “We just had ice cream—we already feel cooled off.” Mark 

didn’t  say  anything.  He  couldn’t  figure  out  a  solution  to  the 

scenario.  The problem was that reality had already messed the 

story up. If he had been writing it, he wouldn’t have allowed it to 

reach this point. He would have done it differently: if Ethan was 

going to stand up for Rosemary, he would have done it in the ice 

cream parlor, not later on—it was too late now. If Mark was going 

to give the story a happy ending, he needed to have control over it 

from the very  beginning.  It’s  too hard taking a  true story  and 

fictionalizing it.

Rosemary  waited  half  an  hour  before  returning  to  her 

friends. During that time alone, she hadn’t cried—she hadn’t even 

felt  like  crying,  she  was  too  much  in  shock.  But  when  she 

explained to Erin and Lyssa what had happened and why Ethan 

wasn’t with her anymore, her lip quivered and tears welled up in 

her eyes. Her friends were there for her, just as she knew they 

would be. They didn’t make excuses for Ethan or tell Rosemary 
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what she should have done. They accepted the situation as it was: 

Audrey is an evil bitch, they said. Always has been, always will be. 

That’s  just  how  it  is.  They  didn’t  romanticize  what  had  hap-

pened.  They didn’t  think this  was some movie or  novel  where 

endings turn out happily. This isn’t like that at all. They knew: 

this isn’t fiction—it’s real.
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“THE ADVENTURES OF JACK LIBERTY, Part 3”

“Mwah-ha-ha-ha!” laughed the evil Dr. Xenon, the 
school physics teacher. His diabolical plan to open up a 
fissure beneath the school auditorium, causing magma from 
deep inside the earth's core to come rushing to the 
surface, which would cause havoc and threaten the lives of 
the hundreds of students at the morning assembly, was 
about to be unleashed. The photonic drill was ready to be 
powered up for the first time.

“Mr. Igor!” Dr. Xenon commanded. “Bring me the 
transinhibitor demogrifier!”

Mr. Igor, the school janitor and assistant of Dr. 
Xenon, looked down at the strange and exotic devices 
spread out on the table before him. Which one was the 
transinhibitor demogrifier? He didn't know, so he picked up 
one of the devices at random and held it out to Dr. Xenon.

“No, you FOOL!” Dr. Xenon roared. “That's the 
superinducing field capacitor! Do you have any idea what 
would happen if we applied the superinducing field capacitor 
to the photonic drill at this point?”

Mr. Igor didn't.
“The blast would vaporize us both!” Dr. Xenon 

explained. “Now hand me the transinhibitor demogrifier. It's 
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the device with the blue handle!”
Mr. Igor picked up the correct device and handed it 

to the evil physics teacher.
 “At last! My plan for revenge is almost complete!” 

Dr. Xenon said as he worked. “That stupid Principal Keane 
shall rue the day she ever denied me a raise! Mwah-ha-
ha-ha! And no one, not even that annoying little runt Jack 
Liberty will be able to stop me!”

“I wouldn't be so sure about that!” came a voice 
from the corner of the room. Dr. Xenon and his assistant 
watched as a teenage boy with blonde hair seemed to 
appear out of thin air.

“Jack Liberty!” Dr. Xenon exclaimed.
“That's right, Dr. Xenon! And I'm here to destroy 

your photonic drill. You may be an evil scientific genius, but 
when it comes to planning evil schemes, you get an F!”

“Quick! Igor! Give me my cellular disintegrator! I'll 
put an end to Jack Liberty once and for all!”

Igor looked down at the devices again, hesitated, and 
then picked one of them up as if asking a question.

“No, you FOOL!” Dr. Xenon yelled. “That's the 
superinducing field capacitor again!”

Jack didn't want to let Dr. Xenon or Igor have 
another chance, so he leaped over the laboratory table and 
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kicked Dr. Xenon in the chest. The evil teacher was sent 
flying backwards against the wall. Unfortunately, though, 
Jack had knocked the doctor right to where he needed to 
go: next to the electrical outlet where he could plug in the 
photonic drill.

“Mwah-ha-ha-ha! You're the one who has failed 
this time, Jack Liberty!” He picked up the electrical cord 
and plugged it in. 

The drill began to hum as it warmed up and prepared 
to fire. It was already pointed down towards the earth. 
Jack knew that once the drill started firing, there would be 
no way to stop it until the whole school was destroyed. 
He hurried to the drill and started searching for the “Off” 
switch.

“Mwah-ha-ha-ha! You'll never be able to stop it! 
You're too late, Jack!”

But Jack knew there was one last chance to stop 
the drill. He stepped back a few feet away from it and 
held out his arms in front of him, forming fists with his 
hands. He closed his eyes and concentrated. Suddenly, two 
bright green laser beams shot from his fists. They struck 
the photonic drill, shattering the steel casing and melting 
the components inside. 

The locked door of the science lab was forced open 
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and a team of police officers rushed inside. They grabbed 
Dr. Xenon and his dimwitted assistant, placing their hands in  
handcuffs. As Dr. Xenon was led away, he shouted, “You 
win this round, Jack Liberty! But I swear I'll have my 
revenge! You'll pay for this!!!”

*
“So let me get this straight,” Bob said at lunch. 

Bob, Jack, and Becky were hanging out at their usual table. 
“You stopped Dr. Xenon, saved the school assembly from 
total destruction, got a thank you from the principal and a 
phone call from the mayor, and you did all this before the 
end of second period?!”

“That's right,” Jack said. He didn't want to brag, 
but he had to admit, he did like saving lives. It was good 
to be a superhero.

“Well, I'm just glad I don't have any classes with 
you in the afternoon,” Bob said. “You're too dangerous to 
be around!”

“I think I'd feel safer with Jack in my class,” Becky 
said. “With all of the crazy and evil teachers in this 
school, Jack's class schedule would be the best one to 
follow!”

“Why do you do it?” Bob asked. “Why do you keep 
risking your life to save this school?”
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“I guess,” Jack said, “I'm just trying to live up to 
what my parents, my real parents I mean, did for me. 
They sacrificed their own lives when I was born just so I 
could live. I guess I'm trying to repay that debt I owe 
them.”

After lunch, Jack and Becky left the cafeteria 
together. As they walked through the halls, Becky observed 
the Homecoming Dance posters on the wall. She wanted 
Jack to ask her to go, but he hadn't said a word about 
the dance yet. She decided she should try to take the 
initiative.

“Hey, Jack, so did you see the Homecoming posters 
on the wall?”

“Sure did. They're hard to miss,” the vigilant 
superhero said.

“Well, I was wondering, were you planning to go?”
“Yeah. I've already made plans.”
What was this? Jack already had plans to go? Did 

he have a date? Becky was shocked and surprised all at 
once. All she could say was, “You have plans??”

“Yeah. Principal Keane wants me to be there, just in 
case there's trouble.”

Now it all made sense. Becky sighed a sigh of relief. 
She said, “Well, you know, I think you could be more 
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effective if you went undercover. People won't want you 
watching over them so obviously.”

“Undercover?” Jack asked.
“Yeah, you could go with a date. You know, maybe 

me.”
Jack wasn't dumb. He realized what Becky was 

asking. He stopped in the hallway and decided to do it 
right: “Becky, would you like to go to Homecoming with 
me?”

The girl smiled. Jack thought she was pretty when 
she smiled. “I'd love to!”

They hugged and then parted ways. Jack said he'd 
see her after school.

Jack turned the corner and ran smack into another 
guy. Jack was about to apologize when he saw it was his 
old nemesis, Johnny Dark! The boy was dressed in ripped 
jeans, a black leather jacket and he wore sunglasses, even 
though he was inside. The two boys stared eye-to-eye 
for a moment as they both surveyed the other.

“Jack Liberty,” the boy muttered angrily.
“Johnny Dark! What are you doing here? I thought 

you got suspended!”
“Nobody tells me what to do!” the boy growled. 

“Besides, the government says that I have the right to go 
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to school.”
“But you don't have the right to hurt people.”
“Who's hurting people? You're the one with laser 

beams shooting out of your fists. Maybe you're the one 
who ought to be suspended.”

“I only use my powers for good. You use yours for 
evil.”

“Good and evil are just two sides of the same coin. 
You consider yourself good, and so you think that makes 
me evil. But maybe I think that I'm good and you're the evil  
one!”

“I wish you did think of yourself that way,” Jack 
admitted. “Your invulnerability power could be a great way 
to help people. But using it as a shield to help you commit 
crimes isn't what I'd call doing good.”

“Invulnerability isn't the only power I have,” Johnny 
said to Jack's surprise. “That's right. Just last night I 
discovered another power that I have. I guess that makes 
us even - two superpowers each!”

Jack took a step back without trying to appear 
afraid. If Johnny had a new power, that could make him 
even more dangerous. “What is this new power?” he asked.

“You'll find out in fifth period. I'll show our whole 
class what I can do.” And with that he smiled a creepy 
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smile, turned, and walked away, the other students parting 
to make way for him.

Jack wasn't looking forward to fifth period. Johnny 
Dark was in his class, and he knew that whatever evil 
scheme Johnny had planned for today, he was sure to put 
it into effect in fifth period when the two of them were 
together. Jack sighed. Geography class was hard enough 
without having to worry about a teenaged super-villain.

He got there early to make sure everything was all 
right. Jack usually sat in the front row of desks, but 
today he sat in the back. He wanted to make sure to have 
a clear view of the whole class so he could keep an eye on 
everything. Mr. Kruchek, the teacher, was at the 
chalkboard, writing a list of African countries. He often let 
Jack sit in the back of the class if Jack thought there 
might be trouble. Mr. Kruchek was one of the few 
teachers at this school who didn't seem to have any evil 
schemes up his sleeve, and he appreciated Jack's help in 
keeping the high school safe.

Other students came in and sat down. When Johnny 
Dark arrived, he didn't look at Jack at all. He simply took 
his usual seat in the middle of the class and sat down 
without talking to anyone. Jack watched the other students 
for their reaction to Johnny's re-appearance at school. No 
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one seemed concerned or alarmed, though. Jack began to 
wonder if he wasn't overreacting. Sure, Johnny was a villain 
with superpowers, but his only superpower that Jack had 
seen was invulnerability, which was more of a defensive 
power than an offensive one. Jack couldn't stop him with 
his laser rays, but at least Johnny wasn't any stronger 
than other 15-year-old boys.

When the bell rang, Mr. Kruchek began class. He, 
too, didn't seem alarmed at Johnny's appearance. The first 
order of business was a pop quiz. The teacher asked his 
students to write the names of the capitals of the 
countries listed on the chalkboard. As the students groaned 
and took out pens and paper, Jack noticed that even Johnny 
was going along with the quiz. That by itself was strange.  
Johnny hated school work and teachers could never get him 
to do work if he didn't want to. But Johnny wasn't 
putting up a fight. He started working on the quiz with the 
rest of the class.

Jack got to work, too. After ten minutes, Mr. 
Kruchek asked his students to exchange papers so they 
could be graded. Jack accepted the quiz from the student 
sitting in front of him, and he sent his quiz to the front 
of the row. When everyone was ready, Mr. Kruchek asked, 
“OK then, what is the first answer? What is the capital 
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of Algeria?”
A girl sitting in the next row raised her hand and Mr. 

Kruchek called on her. “The capital of Algeria is Algiers.”
“Very good,” Mr. Kruchek said, as the rest of the 

class either marked the first answer on the quizzes they 
were grading correct or incorrect. “Now what is the answer 
to the next one? What is the capital of Botswana?”

To Jack's surprise, Johnny Dark raised his hand to 
volunteer the answer. This was definitely unusual. Johnny 
never raised his hand in class. Never. Mr. Kruchek seemed 
to be surprised too, but not so surprised that he didn't 
want to let this opportunity slip by and not try to bring 
Johnny into the class as an active participant. “Johnny, do 
you know the answer?”

“I sure do!” Johnny said with an evil grin. “The 
capital of Botswana is Moo-moo-Doo-doo!”

Jack looked to the teacher, to see how the man 
was going to react to this. Johnny was making a mockery 
of the class. Whatever the teacher decided, Jack would 
support him - and provide some muscle, if need be.

Indeed, Mr. Kruchek was about to reprimand Johnny, 
but then, just as quickly, the teacher said, “That's right, 
Johnny. The capital of Botswana is Moo-moo-Doo-doo.”

Jack was shocked. That wasn't the right answer! 
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Why was Mr. Kruchek going along with this? What's more, 
why did no one in the class react either? There wasn't any 
giggling that you might expect when a student is making fun 
of a lesson. Jack looked around at his classmates and saw 
that most of them were taking this seriously. They turned 
to the quizzes in front of them and marked the answers 
that weren't “Moo-moo-Doo-doo” wrong. And since no 
one had written that answer (no one, Jack thought, except 
perhaps Johnny) everyone got it wrong.

“What is the next answer?” Mr. Kruchek asked. 
“What is the capital of Chad?”

Again, Johnny raised his hand and the teacher called 
on him.

“The capital of Chad is Fart.”
Once again, no giggling from the class, no angry 

reaction from the teacher. Mr. Kruchek said, “That's right.  
The capital of Chad is Fart.” The class graded the 
answer.

Johnny turned around in his desk and looked back in 
Jack's direction. He gave the young superhero a sinister 
wink.

It was obvious what was happening. Johnny had 
developed some kind of mind control ability. He was making 
Mr. Kruchek and the rest of the class think that the 
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answers he was giving were the right answers. Apparently, 
Jack was immune to this power - or maybe Johnny was 
purposely letting Jack keep his mind and his free will so he 
could witness Johnny's new ability. 

This must have been how Johnny got his suspension 
from school lifted. He must have used his mind control 
powers on Principal Keane. If this were the limit of 
Johnny's powers and ambitions: playing relatively harmless 
pranks on people, then it might not be so bad. But Jack 
could imagine Johnny doing more dangerous things to people. 
In fact, if he could take control of Jack's mind as easily 
as he could take control of the rest of the class, he 
could force Jack to use his own powers, even his laser 
powers, against innocent people!

Jack knew he had to act now to stop Johnny. But 
Johnny must have sensed that Jack was about to make his 
move.

“Mr. Liberty!” the geography teacher called out. 
“What is the answer to the next question?”

“Huh?” In the current emergency, Jack had 
temporarily forgotten all about the quiz.

“The next country. Egypt. What is its capital?”
The whole class had turned to look at him, including 

Johnny. “I, uh, um, I mean, uh, it's ... I think it's ... 
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Cairo! Yeah. The capital of Egypt is Cairo!”
“I'm sorry, that's not correct!” Mr. Kruchek said, 

an angry frown coming over his face. “The capital of Egypt 
is Belchville. Everyone knows that! Tell me, Mr. Liberty, did 
you even study for today's quiz?”

“Uh, no sir. It's a pop quiz. How could I study for 
it?”

“Are you trying to be smart with me, young man?” 
the teacher said, practically shouting. He looked furious, 
and looking around, Jack found that the rest of the class 
was becoming angry too. Jack knew he had to do 
something. Johnny was controlling everyone else in the room 
and turning them against him. Johnny knew that Jack 
wouldn't hurt his classmates. Jack wasn't going to win this 
fight. He had to leave the room before Johnny got 
someone hurt.

“Sir, can I be excused from class? I'm, uh, not 
feeling well.”

“You can go to the principal's office, that's what 
you can do!” Mr. Kruchek shouted. “If it were up to me, 
you'd be suspended for your insolence!”

Jack quickly picked up his books and hurried out of 
the room. As he left, he heard the teacher say, “Now 
where were we? Ah yes, what's the capital of Ghana? 
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Johnny?”
Out in the empty hallway, Jack caught his breath. 

He went to a nearby staircase and sat down, planning his 
next move. He had to find out just how powerful Johnny's 
telepathy was. Sure, he could control the minds of a 
classroom full of people, but how far could his power 
reach? And how long could he sustain it? Jack knew that 
he couldn't sustain even his own powers forever. When he 
turned himself invisible, he could only stay like that for 
about an hour before he grew tired and had to become 
visible again. Johnny probably had some similar limitation.

He decided that for now the best thing to do was 
to wait and observe what Johnny was up to. The more he 
could learn about the power, the easier it would be to 
defeat him. Unfortunately, geography class was the only 
class he shared with Johnny this semester, so observing 
him might be difficult.

The bell rang, dismissing fifth period. Jack got up 
from where he sat on the stairs and went looking for 
Becky and Bob. He would need their help to spy on Johnny. 
As he walked through the crowded hallways, though, Jack 
couldn't help but notice the ill-will that had been directed 
towards him by Johnny during geography class seemed to 
still be directed towards him by everyone in school, even 
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those who weren't in his class. He got a lot of nasty 
stares from students. Some people called him names as he 
passed by, and a few people even shoved him or tried to 
trip him. 

At last, he spotted his two friends. He approached 
them and said, “Becky! Bob! Man, am I glad to see you! 
You'll never guess what's been happening.”

“Get lost, loser!” Bob said.
“What?”
“You heard him,” Becky said. “We don't want you 

around. You're nothing but trouble!”
Jack felt something cold and heavy in the pit of his 

stomach as he realized what was happening. Looking around, 
he searched the crowded hallway for Johnny, and then he 
found him, leaning against a row of lockers 20 feet away 
with a smirk on his face. Johnny was controlling Becky and 
Bob's minds too!

“We said get out of here!” Becky said, shouting 
now.

Other students in the hallway joined in the chorus: 
“Get out! Go away! We don't want you here! Loser!” 
Hands began shoving Jack and feet started kicking him. The 
young superhero stumbled away, trying to escape from the 
mob, but they began to follow him. Jack did the only thing 
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he could do in this case and he turned himself invisible. The 
mob, and Johnny, lost track of him.

Jack decided to remain invisible and skip out of the 
last class of the day. With Johnny in control of the 
school, Jack wouldn't be able to fight him here. His only 
hope was to get Johnny alone, by himself, so that he 
could take away that mind control advantage. Jack decided 
that he'd be better off confronting Johnny at his home, 
away from school. The problem was, he didn't know where 
Johnny lived. For all he knew, Johnny might live down the 
street from Jack himself!

When sixth period started and the hallways were 
clear, Jack went to the main office. Here he'd find 
Johnny's school records, and hopefully those records would 
give Jack the boy's address. First, though, he had to 
sneak into the main office. Still invisible, he peeked through 
the glass window of the door. At this hour of the day, 
the office wasn't quite so busy, but there was a 
secretary sitting seated at a desk. Jack knew it would look 
strange if the door suddenly opened and closed seemingly by 
itself, so Jack decided to wait until the secretary was 
distracted. After a couple of minutes, her phone rang. She 
picked it up and began talking to the person at the end of 
the line. The person was apparently requesting some kind of 
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information, and the secretary turned around in her desk and 
began searching through a file cabinet. This was Jack's 
chance. Quietly, carefully, he opened the door, slipped 
inside, and closed the door behind him just as the secretary 
turned around again. Since he was invisible, it was an easy 
thing to walk right past the secretary.

Now what? Jack didn't know where the students' 
records were kept. Maybe they were all on computer. His 
invisibility might get him past the secretary, but it wouldn't 
get him past a password! Jack decided to try the 
counselor's office.

To his surprise, Jack found the office empty. The 
door was open, and it looked like someone had been working 
at the desk, but the counselor must have stepped out of 
the office for a moment. Jack quickly went to the wall of 
file cabinets and opened the “D” drawer. He found Johnny 
Dark's permanent record file and picked it up. The file 
slowly turned invisible as Jack held it in his hand. He closed 
the file cabinet drawer but before he could make a 
getaway, he heard the counselor come back to the office, 
talking to one of the vice-principals. Jack stood quietly in 
the corner of the room until the men entered the door, 
then Jack slipped out behind them.

He left the main office and took the file with him 
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to the cafeteria, where he could read it in isolation. The 
cafeteria was empty at this hour of the day, so Jack 
became visible again and sat down at a table. He opened up 
the file and started looking through it. He found a home 
address for Johnny, but what was strange was that 
“Dark” wasn't the last name listed for Johnny's parents. 
Looking further, Jack found that Johnny's “parents” were 
really his guardians. Johnny, like Jack, had been adopted!

But that wasn't the only coincidence Jack found in 
the file. On the same registration card that showed 
Johnny's address, Jack also found Johnny's birthday. Jack 
stared in horror as he saw that Johnny's birthday was 
February 3, the same day as his birthday! The truth was 
inescapable.

“I can't believe it!” Jack gasped. “Johnny Dark is my 
long-lost twin brother!”
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BREAK-UP

you see his eyes
guarded and hiding

that day when he broke up with me
he sounded sorry and embarrassed

but tell that to his friends
standing nearby

ready to hit me with insults

i tell my friends to leave me alone
i dont want a hand on my shoulder

or lips whispering that everything will be all right
i dont want another guy

some Romeo
from some fairy tale land

promising nights when a kiss can last forever

theyre all just foolish fantasies
and pathetic, pointless dreams
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Chapter Eleven

“WHAT?!”  LYSSA’S  VOICE  SCREECHED  through  the  phone, 

forcing Rosemary to pull it away from her ear. “Are you kidding 

me?!”

“Nope,” Rosemary replied. 

“But why would he want to go with us?”

“He doesn’t, but he needs some new clothes, too. He says 

he’s grown two inches this summer and he needs new jeans.”

“Can’t he go some other time?”

“It’s not a big deal. It’s not like we have to hang out with 

him—and I doubt he wants to hang out with us.” Rosemary didn’t 

feel comfortable defending Mark, but here she was doing it any-

way.

“God, I wish I had a car!” Lyssa groaned.  

“I know. So do I.”

“What does your mom say about this? Can’t she step in and 

do something?”

“It was her idea that we all go to the mall together.”

“Doesn’t she understand how annoying Mark is? I mean, 

she does live in the same house with him. You’d think she’d catch 

a clue.”
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“She says we’ll save gas if we all  go to the mall together. 

Mark agreed. He also agreed not to charge us money for gas like 

he used to when he gave me rides to and from work.”

“Aaauuughh!”  Lyssa  screamed  in  frustration.  “OK!  OK! 

Fine! Whatever! Come pick me up in an hour.”

As Rosemary suggested, Mark wasn’t thrilled about driving 

Rosemary and her annoying friend Lyssa to the mall because it 

meant  he’d  have to  stay  there  longer  than he’d  like.  All  Mark 

wanted to do was go to the mall, get some new jeans and shoes, 

maybe  a  couple  new shirts,  and leave.  The  girls—being girls—

were probably going to want to spend the whole day there. In a 

way, it wasn’t so bad driving Rosemary. He was starting to feel a 

kind  of  obligation  towards  her—at  least  as  far  as  driving  her 

around the city was concerned. He used to blame Rosemary for 

not having her own car, or he would blame Kristen for not being 

available  often  enough to  take  her  daughter  to  the places  she 

needed to go. But the weeks upon weeks of being asked to drive 

Rosemary here and there must have worn him down. When Kris-

ten came to him and asked him to take Rosemary to the mall so 

she could do some shopping too, he barely complained.

But now, here he was, driving to the mall, with Rosemary in 

the front seat beside him and the screeching Lyssa in the back. 

Moments earlier, the drive to Lyssa’s house had been peaceful. 

Neither Mark nor Rosemary spoke, except when Rosemary said, 

“Turn left here” or “It’s that house there.” Now, the car was filled 

with  the  sound  of  Lyssa  complaining  about  everything.  Mark 

wondered if the girl had ever said a nice thing about anyone or 

anything in her life. Hoping to drown out her nagging voice, he 

had turned up the volume on the radio, but that only gave her 

something else to whine about.

“What  is this?!”  Lyssa  demanded  after  listening  to  the 
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music for a moment. “Do you really listen to this station?”

Mark didn’t answer. He didn’t like the station, but even the 

vapid pop music was more pleasing to his ears than Lyssa’s voice.

Rosemary, of course, agreed with Lyssa, “I know! Isn’t it 

awful?”

“It’s  the worst music in the world!”  Lyssa proclaimed. “I 

think Jessy Hart single-handedly set music—not just pop music, 

but all music—back about fifty years.”

“I never liked her,” Rosemary declared. “Remember back in 

sixth grade when everyone was going crazy over her?” I was never 

a part of that.

“Neither  was  I,”  Lyssa  said,  affirming  her  good  taste  in 

music. “But it sounds like Mark has always been into her. Hey, 

Mark, how many of her songs do you own? All of them?”

Rosemary  laughed  and  Mark  finally  felt  compelled  to 

speak: “I don’t like her—I’m not the one who tells the radio sta-

tion what to play.”

“But you’ve got your radio set to  this station,” Lyssa said, 

“and this is the kind of crap that they play. I think that says a lot 

about you personally.”

Mark didn’t take the bait, so Rosemary played along. “What 

does it say about him?”

“That he has no taste, for one thing. It also makes me won-

der about his sexuality.”

Mark flipped her the bird.

“What was that?” Lyssa asked. “A secret symbol that only 

other  gay  guys  recognize?  Like  a  secret  handshake  or  some-

thing?”

“They don’t shake hands when they meet,” Rosemary said. 

“They shake something else.” 

The  girls  started  giggling  uncontrollably.  Rosemary  was 

turned  completely  around  in  her  seat  facing  Lyssa  who  was 

sprawled lazily across the backseat. Mark decided to remind them 
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that they were in a car—his car—so he pumped the brakes hard, 

causing the passengers in the car to lurch forward and back.

“What the hell are you doing?!” Lyssa exclaimed. She had 

almost fallen off the seat and onto the floor so she quickly sat up 

and  buckled  her  seat  belt.  Rosemary  faced  forward,  alarmed. 

Mark smiled.

“You’re insane!” Lyssa continued. “Guys cannot drive—it’s 

all that testosterone—it makes you guys nuts.”

“Hey,  I’m not  the  one  who  failed  my  driver’s  test  three 

times in a row,” Mark said,  using a little  tidbit  of information 

about Lyssa that he had overheard from Rosemary last month. 

“Maybe if you could get your license, you wouldn’t have to get a 

ride from me.”

Now it was Lyssa’s turn to shoot Mark the finger. “I’ll get 

my license next time. It’s that stupid parallel parking thing that 

keeps screwing me up—and who really comes to a full stop at a 

stop sign anyway? My mom never does. When I get my license, 

you can bet that I’ll never ride in this car again!”

“Good!”

“We’re here!” Rosemary said as Mark turned a corner. The 

mall loomed enormously before them. Mark turned into a park-

ing lot, but passed by open spaces and drove towards the closest 

parking garage instead.

“No! No! No!” Lyssa and Rosemary screamed at once.

“What?!”

“What are you doing?” Lyssa demanded.

“Where are you going?” Rosemary asked.

“I’m gonna park in the parking garage on this side of the 

mall,” Mark explained. “What’s your problem?”

“But if you park there, we’ll have to go through StyleMax to 

get into the mall,” Rosemary protested.

“And  nobody  shops  there,”  Lyssa  added.  “Nobody!  We 

don’t even want to be seen in that place.” 
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“Well, where do you want to park?” Mark asked.

“By the south entrance,” Rosemary suggested.

“Yeah, that’s fine,” Lyssa agreed.

“But that’s on the other side of the mall,” Mark said. “And 

there isn’t a parking garage over there.”

“Why are you so obsessed with the parking garage?” Lyssa 

asked. “It isn’t some secret gay meeting place, is it?”

“I want to park in the shade. It’s too hot outside to park in 

the sun.”

“Oh boo-hoo! What a crybaby!” Lyssa whined. 

Despite the girls’  protests—or perhaps because of them—

Mark drove into the parking garage.  The mall  was busy today 

with the stores’ back-to-school sales, so the first two levels were 

filled with cars. Mark had to park on the third level.

“Jeez, could you park any further away?” Lyssa complained. 

“We’re gonna need another car just to drive us to the entrance.”

“Well, maybe that other car will drive you home, too,” Mark 

said. 

The girls exited the car as soon as Mark turned off the en-

gine. “You better not leave without us,” Lyssa said. “I’ll get Eric, 

from school, to kick your ass on the first day if you do.”

“And I’ll tell my mom,” Rosemary added.

Mark laughed. “I’m more afraid of Rosemary’s mom than I 

am of Eric.”

Without another word, the girls left. Mark stood by his car 

for a few minutes and let them go on ahead. Just as they didn’t 

want to be seen in StyleMax, he didn’t want to be seen with them.

StyleMax was a discount department store. It really wasn’t 

any different from other department stores, but it had acquired a 

very bad reputation among teenage shoppers. It was the punch 

line of a joke: when you wanted to put down something someone 

was wearing, you’d say, “She got those jeans at StyleMax” or “It 

looks like StyleMax was having a sale on shoes.” Rosemary and 
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Lyssa were mortified to have to walk through the StyleMax to get 

to the rest of the mall. They might have just walked around the 

outside of the mall until they came to another entrance, but that 

idea didn’t occur to either of them until later.

Once inside, they tried not to be seen. Like secret agents, 

the  girls  moved silently  and stealthily  through the store.  They 

didn’t see many customers—just a few old people shopping for 

whatever it was that old people shopped for. They also made sure 

to avoid any employees. The last thing they wanted was someone 

to stop them and ask if they needed assistance—as if they were 

actually shopping here.  Nothing would have been more humil-

iating. 

At last, they caught sight of an exit that led to the rest of the 

mall. They were almost out. Rosemary was ready to bolt for free-

dom when suddenly Lyssa grabbed her and pulled her behind a 

long rack of clothes.

“Oh my God!” Lyssa said.

“What?”

“Oh my God!” she said again, a look of delight on her face. 

“Oh my God!”

“What?!”

“Very slowly—don’t make any sudden movements—look in 

the direction of the children’s department—tell me what you see.”

Slowly, Rosemary raised her head over the wall of clothes. 

At first, she wasn’t sure what she was supposed to see—then she 

saw it.

Rosemary quickly  ducked back down,  a  shocked look on 

her face. “Oh my God!”

“I know! What the hell?!”

“Why? How? I mean—why would she be here?!”

“I don’t know, but I think this might be the best day of my 

life!” Lyssa giggled gleefully.

“Audrey—Audrey!—is  working  at  StyleMax!”  Rosemary 
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declared. She said it once more, because she didn’t believe it the 

first time she said it.

“Let’s go up to her—let her know we’re here and we see her. 

She’ll be so embarrassed!” Lyssa suggested.

“No! We can’t do that!” Rosemary said.

“Why not?”

“Because then she’ll  think that  we shop here. She’ll  have 

something to use against us!”

“Oh yeah . . .”

“I’ve got an idea,” Rosemary said, “you’ve got your phone 

right?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, take a video of her!”

“Oh crap! You’re right!” Lyssa pulled her phone out of her 

bag and got it ready to record. She raised herself up so she was 

peeking just over the rack of clothing.

“Be careful!” Rosemary warned. “Don’t let her see you!”

“She  won’t,”  Lyssa  said.  “She’s  talking  to  a  customer. 

C’mon, lady, get your fat old butt outta the way so I can get a 

good shot.”

“Hurry!”

It wasn’t easy filming while trying to stay hidden, so Lyssa 

only  filmed  for  about  fifteen  seconds,  long  enough  to  show 

Audrey completing the customer’s purchase. When she thought 

she had gathered enough damning evidence, Lyssa ducked back 

down with her friend and together they played back the video 

Lyssa had so awkwardly shot.

“It’s not a very clear picture,” Lyssa admitted. “My phone 

sucks.”

“It’s  good  enough,”  Rosemary  said.  “You  can  tell  it’s 

Audrey, can’t you?”

“Yeah. This is gonna be so awesome! We need to send this 

to everybody we know.”
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“I’ve  got  an  idea,”  Rosemary  said.  “Let’s  post  it  to  my 

LinkUp page.” 

“What  are  you  two  doing?”  a  voice  behind  them  asked. 

Startled, the girls whirled around and found Mark standing be-

hind them.

Thinking fast, Rosemary reached out, grabbed Mark’s arm, 

and pulled him to the floor with them. “Get down!”

“I thought you two hated StyleMax,” Mark said.

“Shhh!” both girls replied. 

“Keep it down, will you? We don’t want her to know we’re 

here,” Lyssa whispered.

“Who?”

Lyssa showed Mark her phone and played the video again. 

Mark watched the girl in the image and asked, “Who is that? Is 

that Audrey?”

Both girls smiled. If Mark recognized Audrey in the video, 

then they knew all of their friends would be able to.

“She’s working right over there,” Rosemary said, pointing 

in the direction of the children’s department.

“Why is Audrey working at StyleMax?” Mark asked.

“I know!” Lyssa said. “Can you believe it? This is gonna be 

the biggest news to hit the school since that story about Stacey 

got out!”

And speaking of getting out,  Rosemary realized that they 

needed to leave, too, before they were discovered. Their plan to 

humiliate Audrey would only work if they weren’t noticed. Rose-

mary said, “C’mon, we gotta get out of here.”

The other two agreed, and Mark said, “The exit is this way. 

Follow me.” Still crouching behind the racks of clothing, the three 

teenagers  scurried  away  from  the  children’s  department  and 

towards  the  exit  of  the  store.  There  were  plenty  of  racks  of 

clothing to provide cover as they journeyed, but the entrance to 

the store was a large, open space with nothing to hide behind. 
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Mark and the girls took a peek in Audrey’s direction from their 

new hiding place near the exit.  The children’s department was 

farther away now, and it wasn’t likely that Audrey would recog-

nize them if they stood up and simply walked out of the store, but 

it was possible that she might, so they had to be careful. 

Mark came up with a plan: “We’ll make a break for it one at 

a  time—I’ll  go first.  Just  stand up and walk calmly out  of  the 

store.  Don’t  run,  because  that  will  attract  attention—and keep 

your  face  turned away from Audrey’s  direction,  so even if  she 

looks this way, she won’t recognize you.”

The plan sounded good to the girls, so Mark stood up and 

did  exactly  as  he  suggested.  He  walked  quickly  with  his  head 

turned unnaturally towards the right. As soon as he crossed the 

threshold between StyleMax and the rest of the mall, he darted 

away from the entrance. He was safe. 

Lyssa went next. She started by imitating Mark’s maneuver, 

but her fast pace felt too slow for her, and before she reached the 

threshold, she lost her nerve and started running.

Rosemary, the only one left in the store, suddenly felt very 

nervous.  She  just  knew that  Audrey  was  going  to  see  her.  So 

instead of trying to play it cool, she jumped up and ran for the 

exit, wrapping her arms around her head in an attempt to conceal 

her face.

Outside in  the mall,  the  three  teenagers  celebrated their 

escape with smiles and high-fives, but here, in the mall itself, the 

temporary bond that  had formed from their shared experience 

evaporated. The girls soon resumed their chilly attitude towards 

Mark and walked away without so much as a goodbye as they 

replayed their video one more time. Mark, meanwhile, was glad 

to see them go, and he was glad to be on his own once more. 

The mall was busy today, but it wasn’t especially crowded. 

He  saw  the  usual  assortment  of  teens,  pre-teens,  and  adults 

roaming from store to store.  Most of the stores had their own 
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“Back-to-School” signs advertising their sales, but since so many 

stores had sales, none of them were overwhelmed with shoppers. 

Mark’s priority today was to get some new jeans, so that’s what 

he went shopping for first. The first store he entered wasn’t very 

busy, and as he browsed, three sales associates, one after another, 

descended  upon  him,  asking  him  if  he  needed  any  help.  He 

didn’t, and politely shooed them away. He took a variety of dif-

ferent sizes of jeans back to the dressing room and began trying 

them on to find out which size fit him best after this summer’s 

growth spurt.

After he bought his new jeans, he went shopping for shoes 

and shirts. He tried to take his time, since he guessed the girls 

were going to take forever. He was here to buy clothes, but he 

wandered into some of the other stores in order to kill time.

Eventually, he found himself in the enormous atrium at the 

center  of  the  mall.  From here,  the  mall  branched out  in  four 

directions, each branch ending in a large department store, like 

StyleMax. He lingered in the atrium for a while, searching for any 

sign of his step-sister and her friend—he wanted to ask them if 

they were ready to leave—but he didn’t see them. As he looked 

around, though, he did see two familiar faces from school: Scott 

and Thea.

Scott wasn’t exactly a close friend of Mark’s,  but the two 

boys spoke to each other in class sometimes.  They had shared 

geometry class last year and had liked to goof around when the 

teacher  wasn’t  paying  attention.  Mark  wasn’t  as  familiar  with 

Thea, but he knew who she was. The two of them were sitting on 

a bench together, looking at something on a phone and laughing. 

No one  else  was  with them,  and Mark wondered if  they were 

dating. That question was what inspired him to approach them. 

“Hey!” he said.

They both looked up, and Scott said, “Mark! Hey, have you 

seen this?” He waved his phone at him.
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“Is that the new phone that just came out?” Mark asked.

“No, not the phone!” Thea said. “The video!”

Mark  saw  that  a  video  was  playing  on  the  phone.  “So 

what?”  he  asked.  “My  phone  can  play  video  too.  Look—”  he 

reached in his pocket to show them his phone.

“Man, you’re dense,” Scott said. “Look at  this video. Have 

you seen it yet? Jimmy just sent me a link to it.”

Scott handed Mark the phone and for the first time, Mark 

really looked at what they had been watching. To his surprise, it 

was the video of Audrey that Lyssa had shot a little while ago. 

“That’s Audrey!” Thea exclaimed. 

“Yeah, I know—I was there when Lyssa shot the video. How 

did you get it?”

“I told you,” Scott said. “Jimmy texted me a link.”

“But how did Jimmy get it?” Mark asked.

“I don’t know—somebody sent it to him, I guess.”

The link that  Scott  had received had taken him to Rose-

mary’s LinkUp page where Lyssa and Rosemary had posted it for 

the whole world to see.  They had even given the video a title: 

“Guess Who Works At StyleMax!!!!” Mark noticed that it already 

had a thousand views.

The video clip  was set  to  repeat  once it  ended,  so  when 

Mark handed the phone back to Scott, the couple watched it once 

more and continued to laugh.

Suddenly, Scott had an idea: “Wait a minute—you say Lyssa 

shot this video today?”

“Yeah,  about  an hour  and a half  ago.  I  drove Lyssa and 

Rosemary here. We parked over on that side of the mall and had 

to go through StyleMax.”

Scott and Thea looked at each other, both of them thinking 

the same thing.

“You want to?” Scott asked.

“No way!” Thea replied.
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“Why not?”

“What  if  someone—Lyssa,  probably—is  hanging  around 

and films us going in there?”

“C’mon! Don’t you want to see her for yourself?”

“I would like to go in and point and laugh,” Thea admitted.

“Well, c’mon! Let’s go!” Scott stood up and took a couple of 

steps in the direction of StyleMax.

Thea became fidgety as she remained seated on the bench. 

Her legs were jumping, as if they had decided to go, even if the 

rest of Thea’s body had not. At last she squealed, “All right! Let’s 

go!” and she jumped up from the bench and took off with Scott. 

In their excitement,  they didn’t even say goodbye to Mark. He 

watched them go,  hand in hand,  which answered his  question 

about whether they were dating.

Mark sat down on the bench that Scott and Thea had va-

cated.  He took out his  own phone.  He went online and found 

Rosemary’s LinkUp page. 

The video was still getting views. A counter below it showed 

it had now received over eleven hundred views, and it was still 

receiving more. Over a thousand views in ninety minutes—Mark 

was impressed. No video he had ever posted had done that well. 

But Mark wasn’t interested in the video; he had seen it already. 

More entertaining to him were the comments posted below the 

video:

IAmHere18

Whoa......

nettlecat

Is that Audrey??

BellaDonna

lol

Robosez

i knew there was a reason i didnt shop there
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TigreClaw

@nettlecat Yes. Yes it is.

IAmHere18

rofl

echophelia

that’s not her is it OMG it is!!!

tofufu

that cant be her

TigreClaw

@tofufu believe it!

LaurenLeapyear

thats  Audrey  for  sure,  but  how  do  we  know  thats  

StyleMax??

jennah

this just made my summer!

BellaDonna

@LaurenLeapyear  look  at  the  sign  below  the  

counter at 0:03, its the StMax logo

tacodude15

i just sent this link 2 every1 i know.

 
More  exclamations  of  surprise  and  delight  continued  as 

more and more people viewed the video. Mark set the page to 

update the comments automatically, and just as he did, Audrey 

logged on. Somehow, someone had told her about the video. 

 
Rhodesy

Does she know that we know??

1AUD

I want everyone to know that IS NOT ME!

1AUD

I DO NOT WORK AT STYLEMAXXXX!!!!!!!!!!!
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BellaDonna

yah, OK. XD

Rhodesy

Heh, I guess so.

ryanbrett

Hey audrey, i think we just found your twin sister

TigreClaw

We all know its u

1AUD

THAT IS NOT ME SOMEONE FAKED THIS VIDEO

boombastic5

@1AUD lol

1AUD

THEY CAN DO THAT U KNOW

skyhorse

the vid is real look at it we know its u Aud

jeephorn

@1AUD Why must you turn the internet into a place of 

lies?

1AUD

THAT IS NOT ME!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

jennah

the only  thing better  than the vid is  seeing audrey  

try 2 deny it lol

1AUD

WHO TOOK THIS VIDEO??

tofufu

LOLOLOLOL

Rhodesy

Its posted on Rose’s page, figure it out.

1AUD

WHY  DONT  U  ASK  ROSEMARY  WHAT  SHE  WAS  

DOING AT STYLEMAX??
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SenorDorito

LOL

Randummy

Audrey works at StyleMax?

BellaDonna

give it up audrey you’ve been discovered

1AUD

ROSEMARY SHOPS AT STYLEMAX!

omgkelseyomg

I just saw the video. omg

skyhorse

hey Audrey, does your nametag say Audrey or does it 

say BITCH? i just wanna know

1AUD

ROSEMARY SHOPS AT STYLEMAX!!

TigreClaw

Yea but u work there :D

BananaRiot

@omgkelseyomg thats r reaction 2

jennah

@1AUD  id  rather  be  caught  shopping  there  than  

working there

RoboSez

Audrey do they give you a discount if u work there

TigreClaw

She works there AND shops there!!!

SenorDorito

this is 2 funny

RoboSez

is that where you buy your cloths?

Kayteee

@skyhorse karmas a bitch
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matth

lol

Siren144

audrey works at StyleMax?

skyhorse

@Kayteee and so is audrey

1AUD

SCREW U ALL UR BLIND IM OUTTA HERE

Kayteee

lol

RoboSez

bye audrye have a nice day

skyhorse

she has to get back to work, her break ended

BananaRiot

how  did  she  even  get  that  job  what  was  THAT  

interview like??

jeephorn

Manager: Can you be mean to customers?

Audrey: I sure can!

Manager: Your hired!!

tofufu

i guess shes 2 blame 4 the fashon disasters @ school

jennah

sty – do u keep up with latest fashions?

aud – no

sty – ur hired!

TigreClaw

Audrey  said,  if  you  need  someone  to  be  bitchy  to  

the customers, hire me!

skyhorse

on her 1st day at work she made an old lady cry
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MikYAYla

“that  dress  will  be  $99,  and  by  the  way  its  gonna  

look horrible on you”

Rhodesy

She probably thinks she runs the store.

EDEE

I wonder how much money she makes working there

LizK

I have an urge to drive over there and see her for  

myself. Just to laugh.

matth

no  wander  old  people  h8  kids  they  all  think  were  

like audry!

MikYAYla

“Overseas child labor made these clothes? GOOD!”

Rhodesy

Dont do it Liz! Its not worth the risk.

skyhorse

@EDEE no amount of $ could make me work there

RoboSez

She prolly  overcharges  and  keeps  the  extra  money  

for her self

NeverEmily

was gonna say she had to sell her soul to work there 

but remembered this is AUDREY were talkin about

As  Mark  read  the  comments,  he  heard  familiar  voices 

giggling and laughing. He turned and saw Rosemary and Lyssa, 

their backs turned to Mark, sitting on another bench a little ways 

away. At their feet, they were surrounded by bags of merchan-

dise.  Hoping  that  maybe  they  were  ready  to  go  home,  Mark 

gathered his own purchases and walked over to the girls.

Rosemary and Lyssa were hunched over Lyssa’s phone and 
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were  laughing  at  the  comments  that  were  being  posted  on 

Rosemary’s page. They didn’t see Mark approach, but when he 

was  standing  in  front  of  them,  Rosemary  looked  up  and  said 

happily,  “Have you seen what’s  been happening? Lyssa posted 

the video to my LinkUp page and everybody is watching it!”

“I saw.”

Lyssa nudged Rosemary and said, “Look at what Jenna just 

wrote.” Rosemary read and the girls erupted in another peal of 

laughter. Rosemary took Lyssa’s phone and held it up for Mark to 

read, but she was laughing and couldn’t hold the phone steady 

enough for Mark to read anything. He smiled and played along.

Suddenly, they heard an all-too-familiar voice. “You bitch!”

It was Audrey, still dressed as she had been while she was 

working,  but no longer wearing a StyleMax name-tag.  She was 

furious  and  charged  straight  at  Rosemary.  Mark,  Lyssa,  and 

Rosemary stood up but said  nothing.  They wore surprised ex-

pressions  on  their  faces,  like  children  who  are  caught  doing 

something wrong by their parents. 

Audrey  got  right  up  in  Rosemary’s  face  and  shouted, 

“You’re the one who took that video, aren’t you? Don’t try to deny 

it! Ugly, fucking skank!”

The ferocity of Audrey’s assault left Rosemary stunned. She 

opened her mouth to say something, but no words came out. She 

had never seen Audrey this angry before. She was worried that 

the girl might get violent. 

Lyssa found her voice and tried to defend her friend. “I shot 

the—” she started to say.

“Excuse me!” Audrey interrupted. “Am I talking to you? I 

don’t think so! I’m talking to this dumb bitch right here.” Lyssa 

backed down—something Mark had never seen her do before. In 

Audrey’s intimidating presence, Lyssa lost all her nerve. 

But  Rosemary  still  tried  to  find  hers.  “Don’t  call  me  a 

bitch,”  she  said,  finally  able  to  speak,  but  her  voice  sounded 
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unsteady, afraid.

Audrey  took  another  step  forward,  forcing  Rosemary  to 

take a step back. The two girls were the same height, but Audrey 

seemed  to  stand  ten  feet  taller  as  she  roared,  “I’ll  call  you 

whatever I want! Bitch! Whore! Slut! I’m gonna make your life 

miserable from now on. Next month, you won’t be able to show 

your face at school. I’ll bet you cried when I made Ethan dump 

you, didn’t you? Well, I’m gonna make sure you don’t have any 

friends left.  I’m gonna make life so terrible for you that you’re 

gonna have to drop out. I’m gonna destroy your reputation, you 

goddamn slut!”

“That’s enough!—Stop it!” Mark suddenly shouted, and he 

was surprised by the tone of his voice. He was angry—watching 

Audrey abuse Rosemary like this was making him mad.

Audrey seemed to see Mark for the first time. She looked 

him up and down and sneered, “What do you care?—What are 

you, her new boyfriend?”

“I’m her brother,” he said. “And nobody’s gonna care what 

you have to say about Rosemary.” He held his phone, which was 

still displaying new messages of people reacting to the video, up 

to Audrey’s face. “Have you read what people are saying? Every-

body  hates  you.  You’re  the  one  who  won’t  have  any  friends. 

You’re  the one who won’t  be  able  to  show her  face  in  school. 

You’re the one who’s gonna have to move away. You’re the one 

who’s been destroyed—and Rosemary is the one who did it!”

Audrey backed away, but she didn’t back down. “This isn’t 

over—this is definitely not over. You—all of you—I’m gonna make 

you pay for this.” She turned and left.

Rosemary,  Mark,  and  Lyssa,  stood  there  for  a  moment, 

speechless.

“I think I’m done shopping for the day,” Lyssa finally said.

“Yeah, me too,” Rosemary whispered.

“Let’s just go.” Mark reached down to pick up his bags and 
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found that  his  hands were trembling.  Audrey had really  made 

him upset.

As  the  three  teenagers  walked  to  the  nearest  mall  exit 

(there  was  no  way  they  were  going  through  StyleMax  again—

they’d walk around the perimeter of the mall if they had to), they 

were silent,  still  stunned by the sudden drama. When they got 

outside, though, Rosemary asked Mark, “What did you mean by 

that?”

“By what?”

“When you said, ‘I’m her brother’—what did you mean by 

that?”

“Yeah,” Lyssa wondered, “that was kinda weird. You’re her 

step-brother, not her brother-brother.”

Mark couldn’t remember having said that. He didn’t know 

what he had said to Audrey. He shrugged his shoulders and said, 

“It’s just something that came out, I guess. I was mad—I didn’t 

know what I was saying.”

“Temporary  insanity,”  Lyssa  suggested.  “Audrey  will  do 

that to you.”

“I  guess,”  Rosemary  said.  She  didn’t  say  anything  more 

about it, and neither did Mark.
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TWOS

two parents
two lovers standing at the altar
two lips that are meant to kiss

shade and summer
a warm August afternoon

a nearly spent wind
the sad sands running swiftly through times glass

this moment will pass

night and day
dreams followed by daydreams

i dont know what is real
the fiery red sun 

the moon that hides in darkness
each seeking the others stolen language

“and”
not “or”

right and wrong yes and no
a sister and a brother

two eyes staring back at me from the mirror
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“SUNDAY”

Alexander was tired of playing hide-and-seek. It wasn't 
fun anymore now that everyone was gone. 

He and his twin sister, Alexandra, didn't like to talk about 
what happened. In fact, they themselves didn't even know. One 
day the two 10 year olds were happy at home with their parents 
and going to school. The next day, everyone in town, except 
them, had vanished without a trace. Alexandra mentioned, once, 
that she had been wakened by a loud rumbling the same night 
when everyone had disappeared, but Alexander didn't remember 
anything about that. All he knew for sure, and all that really 
mattered, was that everyone was gone and the twins seemed to 
be on their own now. 

It had been a month since everyone had gone. Neither twin 
knew exactly how much time because without school and without 
TV, the days began to run together and time lost its meaning. 
They now spent their days near the beach. They liked to spend 
as much time as possible outside because many of the buildings, 
including their old house, had become haunted. They felt safer 
staying outside, underneath the endless overcast sky. They usually 
slept outside in a tent on a grassy sand dune overlooking the sea. 

It had been fun at first. They liked how they didn't have 
to bathe, even though they did swim in the sea quite frequently 
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- almost every day. They played with toys that once belonged to 
other children but they secretly felt guilty about it. They worried 
that when all of the people came back, they might accuse the 
twins of stealing what didn't belong to them. Alexander even got 
the keys to his parents' car and tried to drive, but driving a real 
car wasn't quite as easy as it was in video games, and before 
he made it to the end of the street, he had driven the car into 
a tree. He wasn't hurt, but the next morning, when the twins 
awoke, they found that all of the cars in the town had, like 
their owners, also disappeared. They thought that the 
townspeople had come back to get their cars, but they also 
wondered why they didn't take the twins who were very 
obviously, and perhaps purposefully, left behind. 

After they had given up playing hide-and-seek (Alexandra 
had an annoying habit of always knowing exactly where her brother 
was hiding), they had returned to their campsite on the beach. 
While Alexandra began building another sand castle, Alexander 
checked the cooler to see if there were any Twinkies left. There 
was one pack so he opened it, ate one, and took the other to 
his sister. She was always building things out of the sand but 
unfortunately they were always destroyed when the tide came in. 
Alexandra was wearing a T-shirt and shorts and she hadn't 
changed her clothes in several days. Alexander was barefoot and 
shirtless. He hadn't changed clothes nearly as often as his sister. 
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She called him “gross” for not doing so but he didn't care. His 
grossness could be used as a weapon against the squeamish girl.

“Here's a Twinkie,” Alexander said, sharing the food with 
his sister. “This is the last pack left.”

“Why? I thought we had two boxes.” 
“We ate them all.”
Alexander gave his sister the Twinkie. As she ate it, she 

said, “Look at this, I'm making a castle!”
“Whoopty-doo,” Alexander said, unimpressed. “You make 

sand castles every day.”
“Yeah, but this one will be the best!” the girl said 

proudly. “And when mom and daddy come back they'll see how big 
it is and they'll be happy. They'll be mad at you though because 
you wrecked their car.” Alexandra always liked to bring up the car 
because she knew it still embarrassed her brother somewhat.

“How are they going to know what happened? The car's 
gone!”

“I'll tell them.”
“They won't believe you.”
“Sure they will. Mom always believes me because I always 

tell the truth.”
Alexander let out an over-exaggerated roar of mocking 

laughter. “No one believes you. You're a girl and girls always lie.”
“Nuh-uh, we're truthful and nice and honest -” she 
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couldn't think of anything else so she described boys. “Boys are 
always mean and rude.”

As if proving his sister's point, Alexander picked up some 
of the moist sand and threw it at his sister. It struck her face 
right below the eye and she started crying.

“Oh, what a baby!” Alexander yelled as his twin stood up 
and ran around the castle. He knew she was faking most of her 
bawling and so he tried to appear as indifferent as possible by 
looking out at the sea.  His sister stopped crying and scooped 
another bucket of sand in preparation of building another tower.

Later that evening, they sat on the grassy dune that both 
overlooked the sea and their former home on the shore. Alexander 
had set up a camping tent that he and his father had used last 
summer. It wasn't set up perfectly, it leaned to the left a 
little, but it was good enough. Usually, the nights were warm 
enough to sleep outside the tent. They had only forsaken the 
comfort of sleeping under the stars once during a thunderstorm. 
Then, they spent a sleepless night inside their dark and terrifying 
house. 

They had a campfire near the tent and the grocery store 
would provide them with enough matches to last them several 
years. Firewood was a problem. By now they had used most of 
what they and their neighbor's homes had but it was very little. 
Alexandra suggested they get one of the camping lanterns from 
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the town's hardware store and Alexander decided that was good 
advice. 

The fire was not lit until the sun set fully and it lasted 
for nearly two hours. When the fire died, that usually meant it 
was time for sleep. Their early bedtime meant an early awakening 
- usually right before dawn. The siblings had two sleeping bags 
with them but tonight seemed unusually cold and so they slept 
inside the tent. They slept soundly and were oblivious to any 
sounds from the outside world. 

Alexandra woke first in the morning. She could see the 
day's first rays of sunlight trying to pierce through the green 
tent canvas. She was hungry so she quietly made her way outside 
the tent and she succeeded in not disturbing her brother's sleep.

Outside, near the charred remains of the campfire, was a 
near-empty package of donuts. There were three left and she 
reached in and pulled one out. It was hard and powdery but 
Alexandra was hungry and didn't care. She ate only one then stood 
up and looked down at the beach where she had built the 
wonderful sand castle yesterday. Now, there was only a 
disfigured lump of wet sand not yet dried out by the sun. 
Alexandra sighed and decided she would build another one today, 
this time farther from the shoreline where the tide could not 
destroy it, but she knew the tide would reach it as it always 
did.
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She turned around and when she did she saw something 
that made her scream in terror. The scream was more than 
enough to wake Alexander who scrambled out of the tent to find 
out what it was that terrified his sister. When he was outside 
the tent he saw his sister's face with her gaping mouth and a 
look of horror in her eyes. She was looking past him and past 
the tent. The boy turned around and he shuddered at what he 
saw.

Just behind the tent was a boy's silver and black bicycle. 
It seemed to be new and in excellent condition. The tires were 
inflated and it leaned against the kickstand. How it got here, 
however, was a terrifying mystery. Like cars and boats, bicycles 
had also disappeared a few weeks ago. Basically, any form of 
transportation other than walking had vanished, until now.

Alexander looked first not at the bike but at the sand. 
There were many footprints around the bicycle, but they were all 
footprints that he and his sister could have made. There were no 
large indentations that would indicate an adult might have brought 
the bike here. Also, there were no tire tracks that would be even 
more evident in the sand than footprints. It was as if someone 
or something had simply set the bicycle down next to the tent. 
The only thing left to do now was reach out and touch it, to 
see if it was really real.

“Don't!” his sister gasped as she realized what Alexander 
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was preparing to do. Alexander did so anyway and nothing 
happened. He gripped the handle bar tightly. Metal, plastic and 
rubber, it was a real bike. His sister breathed a sigh of relief and 
that allowed the boy to explore the gift more fully. At last, he 
looked at his sister and said with a smile, “Come on, let's ride 
it!”

He didn't wait for his sister to respond to his idea, for 
he jumped on the seat, raised the kickstand, and aimed the front 
wheel down the hill towards the empty town. He coasted down 
the hill, yelling as he went. He pedaled onto the street and left 
his sister behind. She came running down the hill after him yelling, 
“Wait! Where are you going? Come back! Alex!”

Alexander did come back — 15 minutes later. He let his 
sister try the bike out and then for the rest of the morning 
they took turns riding it. To Alexander, it seemed she always 
stayed on longer than she should while he never got to ride long 
enough.

By noon, they realized they had gone without breakfast 
and both children were very hungry. They went to the grocery 
store, Alexander escorting the bike inside for he didn't want to be 
without it lest it disappear just like it had appeared. They went 
to the cookie aisle and each opened a bag of chocolate chip 
cookies. The bike was parked in front of the Oreos and the 
children sat on the floor and stared at the bike as they ate. At 
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last, Alexandra asked, with half a cookie in her mouth, “How did 
it get here?”

Alexander thought for a minute and then stated the 
obvious, “Somebody must have left it.”

“Well, duh,” Alexandra said, sarcastically. “I mean, who 
left it?”

Alexander shrugged, “Maybe the grown-ups did.” To both 
children, the word “grown-up” was starting to become 
synonymous with Santa Claus, the Easter Bunny, or the Tooth 
Fairy. They were people that they believed in but had no evidence 
of. This bike seemed to be proof that grown-ups really did 
exist.

“But why would grown-ups leave us a bike instead of 
taking us with them? If they knew to leave a bike, why couldn't 
they take us along?” Alexandra reasoned.

Alexander had no reply. He stared at the wheels and the 
silver spokes. The tires, which had been unsoiled when they first 
saw the bike were now dirty from hours of riding. Alexander 
realized that it had been a long time since he had seen wheels. 
He never realized until now how perfectly round they were.

He heard his sister sniffling and looked to see his 
sisters' face turned downwards. Tears were starting to flow 
out of her eyes.

“You baby,” Alexander said, nervously. He didn't want to 
278



see her cry because he knew it might cause him to do the same 
thing. “Why are you crying?”

“Grown-ups,” she muttered as she wiped a tear off of 
her cheek. Another wanted to take its place. “Where are they?! 
Where's mom and dad?!” She started sobbing harder.

Alexander started to get choked up too but he wasn't 
about to be a wimp and cry in front of a girl, not even his 
sister. He stood up and got on his bike and rode down the aisle. 
Alexandra watched him but did not call after him or follow. She 
sat where she was, in the cookie section, and cried.

Alexander didn't leave the store. Instead he rode the bike 
up and down the store aisles. Tears were streaming down his 
face but he ignored them. He allowed the bike to absorb his 
emotions. Faster he rode — down the cereal aisle, then the 
canned goods, then he went to the frozen foods where the bags 
of vegetables, the juices, and the ice cream had all melted long 
ago and now were rotting. He rode the bike to the darker part 
of the store — where he was farthest from the windows in 
the front which provided the store with its only light. In this 
section were the non-edible items like paper towels and 
detergents and school supplies. Alexander and his sister hadn't 
ventured back here more than twice during their solitude but in the 
farthest, darkest corner of the store Alexander stopped his bike 
and sat in the quiet darkness. Over the tops of the aisles, he 
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could see the light from the front of the store. It looked like an 
aurora borealis from where he sat.

He thought he might be safe here until he stopped crying, 
but between sobs and sniffles he heard another sound. At the 
end of one of the darkened aisles there was a sound like a gust 
of wind. Then he thought he heard footsteps. At first, he 
thought Alexandra had followed him to this end of the store but 
the footsteps didn't seem to come nearer or move farther 
away. They were slow, heavy footsteps. They were ghostly 
footsteps.

Frightened, Alexander rode his bicycle back to the cookie 
aisle where he found Alexandra still sitting and crying. He picked 
up his bag of cookies and told his sister to do the same. She 
saw the fear in his face and asked him what was wrong. 
Alexander didn't tell her. He didn't want to tell her that he 
thought the supermarket was haunted now, too, for it was their 
main source of food.

Once outside in the sunlight and under the blue sky, 
Alexander thought to himself, “It's too bad they didn't leave 
another bike. We could leave town and look for grown-ups.”

*
When they got back to the beach, Alexandra began 

constructing another sand castle. Alexander, meanwhile, continued 
to ride the bike. He rode it through the deserted streets of the 
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town and was reminded how small the town really was. When he 
had to walk, short distances seemed like miles. Now he could go 
anywhere in town in under 10 minutes.

Again, he wished that there was a second bike for his 
sister. This one he felt like was his own. As he peddled his bike 
further he felt that leaving the town was the best thing to do. 
Something inside of him compelled him to leave. Perhaps it was 
the fear of the ghost in the supermarket. But he couldn't leave 
his sister, so for now he had to stay.

As he was returning to the beach, he heard his sister 
shriek from the other side of the dunes. He jumped off his bike 
and ran across the sand. Once on top of the dune, he looked 
down towards the beach and saw his sister running towards him 
as though something were after her. Alexander looked beyond her 
and saw little that would cause her to be frightened. He saw a 
partially constructed sand castle surrounded by buckets and tools. 
He saw the vast sea rolling in towards the sand dunes and the 
waves crash on the shore. Alexander guessed she had been scared 
by a crab or a jellyfish that had washed ashore. At least he 
hoped that was the case.

When Alexandra met him at the top of the hill, she 
paused briefly to gasp, “Run! It's coming after us!” She ran 
down the other side of the hill towards the town. Confused, 
Alexander looked back towards the way his sister had come but 
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saw nothing. After he had examined the horizon and beach 
thoroughly, he followed his sister down the hill and tried to find 
her.

He tracked her down to one of the houses. Alexander 
thought his sister must really be scared if she sought sanctuary 
in one of the dark, haunted houses. Nevertheless, Alexander, who 
had been scared out of his wits twice today remained calm as he 
walked his bike to the porch of the house where Alexandra's 
face peered cautiously out a window. Alexander said, “Whatever 
scared you is gone now! Come outside, I got food!”

Alexander had to coax her a bit more before she finally 
came out. They were both silent as they opened the box of 
cereal and ate handfuls of the sweet, candy-flavored food. 
Although it wasn't cold, her hands trembled. Shortly, Alexander 
asked, “What were you running from?”

His sister seemed embarrassed about her earlier panic. She 
stared at the dunes, beyond which lay the sea and whatever had 
terrified her. She sat down on the porch of the house, and 
Alexander, with the bag of food in one hand, sat down next to 
her. She was still shaking and said, “I - I don't know what I 
saw.”

“Maybe you didn't really see anything,” Alexander hoped. 
“I thought I saw something in the ocean.”
The boy frowned. “Like what? A whale?”
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Alexandra shook her head vigorously, “No, no, something 
bigger than a whale — a monster!”

Alexander had to laugh, though he did so nervously. He 
unwrapped a candy bar and said, “It was probably just the 
waves.”

“No, it wasn't, it came up out of the water. It was 
huge — like a dragon. It had red eyes and -” She didn't want to 
talk anymore and she started crying.

Alexander offered what he could to console her, but the 
sun was starting to set and the shadows cast by the trees 
were getting longer. Neither twin was ready for night and 
darkness. Alexander wanted to tell his sister about what happened 
to him in the grocery store today, but he didn't want to scare 
her, and himself, even more. “Maybe somebody is trying to scare 
us,” he suggested.

“Who?”
“I don't know, but the sun'll set in a few minutes. Do 

you want to sleep in the tent tonight?”
“No,” the girl said. “I'm never going back to the beach 

again. Not with that monster in the water.”
Alexander stood up. “Then I'll go bring the tent down 

here.”
Alexandra tried to persuade him not to, for fear the 

monster might return and get him, but Alexander reminded her the 
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only other option would be to spend the night in one of the 
spooky, empty houses, and neither of them wanted to do that. 
Alexander left the bike and the food in his sister's care and he 
went back towards the beach. He could see her watching him, 
worried that he was in danger. He looked out at the rest of the 
small town. Everything was bathed in a golden light. All of a 
sudden, Alexander felt a tremendous urge to leave it all. He just 
wanted to march down the hill, get on his bike, and ride away, 
far away. He might have given in to his temptation had it not 
been for his sister, and the responsibility he felt towards her. 
For now, he would stay.

Alexander took only ten minutes to disassemble the tent. 
He carried the bundle of canvas and aluminum back down the hill 
to where Alexandra was waiting for him. Together, they started 
rebuilding the tent on the front lawn of the house where 
Alexandra had been waiting. As they worked, the girl asked, “Did 
you see it?”

“No,” said her brother.
*

The next morning, Alexander opened his eyes. The 
nightmare he had suffered during the night temporarily forgotten 
as were the horrors of the previous day. He didn't remember the 
bicycle immediately or the ghosts or the monster. At first, all he 
could see was the light vainly trying to penetrate the green canvas 
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of the tent. The inside of the tent glowed green with the 
morning light, and it felt warm and safe here. The only sounds to 
be heard were his sister's rhythmic breathing, the cries of the 
seagulls, and the distant sounds of waves crashing against the 
shore. Alexander still felt drowsy, and he might have closed his 
eyes and gone back to sleep had he not remembered the 
nightmares. He sat up and shook himself awake.

He wondered if the bike was still parked outside the tent 
where he had left it yesterday, or if it had been mysteriously 
taken away again. Curious, he unzipped the tent quietly, making 
sure not to wake his sister. Crawling outside, he was 
momentarily blinded by the morning sunlight. It must have been 
about 7 or 8 in the morning. The sky was clear and blue. What 
was left of the food they had eaten last night remained on the 
ground outside the tent. He looked for the bike, which should 
have been parked next to the porch of the house. It was gone. 
For an instant, Alexander regretted not leaving the town when he 
had the chance. Now, he was trapped here with all of its evils. 
His best chance of escape was apparently gone.

Alexander stood up and faced the street. His eyes 
followed the pavement of the sidewalk and the street until the 
end of the block, where he saw something in the middle of the 
street. His feet slowly and cautiously carried him in that 
direction. He moved as though in a trance. He walked out into the 
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middle of the street and walked slowly towards the intersection. 
His eyes were focused on the objects in the street. He walked 
in the shadows the trees created and he walked amidst the 
leaves on the pavement. He stayed in the center of the street. 
His ears were closed to all sounds except for his bare feet 
rubbing against the asphalt. His eyes were fixed on this new 
horror of the day.

He reached the intersection and examined closely what he 
had seen from a distance. His bike was here, leaning against its 
kickstand. But there was another bike here too. It was a pink and 
red girl's bike. Both bikes were pointed in the same direction and 
before them, in great, bold, terrifying letters written in the same 
yellow paint that was used for road markings was a giant arrow 
pointing in the direction the bikes faced and the word "LEAVE."

Alexander didn't know how long he stood staring at the 
word. All he did know was that when he turned away from the 
word, his eyes held tears and they flowed down his cheeks. He 
was disturbed by a shout from his sister. He looked back 
towards the tent and he saw her running towards him. He wiped 
away his tears and gathered his emotions. His sister arrived and 
she saw the bikes and for an instant she was pleased. But then 
she saw the word and the arrow and she looked at her brother, 
asking him silently what they should do. For Alexander, the 
answer was obvious. He said softly, “We have two bikes now. 
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At least we won't have to walk.”
They did not immediately leave town as the message 

in the street seemed to have wanted. There were other 
priorities that had to be seen to. Alexander sent his sister 
to the grocery store (he still didn't want to go back 
there) to get some food while he packed up their tent. 
Alexandra was gone for nearly 30 minutes which worried 
Alexander, but she came back with a backpack stuffed full 
of food — real food, this time, not the junk food they 
had been eating. Alexander did not complain. He had tied the 
tent into a tight bundle and swung it over his back. They 
walked back to the street intersection. The word and the 
arrow were still there. The twins took one last look at the 
town. They didn't want to leave, but they didn't want to 
stay either. They didn't know what they would find in the 
world beyond the town, but obviously it was important that 
they go. They climbed on their bikes and started peddling. 
They found other arrows in the streets leading them out 
of town and away from the coast. Neither of them looked 
back.
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Chapter Twelve

A CRASH AND A SCREAM and suddenly Mark was awake. It was 

dark, still the middle of night, and at first he wasn’t sure where he 

was. Was it a dream? He had an uneasy sense that something was 

wrong, someone was shouting, crying for help. Was it real? He 

sat  up in  his  bed,  looking around in  the darkness.  The digital 

alarm clock next to his bed read 1:15. He hadn’t been asleep for 

very long, only a couple of hours, but it felt like much longer. 

The bedroom door was shut, but he could see light creeping 

through the crack beneath it. Someone in the house was awake. 

And then he heard it again, the sounds that must have awakened 

him in the first place. Voices from downstairs: crying, pleading, 

and shouting. The door that led to the garage opened and then 

was  slammed shut.  Mark could hear  the sounds of  the  garage 

door opening, and seconds later, a car being started.

What was happening? Mark wasn’t going to find out sitting 

in bed, so he got up and, guided by the light, made his way to the 

door.  Opening  the  door,  he  squinted  as  the  glaring  hall  light 

blinded him for  an instant.  Dazzled,  his  hearing took over  for 

him, but all he heard was silence—and then the rumble of some-

one  running  up  the  stairs.  Mark walked  to  the  landing  where 
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Rosemary almost ran into him. She seemed startled to see him, 

but she didn’t say a word as she raced past him and went to her 

bedroom. Mark noticed a look of panic and alarm on her face.

“What’s going on?” Mark asked, but Rosemary didn’t say a 

word. Mark tried to follow her, but she slammed her bedroom 

door in his face.

“Keep out!” she yelled. “I’ve got to change!”

“What’s going on?” Mark asked again. There was no answer 

from the other side of the door. Mark stood stupidly in the hall-

way.  Was this  a dream? he found himself  wondering again.  It 

couldn’t be. It was too real. He pinched himself to make sure. No, 

he was awake.

He saw that the door to his father’s and Kristen’s room was 

open. Quietly, he crept towards it and peeked inside. The room 

was empty, but it was also a mess, as if they had been in a hurry 

to leave. The bed was unmade, clothing was strewn on the floor. 

Two drawers of his father’s dresser were open and the door to 

their closet was open. All the lights were on.

“Dad?” Mark asked, just to be sure that the room was emp-

ty. Where did they go? What was happening?

He went back into the hall and again stood outside Rose-

mary’s bedroom. She knew what was happening. She had been 

downstairs a few minutes ago when his father and Kristen had 

left.  She  knew  why  they  left  and  where  they  went.  Mark  felt 

sleepy, but he wasn’t going to go back to bed until he found out 

what was going on. On the other side of the door, he could hear 

Rosemary moving around, sitting on her bed, standing up. Why 

was she changing her clothes? Was she leaving? Was she going to 

wherever Dad and Kristen went? Why would everybody leave in 

the middle of the night?

He thought about Kristen’s baby. Maybe she had gone into 

labor? But that didn’t make any sense. She wasn’t due until Octo-

ber—two months away.  No,  something else had happened,  but 
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what?

Mark realized that if Rosemary was going somewhere, she’d 

probably  want  to  take  his  car.  Quickly,  Mark  ran  back  to  his 

bedroom and grabbed the keys from his desk. He changed into a 

pair of his new jeans and stuffed the keys safely in his pocket. He 

was just starting to put on his socks and shoes when he heard 

Rosemary leave her room and come down the hall. She marched 

straight  into  his  bedroom  and  demanded,  “Give  me  your  car 

keys!”

“Why? Where did they go?”

Even though she was dressed, she was sloppily dressed and 

her dark brown hair was still a mess. Mark could hear the desper-

ation in her voice as she shouted, “Just give them to me!”

“I’m going too,” Mark declared, although he had no idea 

where they were going. 

Rosemary was about to object, but then she changed her 

mind. “Whatever,” she said. “Just hurry up!” She left the room 

and went downstairs.

In less than a minute, Mark had his shoes on and he met 

his  step-sister  in  the  kitchen.  She  stood  impatiently  by  the 

breakfast table. “It’s about time!” she said, and she hurried out 

the door.

In  the  garage,  Mark  found  that  his  dad’s  car  was  gone. 

Weirdly, though, the garage door itself was still open. His father 

had forgotten to close it when he left. Beyond it, the night was 

dark and quiet.

Rosemary rushed out of the garage,  to where Mark’s  car 

was parked on the street. Mark followed, closing the garage door 

behind him.  Walking  to  his  car,  he  found Rosemary  trying  to 

open the passenger side door, but it was locked. “Hurry up!” she 

shouted. “We have to go!”

“Where  are  we  going?”  Mark  asked,  as  he  unlocked  the 

doors. 
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“The hospital. Lutheran. Where—where mom’s supposed to 

have the baby . . .”

Mark started the engine and they were off. The streets at 

this time of the night were almost deserted. They passed a stray 

car now and then, but otherwise, everything was quiet and dark. 

Mark realized that although he had driven at night before, he had 

never driven at this hour of the night. The stillness of the streets, 

which were usually so busy with traffic, was eerie. The streetlights 

cast a yellow glow on the pavement. The houses they passed were 

also  dark.  Inside,  families  were  asleep,  unaware  of  the  panic 

going on right outside.

As Mark left their neighborhood, he came to a red light. He 

slowed down to come to a stop, and Rosemary, frustrated, asked, 

“What are you doing? Why are you stopping?!”

“Red light,” Mark replied.

“Do you see any traffic?!” the girl asked. “Just go!”

Mark  took  another  look  for  traffic  just  in  case,  then  he 

released the brake. He took a left turn on the red light and then 

accelerated down the nearly  empty avenue,  past  buildings and 

businesses, all of which were closed. 

Rosemary sat silently in the passenger seat and stared out 

the window. She sat still,  but Mark could tell she was worried. 

Mark tried to ask her again what had happened, but she didn’t 

answer him. 

Lutheran Hospital  wasn’t  far,  and since there wasn’t  any 

traffic, it didn’t take them long to get there. Mark parked the car 

on the street, next to a parking meter. He got out and wondered if 

he should feed the meter, but it was night, there were only a few 

other cars parked nearby, and he didn’t bring any money anyway. 

He looked across to the other side of the car,  expecting to see 

Rosemary, but she was already running to the emergency room 

entrance. He ran after her.

He caught up to her inside the emergency room. When they 

291



walked in, the lights were bright. It was an intense, almost angry 

brightness. There were several people in the waiting room. None 

of them looked sick—just sleepy. In one corner, suspended from 

the ceiling, was a television set, its volume turned up a little too 

loud, broadcasting a late night talk show. Opposite the entrance, 

there  was  a  narrow  workstation  manned  by  two  nurses,  one 

dressed in pink nurse’s scrubs, the other in light blue. Rosemary, 

after  her eyes had adjusted to the light,  went straight towards 

them, but both of the women were busy talking to two other sets 

of  people.  Rosemary  waited  impatiently  while  Mark  looked 

around. He had expected to see his dad here, maybe Kristen too, 

when they arrived, and he was surprised to see that they weren’t 

here. He guessed that Kristen must already be with a doctor—her 

condition was so severe that they didn’t have to wait.

After a few endlessly long minutes, Rosemary finally had a 

chance to talk to a nurse. She got straight to the point:

“I’m looking for Kristen McKenzie? My step-father brought 

her in a little while ago.”

The nurse knew who she was talking about,  and nodded. 

“Yes, she and your step-dad are with the doctors right now.”

Rosemary was  desperate.  “Can I  see  her? Can I  go back 

there, too?” The girl started moving towards a hallway that led 

back to where the patients were examined.

The nurse saw her start to move, and said, “Honey—no, I’m 

sorry, but you can’t go back there—not right now.”

“But she’s my mom!”

“I understand, but she’s being prepped for surgery.”

“Surgery?!” Again, she started moving towards the hallway.

The nurse came out from behind the nurses’  station and 

guided her back by her shoulder. She said again, “I’m sorry, but 

you can’t go back there.”

“What’s wrong with her? Why does she need surgery? Is 

something wrong with the baby? Is my mom gonna be all right?!”
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“I don’t  have that information yet,  sweetie.  Listen, go sit 

down—are you her brother?” she asked Mark who was standing a 

couple feet away, dazed and disoriented, as if he were waking up 

from sleep all over again.

“Um, I’m her step-brother.”

“Well,  you two go and sit down. I’ll let you know when I 

have  any  news,  OK?”  She  looked  at  Rosemary  who  was  still 

staring down the hall. “OK?” the nurse asked again.

Rosemary, defeated, nodded. “OK.”

The  nurse  released  her  and  the  girl  turned  and  started 

walking towards the waiting area. Some of the people who were 

waiting and had witnessed Rosemary’s alarm stared at the girl as 

she approached, but Rosemary didn’t seem to see them at all. She 

took  a  seat  in  one  of  the  rigid,  uncomfortable,  plastic  chairs 

where she could keep an eye on the nurses’ station and the hall-

way. Mark sat down in a chair across from her. Her face was fro-

zen in an expression of fear and concern. 

Mark  watched  her  for  a  moment,  but  then  he  was  dis-

tracted by the television set that was hanging almost right above 

where he was sitting. It was so loud. Mark wondered if he should 

he get up and try to turn the volume down, or maybe he could 

turn it off completely, but he looked around and saw the other 

people in the waiting room, and he guessed that maybe some of 

them were watching it. He looked back at Rosemary and saw that 

her face and her eyes hadn’t changed.

“What happened?” he asked.

Rosemary didn’t move or say a word. 

“What happened?” he asked again, this time louder, just in 

case the TV was drowning out his voice.

“Huh?” the girl asked, looking at him with scorn, as if she 

were angry that Mark had interrupted her fright.

“What happened to your  mom—before they left,  I  mean. 

You still haven’t told me.”
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Rosemary turned her eyes back in the direction of the hall-

way and said nothing. A few seconds passed, and Mark thought 

she wasn’t going to tell him. But then she started to speak, qui-

etly, so that Mark had to lean in to hear her: “I was about to go to 

sleep. I was in my bed, the lights were out, and I was just starting 

to drift off—and then I thought I heard crying—but I wasn’t sure. 

I  thought  it  was  like  a  dream or  something—you  know?—like 

when you start to dream even though you’re not really asleep? 

But then I heard your dad’s voice, and mom’s crying got louder. I 

sat up in my bed. It was still dark, and all I could do was listen. 

Then I heard the door to their room open and I saw the light turn 

on in the hallway. So I got up from bed and went to the door. I  

could hear mom crying, and when I opened the door, I saw your 

dad  helping  my mom down the stairs.  Mom saw me—when I 

opened the door and stood there—she was looking at me. She had 

tears in her eyes, but she looked at me . . .” Rosemary froze, clos-

ing her eyes, remembering the memory that was at once so ter-

rible and now so important—Rosemary realized that this memory 

she had might be the last memory that she would ever have of her 

mother. That moment when her mother looked at her might be 

the last  connection  the two of  them shared,  and although the 

memory was terrible, Rosemary wanted to preserve it. She wan-

ted to make sure she would never lose it.

Mark seemed to understand. He didn’t say anything while 

Rosemary paused. He just looked at her and waited for her to 

continue. After a moment, she did.

“And  so  I  left  my  room  and  followed  them  downstairs. 

Mom was in pain—she didn’t say anything, but I could see she 

was in pain. It was hard for her to walk. I kept wondering why 

your dad wasn’t trying to carry her at least—I thought, Carry her! 

At least carry her!—but he just had his arm around her and held 

her hand. Mom didn’t say anything. She just cried, but your dad 

said  that  he  was  taking  her  to  the  emergency  room—that 
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something was wrong.  I  wanted to  go with them.  I  wanted to 

follow them into the garage and get in the car with them. But I 

was still just in my pajamas—and barefoot—and I thought, I can’t  

go like this.” Rosemary paused again. She smiled, but there was 

no happiness behind her smile, only a deep regret. “Isn’t that stu-

pid?—I mean, it’s not like I was in my underwear or anything—I 

was just in my pajamas! Who cares if people saw me?” She looked 

around  at  the  other  sleepy-eyed  people  in  the  waiting  room. 

“Who cares what these people think? I could have been in the car 

with her—I could have helped her come into the hospital—I could 

have. . . .” She trailed off and was silent for a moment. “My mom 

was still dressed in her pajamas, too.”

Mark and Rosemary didn’t say anything more to each oth-

er. Time passed. They continued to sit and wait, their impatience 

causing them to get up and change chairs every once in a while. 

Mark got up to go to the restroom a couple of times, and Rose-

mary went to the nurses’ station to remind them that she was still 

waiting for news. The nurses didn’t have any new information for 

her, other than the news that her mother was now in surgery.

If Rosemary and Mark had nothing to do but sit and wait, 

the emergency room doctors and nurses certainly kept busy. Two 

or three times every hour, ambulance sirens would announce the 

arrival  of  another  patient.  Through  the  same automatic  doors 

through  which  Mark  and  Rosemary  had  come  in,  paramedics 

would bring a gurney and hand it off to the hospital’s doctors and 

nurses. Mark and Rosemary saw victims of gunshot wounds, ol-

der patients who had suffered heart attacks, victims of car acci-

dents, and even a man who had broken his leg somehow during 

the night. Mark was in awe of each gruesome scene that rolled 

through the doors, while Rosemary decided that this place was 

the most depressing place in the world. She jealously hoped that 

none of  these new patients  would divert  the doctors’  attention 

from her  mother’s  condition.  Her mother’s  health was all  that 
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mattered.

Other  patients  came in  without  any help  from the para-

medics,  like Craig and Kristen must have.  Some of them stag-

gered in by themselves, but most were accompanied by friends 

and family members. Rosemary couldn’t look at one family who 

came in: a man and a young girl who were helping a woman—the 

girl’s mother, obviously—who was coughing and gasping for air. 

The look of terror on the young girl's face was like a mirror for 

Rosemary’s emotions.

Mark witnessed the scene too, and the gravity of the situ-

ation at last dawned on him. If the surgery wasn’t successful, if it 

wasn’t  just  the  baby  that  was  lost  but  Kristen  too,  then  what 

would  become of  Rosemary?  He stared  at  his  step-sister,  and 

realized that she might be all alone in the world now. Her mother 

dead and her  father  .  .  .  well,  wherever  her  father  was.  What 

would happen to her? Would she continue to live with Mark and 

his  father?  That  seemed  unlikely.  She’d  probably  go  live  with 

some faraway grandparents  or  cousins  or  something.  In a  few 

days,  Mark  might  never  see  Rosemary  again.  It  was  weird  to 

think that, but what else would happen? What other ending to 

this story could there be?

Time continued to pass, and then, suddenly, unexpectedly, 

Mr.  McKenzie  emerged  from  the  hallway,  accompanied  by  a 

nurse. He looked exhausted, bewildered, and, like the two teen-

agers had been, surprised by the bright lights and loud noise of 

the waiting room. He searched the room for Rosemary, and when 

he found her he went straight to her. Rosemary saw him at the 

same time, and she stood up, at once happy to see him but also 

frightened of the news he had come to share. Mr. McKenzie gave 

his step-daughter a reassuring hug.

“Your mom is going to be all right,” was the first thing he 

said,  hoping to calm the worry and fear he saw in Rosemary’s 

face.
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Rosemary wasn’t quite calmed. “Can I see her? Where is 

she?”

“She’s sleeping. The doctors had to put her to sleep in order 

to operate. I promise, when she wakes up, I’ll make sure one of 

the nurses brings you in to see her—but the important thing is 

she’s going to be OK.”

“What happened to her? What’s wrong?”

“She . . .” and here Mr. McKenzie looked like he was about 

to start crying. Mark had never seen that expression on his dad’s 

face—not even when his parents got divorced. It was an expres-

sion of colossal disappointment, of terrible catastrophe. “She lost 

the baby.”

Rosemary’s  hands  flew to her  face,  stifling  the gasp that 

came from her mouth. Her hands didn’t hide her tears, though. 

She collapsed backwards into her chair and began to cry. For the 

first time that night, Rosemary cried.

Mr. McKenzie knelt down to comfort his step-daughter. He 

put his arm around her, but Rosemary didn’t seem to notice or 

care. Mr. McKenzie stayed with Rosemary for a few minutes until 

a nurse appeared from behind and called his name. The nurse ex-

plained there were still some forms that needed to be filled out—

papers and documents that hadn’t been attended to by the man 

and his  wife when they had hurried into the emergency room 

hours ago.

Mr. McKenzie just nodded and asked Rosemary, “Will you 

be all right here?”

Rosemary looked up and wiped away her tears. She nodded 

quickly and said,  “Yeah,  I’m OK. Just please tell  me when my 

mom wakes up, OK?”

“I promise,” her step-father said. And he stood up to follow 

the nurse back down the hallway. Before he left,  he said to his 

son, “Mark, you don’t have to stay if you don’t want to. If you 

want to go back home and try to get some sleep, you can.”
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Mark  nodded  his  head,  but  he  didn’t  move  a  step  from 

where he stood.  In fact, he hadn’t moved at all since his father 

had delivered the awful news. He was stunned. He didn’t know 

how to wrap his mind around this. In a way, Kristen’s pregnancy 

had always been an abstraction. Even though he had watched her 

stomach grow, even though he had seen the ultrasound image, 

even though Kristen had invited him to put his hand on her stom-

ach and feel the baby kicking, it had never seemed really real. But 

now that the baby was gone. . . .

Around  the  waiting  room,  the  other  people  who  were 

waiting to see a doctor or who had family or friends being atten-

ded to, all sat and stared at the two teenagers, one of them sitting 

and crying,  the other standing in shock. The others had heard 

everything, and they had looked on, some with sympathy, some 

simply entertained by the family drama. But neither Mark nor 

Rosemary  seemed  to  be  aware  of  anyone  else—not  even  each 

other. 

Rosemary sat hunched over in the chair, staring at the shi-

ny white and green tiled floor beneath her. Another tear slipped 

from her eye. It was all so terribly sad. The baby was dead—a life 

extinguished before it even had a chance to begin. 

Mark still didn’t say anything. Feeling the need to do some-

thing, though, he put one foot in front of the other and started 

walking. He didn’t really know where he was going. There was a 

drinking fountain on the other side of the waiting room, so he de-

cided that he was now thirsty. As he passed the other patients 

and the patiently waiting people who had a moment ago been 

staring at him but who were now pretending not to notice him at 

all, Mark suddenly felt enormously tired. Before, this whole trip 

to the hospital had been like an adventure. He didn’t want Kris-

ten to be hurt or die or anything, but the whole experience had 

been exciting—something, perhaps, to write about later and turn 

into a story.  But now, he just felt  exhausted. Like he could lie 
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down on the floor beneath him and go to sleep right there. He 

still had hope that if he did go to sleep, he would wake up in his 

own bed, and find that this whole night had been a dream—noth-

ing but a very, very bad dream.

When he reached the drinking fountain, he leaned over and 

pressed the button that would dispense the stream of water, but 

nothing came out, not even a tiny trickle. He tried again but got 

the same result. He stood up straight and stared at the drinking 

fountain, as if trying to figure out what he was doing wrong. He 

pressed the button once more, but again, no water.

“Uh, yeah,” said the voice of a middle-aged man seated a 

few feet away, “that water doesn’t work.”

Mark looked in the man’s direction. He was about to thank 

him—which didn’t make sense—but he found he had forgotten 

how to speak. He turned around and looked back out over the 

waiting room. Across the room, he saw the television set. An early 

morning  network  news  program  was  just  starting,  its  familiar 

theme music playing. And beneath the television, in contrast to 

the peppy, inspirational music, sat a girl who looked like she was 

even more tired than Mark was.

Rosemary was trying to think of what she should do. This 

sitting here, waiting, was unbearable. She had been here all night, 

and she didn’t want to sit here and wait for several hours more—

waiting for Craig to return and wait for her mother to finally wake 

up. She wanted to do something. All night long she had imagined 

herself jumping up from the chair and running down the hall into 

the hospital, running fast so the nurses couldn’t catch her or stop 

her. She’d have to start searching rooms—opening the doors and 

risk getting caught. But she would elude the doctors and nurses, 

and finally she would find her mother’s room. And whether her 

mother  were  asleep  or  awake  wouldn’t  matter.  Rosemary  just 

wanted to be with her, to hold her hand and feel its warmth and 

to hear the sound of her mother breathing.  That was the only 
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thing in the world that  she wanted: to see for herself  that her 

mother was safe. 

Mark  came  back  and  sat  down  in  the  chair  beside  her. 

Rosemary didn’t say anything or look at him or do anything to 

acknowledge  him,  but  his  presence  annoyed  her.  She  didn’t 

understand why he was still here. Craig had told him he could go 

home if he wanted to. Why didn’t he leave? What right did he 

have to be here? Her mom wasn’t his mom. He was only a step-

son—and he had only been Kristen’s step-son for a short time. 

Was he just trying to be nice, just trying to look like he cared? 

Rosemary was so frustrated; she wanted to scream at him, “Why 

are you still here?!” Instead, she shifted in her seat so that her 

back was towards him. She stared in the direction of the doors 

that Craig had disappeared through and wished more than any-

thing else that she could go through those doors, too.

Mark,  meanwhile,  hadn’t  noticed  Rosemary’s  movement. 

Instead, he stared blankly at the television above him. The hosts 

of the early morning news program were engaged in stupid ban-

ter about the Hollywood starlet  whose DUI arrest two months 

ago was still, for some reason, considered important news. And at 

that moment, Mark felt a crushing sadness. The baby—his little 

brother—wasn’t going to be born after all. Mark would never see 

him, never play with him—and they could have had so much fun. 

There  was so much Mark could have taught  him—like how to 

shake someone’s hand or how to change a tire or maybe even how 

to write a story.

Overwhelmed, Mark desperately needed to get out of this 

waiting room and away from the inane chattering and tasteless 

jokes coming from the TV above him. “I’m gonna go get some 

fresh air,” he mumbled, and he got up and walked to the auto-

matic doors that led outside. 

Rosemary watched him go, glad, at first, that he was gone, 

but that only meant she was now by herself in the waiting room. 
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Suddenly, she felt very lonely, and after a moment, she decided to 

get some fresh air, too. She got up and followed Mark outside.

A blast  of  warmth hit  her  as  she walked out  the  sliding 

doors. She hadn’t realized how cold it had been inside the hos-

pital, and the summer’s warm morning air felt good. She was also 

surprised to see the sun, which had risen over the eastern horizon 

and was beginning its ascent for the day. She and Mark had ar-

rived in the middle of the night, and now the hospital, the street—

the whole world really—seemed transformed by the bright blaze 

of the sun. 

She saw Mark. He hadn’t strayed too far from the doors of 

the emergency room. He was standing in the sunlight,  leaning 

against a concrete pillar with his back to Rosemary. She watched 

him for a minute, but he didn’t move. She wondered if maybe he 

had fallen asleep there, on his feet. Again, she wondered why he 

didn’t simply go home.

She stepped forward and approached him. She was going to 

suggest that he get in his car and leave. If he was really so tired, 

he could go home and sleep. Rosemary was going to promise that 

she would call him if anything changed. “But what about you?” 

she imagined him asking. Rosemary would explain that Kristen 

was her mother, and she couldn’t leave the hospital until she had 

spoken to her. Even Mark could understand that. Kristen was her 

mother, not his. Why should he care if she were OK or not?

That was the exact conversation she intended to have with 

Mark, but when she stood next to him, her words failed her. She 

saw a tear running down Mark’s cheek. Mark noticed her, then, 

and he quickly stood up straight and wiped the tear away, trying 

to pretend like he hadn’t been crying. But there was no hiding it. 

He looked at Rosemary, who was staring dumbfounded at him, 

and tried to explain: “I—I just realized how much I wanted . . . 

and now I’m never—I’m never even going to  see him.” Another 

tear escaped from his eyes and he turned his  face back in the 
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direction of the rising sun.

A tear was falling down Rosemary’s cheek, now, too. She 

stood close to Mark, and in the bright morning sunlight, both of 

them were quiet, thinking the same thoughts.

And as  they stood there together,  Rosemary took Mark’s 

hand.
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“THE BABY”
(Revised)

“Come on! Like this!” I stood up from the floor, making 
a show of how I used my legs to lift my body in the air, and 
once there, how I balanced myself. I held out my arms, pretending 
to struggle with my balance, and then I fell over onto the living 
room carpet. The baby laughed.

“Now you try,” I said. “Come on! Stand up!”
The baby had taken his first steps two days ago. My 

dad had been so excited when it happened that he had run 
upstairs and grabbed his video camera, cursing himself for not 
having it at the ready. For a couple of weeks, he had kept the 
video camera out, its batteries fully charged and ready to go. But 
two days ago, he was all in a panic, as if that were the only 
time the baby would ever stand up and walk.

And maybe that was true. The baby hadn't walked at all 
yesterday, at least nobody saw him get up and stagger about. 
Crawling, which for him must have seemed like a tried and true 
method of locomotion rather than the unreliable and dangerous 
method of standing only on one's legs, remained his only method 
of movement. I had already spent much of the morning with the 
baby, trying to get him to stand up and walk, but despite my 
best efforts, the baby had not tried to walk again.
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The first few times he stood up, two days ago, he had 
barely been able to take a step before falling down on his butt 
again. The first time he fell, he started crying, and Kristen, who 
had seen him take his first steps, had rushed to him, comforted 
him, and assured him that everything was OK. Then she urged 
him to try again, in that funny baby voice that she often used 
when she talked to the baby. Rosemary said that she had never 
heard her mother use that voice before. She asked her mother if 
that was how she had spoken to her when she was a baby, and 
Kristen said “Probably.”

After his first attempt, though, every other time the 
baby struggled to stand up, and then fell back down again, he 
didn't cry, but instead he would smile and laugh. We smiled and 
laughed too, trying to encourage him to try again. He kept at it, 
and after a few more attempts at standing upright on shaky, 
uncertain legs, he even took a tentative step forward. And then 
he fell again. But he was a quick learner (he probably gets that 
from my side of the family) and soon he was able to take 
two, three, four steps in sequence before he inevitably lost his 
balance.

But now, dad was at work, and Kristen had run to the 
store, leaving Rosemary and me to babysit. The baby had been 
sleeping when Kristen left, but of course a few minutes after 
she went out the door, the baby woke up and started crying. He 
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didn't need to be changed or anything, so I took the baby out of 
the crib and brought him downstairs to again try to teach him to 
walk. 

“One more time – watch,” and again I slowly stood up. 
This time, the baby watched me. His eyes stared as I stood, 
and I laughed when I saw his head slowly track my movements. I 
wondered if he understood what I wanted him to do. He couldn't 
speak - not really. He could say a few words: “Mama,” 
“Dada.” He called Rosemary “Mo” (nobody could figure out why) 
and he called me “Mack.” He was learning fast. Soon he'd be 
talking as well as any of us.

My demonstrations of standing up and walking didn't seem 
to be having an effect on the baby. So I decided to try 
something else. One of his toys, a small dump truck, was in the 
room, so I grabbed it, sat down in front of him, and began 
playing with it. The baby watched me play, and it wasn't long 
before he wanted to play with the truck too. He reached out 
for it, but when I rolled it farther than his grasp would allow, he 
crawled after it. “Tuck!” he called out. 

I tried to bargain with him. “If you stand up and walk, I'll 
let you have it.” But I don't think he understood. You can't really 
negotiate with a one-year-old.

“Roll the truck to me,” Rosemary said. She was sitting on 
the floor, leaning against the sofa, a few feet away, watching 
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me try to teach the baby to walk. The carpet made it hard to 
roll the truck very far, but it went far enough for Rosemary to 
grab it.

“Tuck!” the baby repeated as he crawled in Rosemary's 
direction. When the baby came close enough, she rolled the truck 
back to me. We played keep-away from the baby for a few 
minutes, and we laughed as he crawled back and forth. At first, 
the baby laughed too, but soon, he grew frustrated that we 
weren't letting him have his toy. He was also getting tired 
crawling back and forth across the floor. 

And that's when he finally did it. Rosemary rolled the 
truck to me once more, but instead of crawling after it, the 
baby stared at the truck, and then started to lift himself up. As 
Rosemary and I held our breath, he first put his feet flat on 
the floor, while his hands held him steady. He was in a squatting 
position now, and after another few seconds of hesitation, he  
used his legs to push himself up off the floor. All this time, 
his eyes were focused on the truck that I held in front of me. 
It was like he was acting purely on instinct - his attention was 
on the toy, and his body was just moving instinctively.

When he stood upright, I think Rosemary and I both 
wanted to cheer, but we were both silent. I think I was worried 
that if I said anything, the sound waves from my voice might 
knock him over, that's how delicate his attempt at walking 
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seemed. His legs trembled since he wasn't yet strong enough to 
stand on his own for very long. That seemed so weird to me, 
that something that I take for granted would be so strange and 
difficult for him.

He took a step forward with his left foot - and didn't 
fall. He took another step (with the same foot as he used for 
the first step) and didn't fall again. Then, realizing that he was 
leaving his right foot behind on his journey across the living room 
floor, he took a step with his right foot. That gave him just 
enough forward momentum that he immediately had to take 
another step with his left foot again. He was walking. And 
watching him do this, I wondered how it was possible for anyone 
to walk. Standing on two legs, taking one step after another, it 
seemed to take such incredible balance and coordination. In a way, 
it seemed so hard, and yet an infant could do it!

One step. One step. One step. Step after step. Again, 
again, and again. It felt like a metaphor for so many things - 
for life itself, maybe. 

When the baby was close enough to me that I could reach 
out and grab him, I tried to do just that, but he was more 
interested in the toy truck. His eyes were still fixed on it as he 
plopped down on his butt and reached out for the toy. I let him 
have it - it seemed like a small reward for performing such a 
huge miracle. Rosemary, though, was celebrating, and eager to 
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have the baby walk some more. “Send him back!” she cried out.
I picked the baby up (he grabbed the toy and held onto 

it) and turned him around so that he was facing her. She began 
calling to him, trying to get his attention and trying to persuade 
him to walk towards her. Now that he had his toy truck, I 
didn't think he'd want to bother with Rosemary at all, but soon 
her voice distracted him from his toy, or maybe he just got 
bored with it. Either way, he started to stand up again. 

“That's it,” I said. “Walk to 'Mo'.”
And the baby performed his miracle again. On legs that 

were still unsteady, but getting stronger and more confident with 
each step, he began his journey back across the room. Rosemary 
and I watched, with smiles on our faces, as the baby made the 
trip without losing his balance and falling down. As he completed 
the journey, Rosemary held out her arms to embrace him.

“Go on,” I encouraged him. “Give our sister a hug!”
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SUMMER SUN

its sunset – somewhere -
little girls and boys are called 

in for dinner with the promise of dessert
but the summer sun shines brightly

and leads me on

its the end of the day – somewhere -
lullabies are sung, softly

soothing tired eyes to sleep
but the summer sun shines brightly

and leads me on

its midnight – somewhere -
mothers and fathers, sisters and brothers

are dreaming of solace and love
and the summer sun shines brightly

and leads me on
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