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IMPORTANT NOTE
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This is not a novel that attempts to answer the question Is homosexuality right or wrong. Whatever your moral beliefs about homosexuality, I fully expect you to hold those same beliefs once you reach the end of this novel. However, I do hope that what you read in Straightened will lead to more open discussions, deeper empathy, and greater unity — three things that seem too often to be lacking in the homosexuality debate.

Please note that just because somebody in my novel espouses a particular point of view, that doesn’t mean it is what I personally believe. I refuse to write preachy fiction, and I’m convinced that if we all agreed on every single hot-button issue out there, the world would be a boring place, and this novel would be void of all suspense and danger.

As it is, this novel is filled with plenty of suspense as well as danger, and I hope you enjoy it for its storyline as much as anything else you may glean from it.
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CHAPTER 1


[image: image]




By the time her plane landed, Kennedy’s left leg was asleep from the thigh down. Her throat was parched from all that waterless air being pumped into the cabin at 30,000 feet as she traveled across the globe.

What a way to start her sophomore year. Her pulse pounded its complaints between her temples. She didn’t have the mental energy to calculate an exact number, but she guessed it had been longer than twenty-four hours ago that she said good-bye to her missionary parents in Yanji, China.

Another year at Harvard. Another grueling schedule.

She hoped she was ready.

“It was nice talking to you.” The man who had pestered her the entire flight gave her a slight wave as he walked past her on the jetway. She wondered how much more reading she could have gotten in on that last flight if it weren’t for his incessant questions about life in China.

He was nice enough, and intelligent by all appearances. If Kennedy hadn’t been so sleep deprived and already on her third flight of the day, she might have enjoyed their conversation. Asked him questions of her own. Learned about his home in Paris.

Not tonight.

Actually, it was morning now.

Whatever.

She shifted the weight of her backpack and reminded herself that her burden would be significantly lighter if she could learn to read ebooks instead of always insisting on print. Oh, well. A clunky piece of electronics could never replace that dusty smell of a well-worn, familiar volume. She’d worked her way through several Shakespeare plays on the flight from Yanji, China to Seoul. Crossing the Pacific, she’d finally had mercy on her dry corneas, taken out her contacts, and tried to nap. On her last flight from Seattle to Boston, she could have finished an extra play or two if Mr. Charming French Accent hadn’t tried to engage her in conversation so many times.

And why had she felt so put off by his interest? This was the start of a new year. A new chance at academics, at life. How many girls her age would love to spend a trans-continental flight flirting with a cute Frenchie who was obviously curious enough about her to ask that many open-ended questions? And what had she done? Kept her nose buried in her book so she wouldn’t miss the chance to read A Winter’s Tale for the sixth time. And what for? The queenly statue would still be ready to dazzle the repentant King Leontes after Kennedy landed at Logan Airport.

Too late now, she thought as she watched her well-dressed traveling companion disappear into an airport bookstore. She thought about browsing the titles there, but Sandy — her pastor’s wife and maternal proxy while Kennedy was Stateside — was already waiting outside baggage claim. The dorms wouldn’t open until the end of the week, so Kennedy would spend a few days with the Lindgrens to allow her body to recover from the ravaging effects of jetlag before she jumped into another twenty-two-credit semester. She glanced at the time. It was a few minutes past noon, even though her biological clock knew it was the middle of the night back home.

Home? She had been so sure going back to China would be that breath of fresh air, that reprieve her soul had longed for during her freshman year at Harvard. But things were so different when she returned to Yanji last spring.

Home. Wasn’t that supposed to be where you felt the most comfortable? The most accepted? She hadn’t realized how much she’d changed from nine short months of school.

“Kennedy!”

At the sound of the familiar voice, a warm surge of peace rushed over her, like the comforting whiff of homemade apple pie flooding out of an open oven. There was Sandy with her brown hair hanging in a loose French braid. A pouting little boy was scowling by her side, and he held himself back as Sandy wrapped her arms around Kennedy’s neck, flooding her senses with the mingling smells of fabric softener and flowery shampoo. “I’m so happy you made it. You must be exhausted.”

Kennedy wanted to express how good it felt to be home, but the words stuck in her throat. “This must be Woong,” she said instead. All she had seen was a picture last spring when the Lindgrens decided to adopt him from a South Korean orphanage. He looked about as mischievous as his photo had intimated, except now there wasn’t a trace of that cocky grin. She leaned toward him. “I’m really glad to meet you.” She always felt so out of place around children, never knowing what to say, how exactly to talk to them at their level without using that stereotypical baby voice she remembered hating as a kid.

Woong crossed his arms against his chest with something that was a mix between a huff and a growl. “Miss Sandy said you were Korean, but I knew she was lying.”

“That’s not a very nice thing to say.”

It wasn’t until Kennedy caught Sandy’s quizzical stare that she realized she and Woong had been speaking in Korean. She straightened up and explained, “I don’t think he expected me to be white.”

Sandy put her hand on the boy’s head, and he immediately squirmed out of her reach. “We’re still at the language-learning stage. It’s been ...” She tucked a stray piece of hair, tinged with gray, behind her ear. “It’s been a struggle for us both.” A loud sigh, heavier than what Kennedy imagined could reside in a soul as peaceful and joyful as Sandy’s. “Maybe you could tell him ...”

“Hey, how do you know Korean anyway?” he demanded.

“My parents had a lot of people from Korea living with them, so I learned it that way.”

“Why do you sound so funny?” he asked, but before Kennedy could explain about foreign accents, he turned to Sandy. “I’m hungry.”

“It’s one of the only English words he’ll use,” Sandy muttered. She patted Woong on the back. “You can have a granola bar in the car.” She made a motion like she was removing a wrapper and then took a big imaginary bite. “Granola bar,” she repeated.

Woong rolled his eyes.

Kennedy was thankful she wouldn’t have kids of her own any time soon. A decade at the very least. Three more years of undergrad, med school, residency ... It was a good thing too, because Kennedy didn’t have a never-ending reservoir of patience or compassion like Sandy. She would probably make about as good of a parent as Hamlet’s mother.

“Enjoy your year of school, Miss.”

Kennedy turned around to see her French travel partner. “Thanks. And good luck with your meeting thing.” What had he said he was in Boston for? Some consulting gig, she thought, or maybe more like an interview. She wasn’t sure. His title was something about quality control, but even though she’d heard her dad use that phrase, all she knew was it had to do with business and captivated absolutely none of her interest.

“Who was that?” Sandy asked once he was out of earshot. Her face held a bemused, almost teasing grin.

“Just some guy from the plane.”

“He looks very nice.”

Kennedy didn’t answer. Her mind was elsewhere. On hopes that could never be fulfilled.

She wouldn’t think about it. This year was a new start for her. No use pining about the past.

While Woong whined and tugged on Sandy’s arm, Kennedy adjusted her carry-ons. She hadn’t brought much with her this year. She stored most of her belongings in the Lindgrens’ garage over the summer, except for clothes and a few books she had purchased ahead of time for her fall classes.

She tried to guess how much longer she could stay awake until her body crashed. Her dad was adamant that whenever she travelled internationally, she had to wait for dark before she thought of sleeping. Well, Kennedy would try, but she doubted she’d make it another hour, let alone eight.

By the time they reached the airport exit, Woong was trying to hurl himself onto the floor. Kennedy was sure he was about to tug Sandy’s arm out of its socket as he flung himself on the ground for a full-fledged fit. The Lindgrens could only guess his age based on the records from the South Korean orphanage, but he was old enough to look ridiculous throwing a tantrum like a spoiled toddler. Kennedy stepped back, wondering if she should help Sandy get him up.

“Ok, son,” Sandy finally said, letting go of his hand. “No TV time.”

Up until then, Kennedy wasn’t sure how much English Woong really understood, but at the mention of TV, he slumped down on the floor. His bottom lip stuck out so far past his chin Kennedy could picture a bird landing on it like her dad used to joke about.

“Ready for your snack?” Sandy asked. There was a tired, defeated undercurrent in her tone that was totally foreign to her.

Woong stared ahead for another few seconds before getting to his feet. “Ok.” He only protested slightly when Sandy took his hand. Kennedy wheeled her suitcase behind them and followed the pair out into the blinding midday sun.

The drive to Medford was quiet. Kennedy lost track of how many granola bars she passed back to Woong before he finally stopped pestering for more. Sandy’s praise and worship music played softly in the background as they turned into the Lindgrens’ neighborhood.

“Oh.” Sandy frowned when she pulled past a glistening gray Lexus in her driveway. “Looks like Vivian Abernathy is here.”

Kennedy didn’t respond. She wasn’t sure she wanted to interact with anybody or anything right now, unless it was the soft mattress in the Lindgrens’ guest room. She hadn’t seen any of the Abernathys since last fall when she’d been kidnapped with their daughter Jodie. She wasn’t sure she could face them without any haunting flashbacks of her abduction. She didn’t want her first PTSD flare-up of the school year to come within an hour of landing on American soil.

“I bet she’s checking in with Carl about those homeschool dances she wants to host in the gym.” She was talking more to herself than anyone else. Kennedy couldn’t remember seeing Sandy so distracted before. Usually the two of them couldn’t drive for more than five minutes without Kennedy unburdening her entire soul. And as tired as she was after three long flights, she could use a listening ear. It had been a strange summer. So many things to process ...

“Woong, pick up those wrappers. And your father has company, so I want you to go play nicely in your room.”

“TV.”

Kennedy wondered how anyone could live with that shrill, defiant voice in their ears every day and still maintain their sanity.

Sandy got out of her seat and opened Woong’s door. “You lost your TV privilege, son.” She leaned closer and shook her head. “No TV.”

Kennedy could hear Woong working himself up into another tantrum, a tantrum she really didn’t have the energy to deal with. Besides, she was a little embarrassed on Sandy’s behalf. Kennedy had always assumed Sandy was the type of mom who could make any kid behave within twenty-four hours. Was Woong destined to be the Lindgrens’ biggest failure as adoptive parents?

“TV time!”

She could hear his sneakered feet kicking the car seats. She was too tired for this. Her bags were still in the trunk, but she could get them later. She shut her door quietly, figuring Sandy wasn’t even paying attention. It made sense. Sandy had so much on her mind right now. Kennedy didn’t want to be a bother. She let herself in through the garage door that led to the kitchen.

Wayne Abernathy, the Massachusetts state senator, was towering over a teenage boy who sat crumpled over the Lindgrens’ dining room table.

“I don’t care what you have to do to fix him,” Wayne blasted at Carl.

Kennedy froze. Nobody heard her enter. Carl sat with his back to her, but she could still read the exhaustion in his posture.

Wayne brought his finger inches from the boy’s nose. “Do whatever you have to do, Pastor. Either straighten him up, or so help me, he’s got to find some other place to live.”

Kennedy bit her lip, trying to decide if it would be more awkward to leave, make her presence known, or stay absolutely still.

For lack of better options, she settled on the latter.

Wayne’s forehead beaded with sweat, and his voice quivered with conviction. “It’s impossible for any son of mine to turn out gay.”
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It was at that moment Sandy burst through the door, carrying a thrashing boy in her arms. Woong was stronger than his skin-and-bones frame suggested, and Kennedy was afraid Sandy would drop him.

“I’m sorry,” she breathed, oblivious to everything but her son’s flailing limbs. She dodged to avoid a head butt. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.” She didn’t look at the guests or appear to notice the palpable tension. “Carl, can you get him to his room? I swear, this boy ...” She didn’t finish the thought but let out a very unfeminine oomph as Woong’s sneaker kicked her in the thigh.

Carl stood, and Sandy plopped the boy into his arms. Straightening her hair, she glanced at the dining room table and smiled. “Oh, hello Wayne. Nice of you and Noah to stop by.”

She walked past them toward the hall. Kennedy doubted she’d have noticed if they’d both been bleeding out their eye sockets.

“If you two will excuse me ...” Sandy disappeared around the corner, the rustle of her skirt drowned out by Woong’s shrieks as Carl hefted him down the hall.

Both Wayne and his son took that moment to look up and realize Kennedy was standing in the middle of the kitchen, silent and unmoving. It took a second or two before recognition lit up Wayne’s face. “Hello, Miss Stern.” He grinned his winsome smile that had secured him several state elections and extended his hand. Based on the way his dazzling teeth flashed at her, Kennedy figured he hadn’t realized she’d been in the kitchen a few seconds earlier.

She glanced at Noah Abernathy, a teen boy she only knew by sight. Nice-fitting designer jeans, brand new by all appearances. A button-up collared shirt, starched and pressed, that looked about as comfortable as a Shakespearian tights. His dirty-blonde hair was impeccably cut, with a hint of gel in the top.

“Son, say hi to Kennedy Stern.” Wayne spoke through a tight smile that reminded her of a plastic Ken doll. He put his hand on Noah’s shoulder, making his son flinch. “You remember her from last fall, don’t you?”

“Hey.” He didn’t quite meet her gaze, but he looked up long enough for Kennedy to read the discomfort in his eyes. “Glad to hear you haven’t gotten kidnapped lately.” His slight smile vanished so quickly she wondered if she’d imagined it.

She didn’t reply. A few months ago, a remark like that might have started her whole respiratory system hyperventilating from panic, but she was different now. Older. More mature. Her parents couldn’t find an English-speaking therapist in Yanji, so her dad ordered her at least two dozen self-help books about anxiety and post-traumatic stress disorder, forcing her to sit down with him twice a week to summarize what she’d read.

Maybe it had helped, but she doubted it. Being away from people who wanted her dead or injured — that’s what really helped. And having a sorrow settled in the core of her heart that outweighed any pain her panic would have caused. What’s a little anxiety disorder when your best friend ...

No. She wouldn’t dwell on him right now. If her self-directed summer therapy had taught her anything, it was how to take control of her own thoughts. It was a Biblical model as well, her dad was always eager to inform her. Take every thought captive. So far, she had gotten quite adept at cutting off painful memories before they had the chance to resurface and take over her emotions. Like starving a virus. If you don’t feed it, it can’t grow.

Wayne hadn’t stopped gazing at her. “So, how are your classes going? You’re a senior now, right?” He talked as if he had a perpetual microphone taped to his cheek. If he hadn’t gone into politics, his face and dramatic inflections could have cast him perfectly as a news anchor or soap opera star.

“I’m a sophomore,” she told him, certain he must have known. When she and his daughter Jodie were kidnapped last fall, the media had a field day broadcasting the abduction of two local teens. It served as better clickbait than homeschooled thirteen-year-old and college freshman.

Kennedy tried to remember the last time she saw Jodie. Maybe once at St. Margaret’s Church. It was so hard to know what to say to her when they got together. Sometimes she wondered if Jodie had PTSD, too, if her parents had to drive her in their Lexus to a shrink to practice cognitive behavioral therapy or mindfulness-based stress reduction techniques after everything she’d gone through.

Carl made his way back to the dining room table, and Kennedy was about to slip down the hall to the guest room when Sandy bustled in. “How about cookies, everyone? Woong and I made a fresh batch this morning.”

With a flurry of her floral skirt and long braid, Sandy pulled some of this and that out from the cupboards until she had spread four plates and napkins around the table and set a platter of baked goods, a bowl of fruit, and pitcher of lemonade on the Lazy Susan in the middle of the table.

“Help yourself.” She spun some brownies toward Noah first. “Take as many as you want.”

Carl was staring at her in bewilderment, and Kennedy couldn’t blame him. Didn’t Sandy know? Hadn’t she heard?

As if by some enchantment cast by Sandy’s complete oblivion, Noah and his father both filled their plates in awkward silence. Sandy poured the drinks and passed the cups around, then slipped a brownie and two cookies onto a plate for Kennedy. “Don’t you want to sit down, sweetie?”

Kennedy was about to excuse herself to take the nap she’d been pining for since Seattle, but Noah slipped his head up. His eyes met hers. Imploring eyes.

Fearful eyes.

Kennedy sat down. “Sure. I suppose a snack would be fine.”

“Oh, dear.” Sandy slapped her forehead. “I’m so sorry, honey. You probably haven’t had a decent meal since China. Your mother would be so disappointed in me. What was I thinking? What time is it over there right now? Supper? You poor thing. Must be starving. Those airlines used to serve full meals. You remember that, don’t you, babe?” she asked her husband, who still sat wide-eyed in front of an empty plate. “Here, darling.” She patted Kennedy’s head several times as if she were a kitten. “Let me see what I can heat up for you. Wayne, Noah, have you two had lunch yet? Woong’s in time-out, so I have a free minute to ...”

“Actually, we’d better go.” Wayne slid his chair back noisily. He wore the same smile, which made a single vein pop out of his tanned neck. “Noah, what do you tell Mrs. Lindgren for the cookies?”

The younger Abernathy slouched over his plate. “I’m not quite finished yet.”

Wayne slipped his hand onto his son’s shoulder. “I said we need to leave.”

Noah winced and then shot that same imploring gaze at Kennedy.

Carl opened his mouth, but whatever he was about to say was cut off by Sandy, who was tying a rose-patterned apron over her skirt and blouse. “Noah is welcome to stay here for a spell, Wayne. We’ll feed him lunch, and I’ll call Vivian when he’s ready to come home. Actually, Woong and I need to do some back-to-school shopping this afternoon. I can just drop him off at your place.”

Noah’s brooding eyes lit up for a moment. Hopeful?

Wayne’s frown looked just as practiced as his smile. “Actually, Vivian has some work she needs him to do around the yard. I’ve got to take him home, and then I’m off to ...”

“I think I’d like to stay.” Noah’s voice was soft, but from his father’s reaction, you would have thought he was standing on the Lindgrens’ Lazy Susan shouting profanities. Wayne’s eyes flashed. Kennedy spared a glance at Sandy. Did she see the open hostility, or was she too busy hunting around the kitchen for lunch?

Carl cleared his throat. “Actually, sweetie pie, the Abernathys and I were kind of in the middle of something when you all came home. I think maybe the three of us should head to the den and finish our conversation a little more privately.”

“That’s a great idea.” Sandy pulled down a bag of pretzels from the cupboard. “I’ll call you back out when lunch is ready.”

Nobody answered as Wayne and his son rose from the table and followed Carl down the hall. Noah shuffled his feet, looking exactly like Claudio from Much Ado About Nothing as he’s being led to the scaffold to face his executioner.
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Sandy stared over her cup of lemonade and offered Kennedy an apologetic smile. “I guess I should have realized they were in a meeting. I just can’t seem to think clearly these days.”

Kennedy wondered how much she was supposed to say about what she’d overheard. How did pastoral confidentiality work in a marriage? Would Carl tell her everything anyway? If Sandy hadn’t been so focused on keeping Woong from flopping out of her arms when they came in, she would have heard Wayne and Noah’s conversation herself.

Kennedy took a sip of the overly sweet lemonade and winced.

Sandy sighed. “I declare I left my brain in Seoul when we went to pick up Woong.”

Kennedy stared at the uneaten brownie on her plate. She hadn’t seen this side of Sandy before, this tired side. This side that could hardly hold up a conversation.

Sandy was shaking her head. “I don’t know sometimes. I just don’t know.”

Kennedy offered what she hoped was an encouraging smile. “Things will get easier once he learns English better, don’t you think?”

“Oh, he knows English tolerable by now. Just refuses to use it unless it’s to tell me he’s hungry or thirsty or my soup’s not flavored like what he’s used to back home. He still calls it home. And I don’t mean the orphanage in Seoul. That boy was saved from a life on the streets, and that’s what he misses most.” Another shake of the head that sent her French braid withering down her back. “I just don’t know what to do.”

Kennedy wished she had something to say, but she didn’t. What did she know about any of this? What did she know about kids like Woong, kids who grew up on the streets in Korea and now were trying to adjust to family life in an American suburb? She had pitifully little experience with children, adopted or not. No siblings. No cousins her age. She’d never even babysat.

The strange thing was how hard Sandy seemed to be taking their new situation. It wasn’t as though the Lindgrens were new to parenting. Kennedy couldn’t keep track of how many adopted and foster kids Carl and Sandy had raised in addition to their three biological ones. It couldn’t have been easy, could it? Yet Sandy beamed whenever she spoke about any of her grown children. What made Woong so much harder?

“Do you want me to talk to him?” Kennedy found herself asking. “It might be nice for him to have someone who speaks Korean.”

Sandy sighed. “Some folks in the adoption business frown on that. They say the best way for language learning is to quit the old one cold turkey, and if the kid spends too much time with a native speaker, it might hurt the bonding process with the adoptive family. But I’ve never been sure I buy into that entirely. I mean, imagine being that little. You’ve seen how skinny he is. My grandson Tyson’s only six and weighs more than him. So picture being that small, going through half of what Woong did growing up on the streets, and then imagine how you’d feel if on top of all the other changes you couldn’t talk to nobody? I sometimes think it’s more than his little soul can handle. Maybe that’s why he’s acting up so much.” She sighed and took Kennedy’s hand. “I’m sorry to unload on you like this. That’s not how I intended for your first day back in the States to start off. Tell me all about your summer. Have you heard how your friend’s doing, the one from ...”

“I can’t accept that, Pastor. I just can’t.”

The door to Carl’s study burst open, and Wayne’s voice flooded down the hall.

“Now, listen here,” Carl was saying, “I know your son. He’s a good kid who loves you. And you’re a good dad who loves him. We’ve got to find a way to ...”

“It’s unnatural.” Wayne shook his head. “And it’s sinful. You said so yourself, right from the pulpit. The Bible calls it an abomination. There’s no way to get around it. An abomination is an abomination.”

Carl planted himself in the hall so Wayne couldn’t pass. With his arms crossed and his feet spread out, Kennedy got a hint of what he might have looked like as a linebacker playing for the Saints before he went into full-time ministry. “I think we’re talking about two different things here. The Bible’s referring to very clear-cut cases of living outside of God’s standards of purity. But your son just told you he ...”

Wayne let out a harsh noise from the back of his throat. “He just what? Fantasizes about men? And you’re telling me that’s not a sin, that just because he hasn’t gone to bed with ...”

Sandy made a noisy show of stacking and rearranging the dishes on the table. Both men turned.

“Maybe we should talk about this again in the den,” Carl suggested.

“I need to get out of here.” It was Noah now, standing behind the two men but refusing to raise his eyes to either.

“Listen here, son.” Carl put his hand on Noah’s back, but he squirmed away.

“I’m done. I’m not doing this anymore. Now that you know that this is the way I am ...”
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