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One




Bet You Didn’t Think It Would End with Me Getting Arrested







“Impaired concentration, insomnia, loss of interest, fatigue, significant weight loss,” Dad told you, counting off on his stubby fingers. That’s five out of the top seven symptoms of low to moderate depression, a.k.a. the reasons he shuttled me off to a therapist.

I knew parents didn’t usually sit in on sessions, but he’d been overprotective like this since Mom overdosed, so I wasn’t too surprised. I sat on the overstuffed couch beside him and tried to avoid speaking for as long as possible.

I didn’t even look you in the eye for like, ten minutes. You were there for this, of course, so you probably remember that—but I’m writing this because I want to tell you everything that really happened, because who knows if I’ll ever get to speak to you again—and “everything” includes my first therapy session. When I did look up at you, I thought you were pretty, for one, and kind of young, but obviously trying to look serious, with your glasses and everything. Your hair fell like two vertical window blinds on either side of your face. I wondered, when I met you, if you had ever done anything crazy with your hair, like dying it pink or shaving half of it off. Have you? I can’t really picture you doing anything crazy, at all.

Eventually, you asked Dad to leave so we could have privacy.

Dad’s undereyes did that awful creasing thing that happens when he’s worried, which is pretty often. I first noticed it during new-student orientation a few years back. His hand gripped my shoulders in the auditorium, and when I saw his undereyes I got stressed out without even knowing why.

“You tell me right away if you get bullied, okay?” he’d said.

He didn’t have to be so worried. I had never gotten bullied before—not really—and even in the ridiculously white suburb we had to move to, I wasn’t bullied. I made friends with Claire and Nora pretty quickly and didn’t have any problems. But Dad grew up Black in Boston in the seventies, and I guess he figured that even the lighter skin and good hair Mom gave me might not be enough to save me here. It’s useless trying to get him to calm down about anything danger-related.

Whatever, anyway. 

“Maureen,” you said after he left, and I corrected you right away with, “Mo, please.”

You smiled. I liked that you didn’t say sorry.

“Mo.” You sat forward and leaned your elbows on your crossed knees. “Did you ask to come here?”

I shook my head, smiling. You saw right through him. It was awesome.

“Do you want to be here?”

I thought about it. I wasn’t sure, which is why it took me a while to answer (see? I told you—I want to tell you everything. I didn’t tell you a lot during our first few sessions. Not stuff like that. I want to fix that, now). I had been feeling sad, but that wasn’t exactly anything new. It was only new that Dad noticed. I nodded, trying so hard to look like I was taking it seriously—because I was.

“I’m just not sure if I need it,” I admitted. “I mean...I don’t want to die. I haven’t been like, beaten or anything. I don’t feel like I...you know.”

I wanted to say, deserve to be here.

“Your dad said your mom’s been gone for five years.”

I nodded again.

“No one ever gets over the death of a parent. Not really. It must have been hard.”

“Yeah.” My voice came out creakier than I meant it to.

“Do you think that might be what has been affecting your sleep?”

Maybe. I mean, it’s not like Mom…it’s not like I’ve forgotten about her. It’s just that I’m…not over it, but, Jesus, it’s been five years. I can’t still be worked up over it every day.

“I don’t know. I try to sleep, but I can’t, so I throw on a movie or play a game.”

“Online video games?”

I’ll be honest, it was hard to hold in my laughter here. I think a little chuckle escaped, but I didn’t mean for it to. It wasn’t even funny, really, it was just that such a professional, blonde lady with glasses—a real doctor—trying to use the right lingo…“online video games.” You said it as if it clarified something, as if—I flattened my lips.

“Yeah. Or whatever else.”

“Why do you let those things distract you?”

Um, okay, bitch.

Sorry, sorry. That’s what I thought, though. I’m trying to be honest.

“I don’t know. I just do.”

So, after we talked for a little longer, you decided that in order to fix my insomnia, I needed another distraction. That didn’t really make sense to me, but you were the professional, so whatever—and, to be fair, you meant something productive, something after school but before bed that wasn’t just “online video games.” But, yeah. A distraction from my distractions.

First, you suggested doing a sport, and I laughed, and you laughed with me, which was nice.

“Not your thing?”

I told you the story of my one attempt at softball. I didn’t tell you the Mom part of the story. You laughed.

“Okay. Maybe music, or art? Theater?”

I’m about as talented as a brick.

“What about just a job?”

I frowned a little, just for a second. I guess I could get a job. A short one. I was a camp counselor in the summer, and in September I’d be going to college, but maybe something before the camps start up would be good. Having spending money would be nice.

And like you said—maybe it would distract me.

Therapy wasn’t so bad. I didn’t have to cry on a couch or anything, like I thought I would have to. At the end of the hour, you told my dad that we talked about getting a job, and I figured that would be it. Dad works as a mall cop at the Carlindale Mall. He knows all the stores that are hiring. He’d actually been trying to get me to work at the mall since I turned sixteen, so I accepted my fate as a clothes-folder and actually felt okay.

Anyway, that’s how I ended up working for the Easter Bunny.




Two




The Bunny Boss







I’m sorry if you don’t usually get letters. I didn’t even set this up like a real letter, with a date and a salutation and all that. It’s just that after all the…well, you probably saw the news. After all the craziness that happened at the mall, I wanted to tell you everything, like I said. And it’s always been easier for me to write out my thoughts than to say them out loud. I have more time to think, this way, and I don’t get nervous or mess things up. Besides, what else am I supposed to do in an empty jail cell? So anyway, I hope you’re okay with reading letters.

I should also probably tell you that I’m writing all this on the day before Easter, and if I rush in places, it’s because I don’t know when they’re going to move me from the holding cell. I’m just going to start writing, and I’m not going to stop until either they make me or I’m done, and I think that will probably make me feel a little better. And also explain to you everything that’s actually been going on. And distract me from having to pee, because I really don’t want to use the toilet in front of other people.

Okay. So anyway, after you suggested I get a job, Dad got me right into an interview to work on the Easter Bunny photo set. He told me at dinner that there was an opening to work with the Easter Bunny and I laughed, thinking it was a joke. It was entirely not a joke.

Early in the morning, Dad led me through the white marble side-entrance of the mall and stopped in the security office for something. I’d been in the security office a thousand times. I used to throw my backpack in an unused locker while I wandered around the mall after school, but now that I have a car, I didn’t need it anymore. It was kind of nostalgic to be back in the boring blue office with the worn-down carpet and waiting-room chairs nailed to the floor. The walls were all glass. Dad’s desk was behind another wall of glass, a separate office because he was the head of security. He needed some papers, apparently, and once he had them, he led me across the nearly empty hallway, then through a giant gray door marked PRIVATE.

Only personnel were allowed back in the service hallways, even though the doors were always unlocked. They weren’t anything special, just unfinished hallways behind the stores. Out front it was polished marble and up-kept cypress trees, but back here it was raw, unfinished oak boards and stained cement floors. Dad told me not to touch the walls or I’d get splinters. I knew that already.

Claire, John, Nora and I used to sneak back here when we played hide and seek in the mall. They were technically off-limits because we were supposed to stay in plain sight of the main hallways, but no one really followed that rule anyway. I once played on my phone in a Macy’s fitting room for two hours before they found me. The service hallways were awesome shortcuts, so if you thought you might get caught you could duck in one and pop out halfway across the building.

But I’d only been in the service hallways before, never behind any of the padlocked doors—though I had jiggled several handles. I’d always figured they all led into the back rooms of various stores, but apparently three doors down from the entrance across from security was Max’s office.

Max was the head of the Easter set (yeah, they call it a “set,” like it’s a film or something), and he looked just as unfinished and disheveled as his quote-unquote office. It was dimly lit by one fluorescent bar and an out-of-place golden floor lamp, the walls were cement with splotches of primer here and there, and behind the desk littered with paper and an ancient desktop computer was a giant red sofa chair covered in files, a bunch of cardboard candy canes and other props, and a tote bucket full of white, sparkly garland. Off to the left was a mirror and a clothing rack sparsely populated by four fuzzy, red-and-white Santa costumes and two full-length bunny suits, one with a blue vest, the other bright pink, head to toe.

Dad knocked on the doorframe as he pushed into the room. Max was on the phone, pacing behind the desk and a moth-eaten, black leather chair.

“Yeah. Yeah, yeah. Look, Artie, I’ll call you back later, arright?” he shoved his phone in his back pocket, then ran his other hand through Greaser-like hair.

“Hey. You must be Mo.”

I hesitated, then Dad nudged my back with his elbow. I took a few steps, reached over the desk, and shook his hand. He nearly pumped my elbow out of its socket. The cuffs of his too-bright teal jacket bounced around his skinny, hairy wrist.

“I’m Max,” he said. He had really big teeth. I smiled and said something lame. “How’s it goin’,” or something like that.

Max then shook Dad’s hand. “Gerald,” he said warmly. “Thank you so much. You know we’re always scrambling this time of year.”

“Hopefully Mo is a good fit.”

I don’t know if you’ve ever gone to an interview set up by your parents, but it felt stupid—like a formality. When I “interviewed” to attend the summer camp I’m now a counselor at in fifth grade, Mom told me not to worry. She said they basically just wanted to make sure I wasn’t going to do anything crazy or stupid, like kill someone during archery class. I treated this interview the same way. After all—he said he was scrambling.

Even if he wasn’t scrambling, it wasn’t like Max wasn’t going to hire me. He and Dad were obviously buddies. When Dad stepped outside and Max, instead of sitting in the comfy office chair, cleared his messenger bag off of an iron chair just so he could straddle it backward like the cool kid in detention I knew I had this in the bag. I had an inkling Max would hire the chair itself if it could run the register.

He gestured toward a metallic stool and I perched on it, hooking the wide heels of my boots into the rungs. I kept my hands on the rim of the stool for balance.

“Alright, Mo,” he said, drumming his thumb on the top of the chair back. “Why don’t you tell me why you’d like to work for the Easter set?”

Ah, damn. An open-ended question. I’ve always been shit at those. I’m alright at thinking on my feet, but talking on my feet is difficult. I trip over my words and start fumbling.

Probably shouldn’t mention that to the dude hiring me for customer service.

I kept myself from shrugging, only barely, and instead went with, “I like Easter. And I like helping people.”

Not bad. It would be pretty hard for me to accidentally reveal that either of those were lies. Max sort of frowned, but it was a frown of approval. He nodded.

“Mmhm. Yeah, okay. And why are you really here? I’ll tell ya.” He pointed at me. I was still processing the fact that he didn’t accept my answer. I couldn’t very well tell him I was only here because my therapist told me to get a job, could I? “You need the money. Or, considering your dad, you want the money.”

“No, I—”

“Can’t be here for the prestige, or a career step, or because it’s cool or fun. You don’t have a criminal record or a tattoo that keeps you from a normal job. You’re not a college kid looking for seasonal work, and you’re not an addict—”

My stomach clenched hard. “I just—”

“You just want the money. That’s okay. We’re all on the same page here. I just want to be clear—working here won’t be some kind of magical wonderland like you thought this place was when you were a kid, you know that, right? It is going to be a real job, arright? You can’t just call in sick ten minutes before your shift, and it’s not—”

He went on like that for a while.

I knew already that the job would kind of suck. It’s retail. But I wasn’t in it for the money. He was wrong about that. I was only getting a job because you told me to get a job (and I was only getting this job because it’s the one my dad got me), but I wasn’t about to tell Max about my therapist. He already knew about my budding career’s sad reliance on my dad.

I let him rant at me. Then his phone rang, and he groaned out his nose and said he had to take it, so he did. Didn’t leave the room, though.

I glanced around the tiny, misshapen office while he talked on the phone. Behind the big Santa props and the clothing rack, I noticed a line of cardboard boxes filled with green sweatshirts and red vests, untidily folded and dusty. My own phone buzzed—probably just this game I play trying to get me to open the app again—but I didn’t check it just then. It didn’t seem professional to do so, even with Max himself on the phone.

Max eventually hung up and looked over his shoulder to where I was staring.

“That stuff’s for Santa,” he told me. “The bunny stuff is already down there.”

“You run the Santa thing, too?”

“Bunny, Santa, and anything else they end up inventing. St. Paddy’s Day leprechaun is my next bet. Or something...pumpkin-related.” He shuffled some papers on his desk, flipping some over to check the back. “You have a resume, Mo?”

Ha. “No.”

“Ever work? Volunteer?”

I scanned my memory. Suddenly it seemed like I had never done a single thing in my entire life.

“I’m a camp counselor in the summer,” I offered.

“Okay, not bad. How about sports?” Max tried. “Things you do for fun?”

That was ironic, I thought, because you asked pretty much the same thing, and your solution was to get a job. And here I was, trying to get a job, and he asks me the same question you did. I guess the real solution was to already be doing something else.

But come on, Mo, what do we do for fun? What’s something we can tell him—something that’s legal?

“I ride my bike,” I found myself saying. “And watch classic movies. And I sew.”

“Sew?”

“I make clothes. And blankets, pillows. Dolls. And I embroider.”

And I sound like I’m about seventy.

He twisted his mouth up, but was hard to read. I couldn’t really tell how I was doing. How bad would it look if I couldn’t even get a job my dad handed to me?

“Well, that may come in handy. The suits are getting old, especially that pink one,” Max said finally, nodding at the clothing rack. “Which some idiot shrank in the dryer last year.” He leaned back in his chair. It squeaked. Sweat glistened in his sunken cheeks. “Well, this is a great job for the basically inexperienced. It’s short, pretty easy, and most people don’t hate it. I’m a little hesitant to hire the kids of people who work at the mall. Last year—you know the Changs?” I shook my head. “They run that kids’ clothing store up by the food court?” I smiled nervously, shook my head again. “Yeah, well. They pawned their son off on me for Christmas and the kid smoked up in my office every break he got. When he actually came to work. But you look like you’ve got some work ethic, and your dad’s one of the only people in this mall with a head on his shoulders, so I think we’ve got us a deal.”

He reached out his hand. I hesitated, a bit in shock, but then I shook it. His palm was rough, like the bottom of my feet.

“Congrats. Set opens tomorrow morning. Can you start tomorrow, after you get out of school?”

I guess so. “I don’t have to wear the bunny suit, right?”

“Nope. Not unless someone decides it’s rabbit season and we need a replacement.”

That was the first time I really smiled. Max was morbid. I liked that.




Three




Say, “Cheese-ter Bunny!”







Dad bought me dinner on the way home to celebrate. He seemed really happy for me, which felt a little disingenuous. I still didn’t feel like I did anything but what I was told to do, but I wasn’t about to pass up his suggested celebratory Chinese food. We ate on the couch right out of the take-out containers and watched an old Kurosawa film. I managed to finish like a fifth of my Dinner Combo B before it made me want to throw up and I had to put the rest in the fridge.

“So, you nervous?” Dad asked when the credits started. “First day on the job tomorrow. Excited?”

I so didn’t want to talk about it.

“Yeah,” I said, standing slowly, stretching. “I am. I think I’m going to get some sleep.”

“Okay, bud. Good luck tomorrow. Maybe I’ll swing by!” I guess I made a face, or maybe didn’t make a face fast enough, because he started laughing too hard. “Just kidding! Just kidding. I won’t be throwing off your groove.”

“Oh,” I said. “Okay, cool.”

“Just one thing,” he said. “We’ve seen a couple of…sketchy characters hanging out in the parking lot. You know—covered in tattoos, the whole thing. Promise me you’ll be safe there after dark, and if you ever feel weird about someone, call me. Okay?”

I didn’t think anything of that, at the time. Dad was always warning me of sketchy characters and razorblades in my Halloween candy and the statistics of getting crushed by vending machines and whatever else was scratching his anxious itch of the day.

“Okay. I will.”

“Okay. Good. Goodnight,” he said, quiet now. “Hope you are excited? About the job?”

“Yeah, totally.”

“Good…good.”

I rolled my eyes when I knew he couldn’t see me. I don’t know why he would expect me to be excited about a lame job he got me.

Truthfully, I didn’t know why I didn’t feel much about the job, one way or another. I never really knew why I felt anything.




• • •




The mall had one huge main hallway with three branches cross-sectioning from its center. The Easter set was in this wide-open space in the dead center of the mall, where there were usually just sofas or pop-up stands or a car for sale. I always used to wonder how they got those cars in there, until Dad showed me the loading docks, which explained a lot.

The set was egg-shaped. I mean, the carpet was egg-shaped, the archway at the end of a long velvet-roped line was egg-shaped, even the cash register desk was egg-shaped. And it was all just a surreal, candy-coated, pastel hellscape, with everything soft blue or soft green or soft yellow or soft white. It gave me a toothache. The bunny, who I hadn’t officially met yet, sat on a throne that was, yup, egg-shaped. It was a gigantic colored egg that was half-cracked into the shape of a chair, and he sat on a yellow cushion that I guess was supposed to be the yolk. Kind of morbid. Beside him was a giant basket full of those crappy dollar-store chocolate eggs that had a seam right in the chocolate where the two sides were fused together in the factory. A bunch of umbrella-shaped lights directed the flash of the camera right at him. As I got closer to the set, he pulled a kid onto his knee and smiled for a photo. The flash nearly blinded me.

I showed up at three my first day and Max started by giving me a pastel pink vest with a name tag that was, of course, egg-shaped. Then he trained me on the cash register in about thirty seconds. All the prices of the various packages and frames were taped on the table by the keyboard, so it was just a matter of plugging in the code and running the credit cards.

Max took over the camera while I rang up the next few families. I was nervous, at first, but I got pretty good at it pretty quickly. One guy even tipped me. Or, us. Apparently, we were all supposed to split the tips at the end of the day. Seems weird, in retrospect, that we even accepted tips, but we did. I was making twelve dollars an hour, so I wasn’t going to complain.

It was March 16th and Easter was still a month away. Four weeks. So it wasn’t too busy yet, which was good. Once the line was clear, Max slapped me on the shoulder blade. My vest slipped around a little with the force.

“Great job, Mo! You’re a natural.”

Cool. I’m finally “a natural” at something and it’s running the register for a giant bunny.

“Thanks,” I said with a smirk, my eyes locked on the yellow-pink-blue, egg-patterned carpet.

“Isn’t she, Billy?”

The six-foot, soulless bunny gave a loose-fisted thumbs-up.

He was in the nicer costume of the two I had seen in Max’s office the day before. Instead of the matted, bright-pink suit, his was thick and white, with long ears lined with soft pink felt. The same felt was on his nose, finger pads, and belly, but most of his belly was covered by an Alice in Wonderland white-rabbit-esque blue suit jacket and yellow ribbon bowtie. He also had thin, gold-rimmed glasses without lenses, behind which blue eyes were printed on mesh.

I gave a thumbs-up back, and the bunny put his hands over his mouth and shook like he was laughing. Yikes.

“Let’s get you trained on camera, too,” Max said. “While no one’s here.”

He put his hands on my shoulder blades and careened me toward the expensive-looking camera station Max himself had been running since I’d gotten to set.

Getting trained on camera was also ridiculously easy. It was locked in place. All I had to do was look in the lens (Max called it a “viewfinder”), get the kid to smile, and press the button.

Twelve dollars an hour for this. Shit. In four hours I’d have almost fifty bucks. That’s what, four movies? Two movies with snacks?

I always knew school was lying. I mean, we’re only in school to train up to get a job, right? Well, I got a job. And it’s not a job I needed school training for, so...

Well, whatever. I shouldn’t really be complaining.

Some more customers came, and I took their pictures. The first one was pretty nerve-wracking, imagining the photo I took hanging on someone’s fridge for years to come, but by the fifth or sixth I’d gotten it down.

Then a baby came.

I mean, obviously the baby didn’t have a say in the matter, but it did not want to be there. It made that abundantly clear.

The second its mother got out of frame, it burst into red-faced screams. I cooed and waved my hands and tried to get the baby to smile, to look at me, to stop crying, nothing. Billy kind of bounced it around, then got the baby to look up at the bunny face, which obviously did not help. I turned back to the parents with a smile they didn’t return, then looked over to Max, who was busy selling a bigger package to the last customer. My pits were sweating so hard I was sure they’d start dripping soon. I bolted over to Max.

“Um, this baby won’t stop crying.”

“Did you try the doll?”

I glanced back to the camera, mystified. Sure enough, there was a little stuffed baby chicken hanging from the camera stand by a blue string. Why the hell didn’t Max tell me this was here? I rushed over, grabbed the doll off the stand (poorly made, holes in the stitching), and took a few steps forward. I went to give it to the baby. Obviously, this was stupid in hindsight, but I was panicking and the mom looked wicked impatient.

Then the bunny—Billy—held up a paw like “Stop,” and jiggled his hand up and down like he was shaking keys.

Holy shit. Duh.

I shuffled back to the camera. I could feel my cheeks heating up. I shook the doll above the camera and looked through the lens, my right thumb hovering on the button, ready to attack at the slightest approximation of a smile. The bunny pointed at the doll, his other fingers awkwardly half-curled (not a ton of mobility in there), trying to get the baby to follow his gaze. The baby paused for just a half second, and I seized the opportunity. Click, flash, and it started crying again.

“Got it,” I muttered, and the mom ran in to collect her kid. She grabbed a chocolate egg, even though I was sure the kid was too small for it.

“Sorry,” I added as she sped by me again on her way to Max. She acted like she didn’t even hear me. Whatever, okay, fine. Fuck off.

While the next kid was getting settled, I figured out how to see old photos on the camera and found the one I just took of the baby. I mean, the baby wasn’t smiling, but it had on a curious little face, its mouth in a cute “O.” That was probably the best face I could have possibly gotten out of it. If it wasn’t so pink from crying, it’d make a good poster advertisement.

But okay, whatever, lady.




Four




The Man Behind the Bunny Mask







I was only a couple days away from turning eighteen, so I could work a lot of hours, but they still didn’t want me to “close” on my own, which is work lingo for “put everything away at night.” That’s what Max said at first, anyway. He also said “we” a lot, so I figured I wouldn’t be the only employee (besides the bunny, obviously), but for the first few days, I was.

I think I formally met Billy three days in. It was definitely a Wednesday, which I knew because I was coming in to see you after work, which was only really important because it meant I was leaving work early to get to you on time.

I was working the register my whole shift that day. Max showed me how to ring people out, too, and how to frame the photos. There were a bunch of tiny little egg frames that people usually bought to put the wallet-sizes in. They were pretty small, pretty cute. They could fit right in my vest pocket.

You know. Hypothetically.

There were some bigger things, too, that would be harder to fit in a vest pocket, and some weirder ones—like snow globes, which were super annoying to put together. But I did it, when people bought them.

Max said I should take my break when Billy does now, instead of going separately, so he didn’t have to take over both roles of camera and cash when the rushes started coming in. Today, since I was leaving early, I could escort Billy to the break room—which was actually just Max’s office, where I did the interview, escort him back to set, then leave right after.

The bunny apparently needed an escort because they were afraid of potentially getting sued should the bunny do something so un-bunny-like it scars some little kid for life. Like taking off the head, or smoking in the bunny suit—which, funny enough, were the first things Billy did when he and I finally got to Max’s office.

He pulled off the paws one after the other, gripped that heavy head by the neck, and yanked it off his head so violently it might have scarred even me. He was turned away from me, but I saw him scratch the back of his shaved head.

He took a deep, satisfying breath, a tattoo crumpling in the folds of his neck.

“God, it’s sweaty in there.”

I laughed a little, not wanting to start a conversation. I was kind of in a rush. I mean, not really, but I wanted to run down to the food court and grab an iced coffee before I had to bring Billy back. I could have grabbed one afterward, but I wanted enough time to drink it before therapy so you wouldn’t think I wasn’t taking therapy seriously.

So anyway, Billy. There was a tattoo on the back of his neck, and when he looked down, I could see it was of a woman in a fancy ballgown and masquerade mask, just chillin’ on a loveseat, throwing a handful of playing cards up in the air and laughing. It was kind of neat. He was digging around his folded-up jacket, and I was getting my wallet out, but then he stood up straight, a pack of cigarettes and a lighter in his hand.

“You mind?”

I didn’t answer, but not because I minded—because I’d seen his face, for the first time. And it was covered with tattoos.

It was really well done. He had two devil horns on his forehead, a big capital H on his chin, and dark shadowing around his eyes and on his nose, temples, and cheeks to make him look like a skull. He reminded me of Day of the Dead parades.

“No, I don’t mind,” I mumbled.

He nodded, popped one in his mouth, and plopped down in Max’s office chair. I told myself to stop staring, but I couldn’t. They looked awesome. Of course, I could hear my grandmother’s voice—Why would somebody do that to themselves?—and Dad’s warning—You see someone like that, you cross the street and you walk the other way—but I couldn’t help it. How often do you see a gangster in an Easter Bunny suit?
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