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    Odessa Seif desperately needed two things.


    A shower, because she was grimy as hell after stocking shelves at the grocery store.


    And a phone call, because she always called her little brother by 7pm sharp.


    She picked up the pace of her steps as the group home came into view. Lights in the curtained windows told her the other teens in the group home, along with the Martins, their main supervisors who also owned the property, were likely all home. She didn’t feel up to interacting with any of them. Maybe she could sneak into the shower without getting noticed.


    By Dessa’s calculations, her recent extra shifts at the grocery store would allow her to save enough money in less than three months. Hope bubbled inside her in a way she hadn’t felt since before this whole sickness mess started, and even since before the car accident that had killed her parents four years ago.


    Enough money to finally make good on all her careful plans.


    Enough money to move out and get her own place.


    Enough money to take her brother back from the foster parents who intended to adopt him.


    Her well-worn ballet flats landed on the first porch step when she heard a strangled animal cry. Dessa looked around, searching for the source of the noise.


    The cry sounded again and Dessa’s eyes snapped to a flowering bush at the corner of the house. She hesitated, just for a moment, as she imagined how good the hot water would feel as it cleared away all the grime and stress of stocking shelves as fast as people emptied those same shelves. People were going a little crazy over some new disease spreading around even though to Dessa it only sounded like a bad flu. Not that she’d paid much attention. All her time and energy was spent on pursuing guardianship of her little brother before she lost him forever.


    The plaintive call of an animal in distress broke her hesitation. Dessa sighed and stepped into the grass. It was a late summer evening and the sprinklers had made the grass damp and soft. Crouching in front of the bush, Dessa shifted her backpack to one side, spread the dark green leaves apart, and peered into the shadows. Smelling the sweet tang of grass and cloying perfume of the flowers, movement finally caught her eye. A gray cat. Stuck. Wedged somehow in between the bush and the house.


    She prayed the stupid cat wouldn’t bite or scratch her. What if the cat had rabies? She didn’t think the Martins would appreciate taking her to the doctor. That wasn’t to say the Martins were bad people. Only that they had really strict rules and didn’t like surprises. Dessa would normally call herself a rule follower, but only if the rules made sense, and some of the Martins’ rules didn’t. But Dessa had no plans to ruin things. She only needed to keep it together for three more months and then she’d be eighteen with enough money to get out for good.


    Sighing one more time, Dessa grabbed the cat by its scruff. “Don’t you bite me now. I’m only trying to help.”


    The cat wailed from the mistreatment. As soon as it was free of the bush, Dessa released it, expecting it to dart off. Instead, the cat surprised Dessa by crouching, tense, for several seconds, and then relaxing. It was a scrawny thing, gray, dusty, and musty smelling. Thin enough that its ribs stuck out a bit. The cat stretched on all four legs, arching its back, and then rubbed against Dessa and purred.


    Dessa laughed at the cat’s change of heart. It was clearly begging for food, but the Martins were real strict about food. They kind of had to be with six teenage appetites in the house. Before she realized she even decided, Dessa rose to her feet, snuck around the house into the backyard, and entered the kitchen door.


    She headed for the pantry cabinet the Martins said the teenagers were never allowed to get into. It was one of the rules.


    But her last glimpse inside that cabinet had showed tuna cans. She figured the scrawny cat needed the tuna a lot more than the Martins did.


    No matter what the house rules said.


    Listening for footsteps from deeper inside the house, she worked fast. In less than a minute, she was back outside, but waited to open the tuna can in case the cat had left. She could slip the can back into the cabinet and it would be like she had never broken the rule at all.


    Not realizing she held her breath, Dessa headed to the front yard and started breathing again when she saw the cat making itself at home by rolling around in the grass.


    While crooning, Dessa approached. The gray cat froze until she popped open the tuna can, then it bounded over, sticking its head into the can and slurping up the juice before Dessa even had a chance to put the can on the grass.


    “I guess you’re a little hungry.”


    The cat slurped in reply. The tuna was stinky and made Dessa wrinkle her nose even as watching the cat relish its meal made her smile. Still, she figured it was time to wrap all this up. She’d gotten lucky no one had caught her breaking the rules.


    Standing up, she stretched, the place where her backpack rested on her clothes feeling sticky. She imagined again how the hot water would wash off all her grime. As soon as she cleaned up, she would make the phone call she owed her little brother.


    “Odessa Seif, what exactly is going on out here?”


    Dessa’s insides froze. She looked over her shoulder and saw Megan Martin at the open front door, her expression serious. Dessa looked back down at the grass and realized the tuna can and cat were still very much in view.


    “I…”


    Megan Martin held up a hand. “Don’t.”


    Dessa’s stomach sank.


    Megan was a plump woman, but that plumpness did not soften her sternness. Her dark hair was cropped in an A-line and she wore smart-looking slacks with a flowery blouse. She treated the group home like a business and dressed for the job even though she pretty much lived here. “Is that tuna from my kitchen?”


    Dessa didn’t even consider lying because the truth was obvious. “Yes.” And anyway she wasn’t a liar. She worked hard and she followed the rules that made sense. Megan wasn’t a bad person, she was just sometimes so strict about how the world should work she couldn’t see it didn’t always match with how the world actually worked. “I fed it. You can see it’s a starving cat.”


    “You stole from me. My kitchen. My food. That’s what I see.”


    Dessa opened her mouth to argue, but Megan kept going.


    “You missed your last two therapy sessions.”


    “I was able to get extra shifts at the store. I needed the money.”


    “You need your case worker to approve your Readiness Assessment for your SILP if you want to move out.”


    “I know what I need. I need to get my brother back!” Dessa bit her lip. She needed to rein it in.


    Megan sighed. “You’re supposed to show them you’re ready to be an adult. How are missing therapy sessions and breaking house rules showing that? Odessa, you want to grow up so badly, but you’re not ready. This shows it.” Megan motioned to the cat and the tuna can. “You won’t be able to move out of here and you definitely won’t be given guardianship of your brother if you keep breaking the rules.”


    Dessa locked up all her feelings and told herself not to argue anymore. “I need to shower.” She moved as if to brush past.


    Megan narrowed her eyes and held her ground, blocking the way.


    Dessa held her voice steady. It would only make things worse if she let her irritation show. “I’ve been around a whole bunch of sick people working my ass off all day today. You might want me to get out of these clothes and get clean before I pass something I’ve caught along to you all.”


    Megan’s eyes widened, but she moved out of the way.


    Dessa slipped into the cool shadows of the house, tense, but relieved the confrontation was over. Heading for the rooms that belonged to the girls’ side, she tried to push away thoughts about what consequences Megan and Mark would think up to punish her for stealing a stupid can of tuna for a stupid starving cat. She was sure it would involve lost privileges and more chores for at least a month.


    Whatever. She planned to be out in three.


    Just two girls, Dessa, and this girl, Tiana, stayed in the house right now, but the boys’ side held four teenagers. Dessa knew she was lucky not to share a room with someone else. That had not been the case in previous group homes.


    At the moment, Tiana was nowhere to be seen. Thankful for that gift, Dessa made it inside her room, tossed her phone on the desk, dumped her backpack on the floor, stripped off her grimy clothes—careful to put them in the hamper just as Megan liked—and headed for the shower. All she needed was a hot shower and then to make the call to her little brother. Everything else would have to wait and take care of itself.


    The hot water felt as good as she imagined. It cleaned off the grime and panic of the grocery store from both her body and her mind. Her muscles relaxed and her self-control reset. As she towel-dried her hair and dressed in comfy pajamas, which for her was a long T-shirt and leggings, she constructed an apology and a special promise that she would buy Megan two cans of tuna to replace the one she had ‘stolen.’


    Glancing at the wall clock, she hurried to finish dressing. She promised to call her little brother by 7pm. It was already 6:55pm. Megan’s apology would have to wait. Right now she needed to keep her promise to her brother, hear his voice, make sure he was okay, and tell him that according to her plan, they’d be back together as a family in less than three months.


    Throwing the towel in the hamper, she looked around her room. Where had she tossed her phone? She swore she’d set it on the desk. Nothing. She scanned the dresser and bed. Still no sign of her phone. Thinking maybe it had fallen onto the floor, she went to her knees on the beige carpet. It was musty down here since the vacuum never quite reached it. Her nose tickled into a sneeze.


    Feeling around, searching to the wall, Dessa sighed in frustration.


    No phone.


    “Looking for something?”


    For the second time in an hour, Dessa’s insides froze.


    She glanced over her shoulder. Tiana stood in the open doorway. Her long, jet black hair shined far more than anyone’s hair deserved. Her face was narrow and had a porcelain quality to her Asian features that made Dessa jealous. Tiana was pretty without even trying. But for all that, Tiana was easy to live with because they mostly avoided each other.


    “Nothing,” Dessa said. “I thought I dropped something.”


    “Well, if you’re looking for your phone, I already took it to Megan and Mark.” Tiana flipped her hair over her shoulder and left.


    Dessa sat there, stunned, allowing anger to bloom in her chest for the first time that day.


    The panicked shoppers stealing cans of soup right out of her hands hadn’t done it. The long walk home when stupid drivers almost hit her twice didn’t either. Even Megan’s assumption that Dessa stealing a can of tuna showed her true colors as an irresponsible teenager hadn’t managed it.


    But the clock showed 6:58pm.


    Now she was about to break a promise to her brother.


    The Martins had taken her phone. The phone she had bought with her own money to call her little brother every day at the same time and tell him that she was still here. To remind him that she hadn’t given up on him. To remind him that they would be a family again soon.


    Dessa stood up, raking her fingers through damp hair, and stormed out of the room. Her chance to keep her promise was vanishing by the second.


    But she was going to get her damn phone back in time.
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    Dessa headed for the kitchen and discovered the Martins already inventorying the food cabinets.


    By the way they stiffened, they knew Dessa had entered.


    Just beyond them, sitting on the stoop of the open kitchen door that led to the backyard, were three of the foster boys. Delmar and his two goons, Mess, short for Tyrone Messner, and Egg, short for Eggbert.


    The three boys looked nothing alike, except they seemed to compete for various kinds of street cred, wearing gangbanger fashion, without officially breaking house rules for dress code. Delmar was stocky and muscular, half white, half Mexican. Mess came from a Caribbean background. Egg was rail thin and some sort of Pacific Islander. Dessa was a mix of Middle Eastern, Hispanic, and some Irish thrown in there for good measure.


    They were all mutts, as Egg liked to joke.


    With hair still damp and smelling like her lavender shampoo, Dessa pulled at the edge of her T-shirt, considering her next move.


    Delmar turned around to sneer at her. Egg elbowed Mess in the ribs and whispered something that made all three of them laugh.


    Dessa stood with her legs spread in a firm stance. “I want my phone back. Now.” She should have started with an apology, but it was too late for that.


    Megan set a can of beans onto a cabinet shelf and glanced at Dessa.


    All Dessa wanted was to work hard and keep her head down and make enough money to put what was left of her family back together. “You know I need my phone. I need to call my brother.”


    She hated doing this in front of Delmar, Egg, and Mess. But they weren’t moving from their stoop. If anything, they settled in, stopping their conversation to watch the argument unfold like an entertaining TV show.


    “You know the rules,” Mark said. “There are consequences to your actions. To all of our actions. It’s our job to do our best to prepare you for how the real world works.”


    Desperation rose in Dessa’s voice, no matter how hard she tried to keep it out. “By keeping me away from my brother? By tearing my family apart so there’s nothing left? By making all these stupid rules so that it’s impossible for anyone not to break them?”


    Megan launched into a mini-lecture on responsibility, consequences, and resiliency.


    Before Dessa could stop herself, she was arguing back. She told herself to shut up, apologize, beg. Something. But her feelings boiled over until she drifted outside herself, watching this stranger in her own body scream at Megan and Mark. She was losing this argument—had already lost—because didn’t they still have all the power over her?


    Her “Readiness” had to be assessed. Her SILP had to be approved. She had to hold a job, and hold down her temper, and keep up her schoolwork, and prove she could follow a budget. And her brother was on his way to being adopted, while no one had ever even considered adopting her.


    Megan shook her head, placed her hands on the countertop for support, and glanced at Mark. An unspoken message passed between them.


    “I gotta piss,” Delmar said, loud. He passed through the kitchen, offering Dessa a leering smile.


    The doorbell rang.


    Megan released a sigh. “Finally.”


    Anxiety sliced into Dessa. “What do you mean, finally?”


    “House search,” Mark said.


    Egg and Mess froze on the stoop and locked eyes with each other.


    Dessa’s stomach sank. “It’s a waste of time.”


    Egg opened his mouth like a fish, but Mess shushed him.


    “Delmar,” Mess said, like that somehow fixed it all.


    Egg relaxed and the two of them sauntered further into the backyard as if they hadn’t a care in the world. And maybe they didn’t. They weren’t taking extra shifts like Dessa. They weren’t dealing with panicked people every day. They weren’t breaking a promise to their brother by not calling.


    Mark left to answer the front door.


    Megan turned a hard expression onto Dessa. “Outside. Now.”


    House search meant everyone in the house, all the fosters, had to wait in the yard while a police officer assigned to the foster youth department searched all their stuff for drugs or other contraband. It happened at least monthly and was always a surprise.


    Dessa felt time falling through her fingers like sand. It was just past 7pm. Ivan would not understand why she hadn’t called.


    Within minutes, Delmar joined them in the backyard, a strange, self-satisfied smile on his face. Tiana came out with Amos on her heels. She avoided Dessa’s gaze, but Amos gave Dessa a smile that made her stomach flutter.


    Megan and Mark stayed inside with the cop, probably helping him rifle through their drawers. Dessa wasn’t worried about what they would find. She had nothing to hide. Bringing drugs into the house would get you kicked out. She’d never even tried drugs. There was no way she would risk getting Ivan back over something that stupid. But this whole drama kept her from calling her brother.


    She followed the rules. Other than when it came, of course, to feeding a starving cat some tuna.


    Extra chores she could handle, but losing her phone? Megan and Mark had to realize they had taken things too far.


    As they all waited, Tiana caught Dessa’s eye. She didn’t look sorry she had helped the Martins take Dessa’s phone. Well, she could go screw herself. Dessa was about to say as much out loud when Amos stepped in the way, blocking Tiana from view.


    Dessa stared at his strong back and a twinge of jealousy pinged her.


    Amos didn’t talk to her much. A hello here or there. Sometimes a joke. He wasn’t like the three goons. At least he didn’t hang out with them, so she had a little more respect for him. Also, he was hot. Like those strong, silent types in the movies. He must have a messed up history just like her—how else could he end up in a group home? But somehow he didn’t let it get to him. He kept his head down, just like Dessa.


    He’d worked at the same job ever since California started shutting things down to stop some virus from spreading. For months now, Amos suited up every day in a bandanna mask, gloves, and sunglasses for his job. She was too busy suiting up in a similar outfit for her double shifts at the grocery store to connect with him. Or maybe she feared being rebuffed. Anyway, she had bigger things to worry about.


    He talked to Tiana like they were great friends. For a moment, she wondered—indulging in an ultimate pity party, as one of her therapists liked to call it—what was so wrong with her that Delmar and his goons picked on her and someone like Amos couldn’t bother to talk to her when a rat like Tiana was around.


    Suddenly, Amos turned around and approached.


    Dessa self-consciously smoothed back her hair and tried to make her expression blank, though her stomach flipped like crazy, betraying her. Amos stood several inches taller than Dessa. He cropped his brown hair into a shaggy cut around his ears. A slight curl gave his hair an attractive wave that he had to sweep to one side. His eyes were dark brown, almost black, so she couldn’t tell where his pupils ended and his irises began. His chin was firm, and he had golden brown skin, like something out of a tanning commercial. His fitted T-shirt showed off broad shoulders. Between his muscles and his tan, she figured his job had something to do with being outside.


    “Dessa.”


    Dessa blinked and realized she’d been staring, even as she had told herself not to stare. Looking down at his outstretched hand, she saw Amos held out a phone. How long had he waited for her to notice? How long had she stupidly stared?


    The snickers from Delmar, Egg, and Mess told her long enough for everyone else to notice. Dessa flushed with embarrassment and noticed the protective case on the phone displayed a picture of a monarch butterfly against a pink background.


    He was offering Tiana’s phone.


    “You need to call your brother, right? So call him.”


    “It doesn’t make it okay that Tiana took mine.” Dessa said it loud enough to make sure Tiana heard while snatching the phone from Amos and dialing her brother’s number.


    “You’re the one who broke the rules,” Amos said.


    Dessa wanted to cry. It always felt like this. Her against the whole world. Why could no one see her side of things? “That makes it okay they basically forbid me from talking to my brother? My only family?”


    Amos shook his head. “I’m just saying you know the rules. You know how they are. You took a risk, and this is what happened. They’ll give your phone back, eventually. But fighting them on it like this is only going to make it last longer.”


    Dessa drew in a deep breath to regain some calm. When she felt a little more in control, she released the breath. “The rules are stupid. You know they make it impossible sometimes.”


    “Yeah. I know.” But he didn’t offer anything else.


    Amos agreed with her, but also made it clear she had this coming. But then he’d gotten Tiana’s phone so she could call her brother—even though that was sort of breaking the rules, too. She didn’t know how it was possible for a boy to mix her up like this in less than sixty seconds of conversation, but Amos had the talent.


    Dessa let the phone ring on speaker. Tiana scowled and kept her distance. Birds chirped in the yard like they couldn’t care less about the drama unfolding in front of them. Megan, Mark, and the cop rummaged loud in the house. The phone clock showed it was sixteen minutes past seven.


    She stepped back from Amos, unable to concentrate. It was hard not to stare at his broad shoulders and the way his shirt stretched across his chest. Turning her back on all of them, the phone clicked and she took it off speaker.


    “Hello?”


    All of Dessa’s anger, anxiety, jealousy faded at the sound of her little brother’s voice.


    “Hey, Ivan! It’s Desi. Hey, how you doing?” She forced her voice to sound light and cheerful.


    “Desi! I told them you were gonna call. I told them you wouldn’t miss it. No matter what happened, not even with the world ending, would you miss calling me.”


    His voice was high and excited, and his eagerness brought a smile to her lips. A deep, fierce love bloomed in her heart and she let it take over everything and remind her why she was doing all of this.


    “Hey, little brother, I promised, didn’t I? I always keep my promises.”


    “I know! I TOLD them. I told them you ALWAYS have a plan.”


    “Yeah, but I’m working long hours right now so even if I can’t call, you know that I’m gonna come for you, right?”


    “Yeah…I know.”


    There was a weird note in his voice that Dessa wasn’t sure how to read.


    “You do want to be together again, right?” She held her breath, waiting for his answer.


    “I do! I do! It’s just they’re pretty nice. I mean, it’s still not as good as it would be with you, but it’s not bad. I wish you could come live with us. But they said you’re too old and they can’t handle a teenager, but I told them you’re not just any teenager, you’re practically an adult. You’re already working and everything.”


    They’d had this conversation a million times. Ivan’s foster parents wanted a little kid, and that was it. They took Ivan and not her, and she was glad that they cared for him, but he was HER family, not theirs.


    “How’s summer camp? Did you get to draw something new for art this week?”


    “Desi.”


    She pressed the phone hard against her ear. “What?” The ransacking noises inside the house had stopped, but the three adults hadn’t appeared. She didn’t care. She would take as many minutes as she could to reconnect with her brother and make sure he knew she was coming for him.


    “They canceled camp, remember? But that’s okay. Lila has been letting me color with crayons as much as I want and Thomas is working from home. He’s got a whole room to himself for his office now but he’ll come out and play blocks with me. I kind of miss camp. But I don’t know, I guess it’s okay.”


    Lila and Thomas were the names of his foster parents. He didn’t call them Mom and Dad like they wanted. Dessa wanted it to stay that way. They weren’t his parents. They never would be.


    “Sorry, buddy. I forgot. I’ve been working so much. Glad you’re doing okay.”


    “Yeah, I’m–”


    A hacking noise interrupted his words.


    At first, Dessa couldn’t make sense of the sound through the phone. A flurry of activity at the kitchen steps interfered. She walked away from the three adults entering the backyard to approach the wooden fence. The smell of pine washed over her from a couple of replaced boards. She plugged a finger in her other ear to listen better.


    Ivan was coughing.


    A big, hacking cough, like something was stuck in his chest and he couldn’t get it out.


    “Ivan? Ivan, are you okay?”


    She hadn’t paid attention to the news or even what customers said in the store other than to seize the opportunity of more work and more money. A virus like the flu, except it wasn’t. Maybe something else making people sick on top of that. Lots of rumors about crazy things the virus did that were obvious conspiracy theory stuff. Some people said all the stuff her boss had them wear—gloves, mask, glasses—did nothing to stop its spread. But she always wore the gear and cleaned her clothes as soon as she got off shift. Because what else could you do? She didn’t know much else except she and her coworkers had a tough time keeping the shelves stocked. She didn’t think coughing was one of the symptoms, was it?


    “I’m ok—” Ivan said between gasps. “Lila says allergies. It’s—”


    The phone was ripped from her hand. Startled, she jumped back from the fence, her heart pounding in her chest, and bit her lip so hard she tasted blood.


    Turning the wrong way at first, she saw Delmar, Egg, and Mess lounging on the grass. All smirking at her again. Tiana and Amos were so close together on the far side of the yard, their hands almost touched. Completing the survey, she saw Megan, Mark, and the cop just a few feet away.


    Megan held Tiana’s phone.


    Before Dessa could say goodbye, Megan clicked off the phone.


    But what concerned Dessa most was what Mark held in his hands.


    It was Dessa’s backpack, the one she never left the house without.


    The cop unzipped the front pocket and pulled out a bag of weed.


    Dessa backed up until she bumped against the fence boards. “That’s not mine.”


    Egg’s expression turned disgusted and he elbowed Delmar hard in the ribs. Delmar laughed.


    In a flash, Dessa realized what he must have done when he’d left for the bathroom. “That’s not mine. Delmar must have planted it.”


    Megan drew in a sharp breath. “Do not try to blame others for your mistakes. That will only make things worse.”


    Mark shook his head. “First the tuna can, now this? Dessa, you were headed in the right direction. You could have made things right with us again. Some extra chores, some more therapy. But you know the house rules about drugs. You’re out. Tonight.”
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    Dessa’s case worker, JoLanna Busey, had a sharp chin, a sharp nose, and even sharper words when she arrived an hour later to pick up Dessa.


    “You’ve got to make this right, Dessa.”


    Dessa hunched in the passenger seat of the car and folded her arms over her chest. She had screwed up.


    The inside of JoLanna’s car smelled like the peppermint deodorizer hung from her vent. Dust covered the dashboard except where people had left fingerprints. Outside, sunset had vanished while JoLanna had packed up Dessa’s meager possessions.


    JoLanna pulled away from the curb of what had been Dessa’s sleeping quarters—she wouldn’t call it home—for the last six months. “There’s nowhere else for you to go. Everything is maxed out. Everything. All of us are working overtime. We don’t have enough foster parents. We don’t have enough houses. And more kids are being pulled all the time. It’s like out of nowhere, parents are all of a sudden abandoning…. There’s nowhere for you to go. You must make this right with the Martins. You must make it up to them and you must get back in that house tomorrow.”


    Dessa thought she’d rather crawl into a hole and die than face the embarrassment and injustice of going back into Megan and Mark’s group home. “I’m not going back there. That weed isn’t mine and you know it.”


    “No, Dessa. I don’t.”


    “But—”


    “This jeopardizes everything you’ve been working for. You might never get a chance to get your brother back.”


    Dessa knew JoLanna well enough over the past five years as her caseworker to understand this wasn’t a threat. She was telling Dessa how it was.


    For a long moment, Dessa considered doubling down. She pictured the outcome: if there was nowhere for her to go, and she didn’t dare go back to the house, then what did that leave her, a runaway? Runaways didn’t get custody of their little brothers.


    JoLanna picked up speed, zooming through a green light. People were out in numbers that Dessa hadn’t seen in a while. Maybe that meant things were getting better. But everyone seemed in a hurry. Speeding cars cut off other cars. A big truck turned against a red light. A mother dragged her two children down the street, yelling at them to hurry. Two skateboarders whipped around a corner like they were outrunning something.


    It reminded Dessa of the anxiety she felt right before the grocery store opened for each of her shifts. A line of shoppers always snaked around the side of the building these days, each customer keeping their distance from the others, some waiting patiently, others waiting impatiently, to go inside. A nervous energy surrounded everything all the time.


    Stubbornness led away from her plans. Away from the only person on this planet that she cared about. She took deep breaths again, like the one therapist she liked had showed her. It eased the hard knot of anger. JoLanna was right about these sorts of things more often than Dessa would ever admit.


    “Dessa.” JoLanna’s dark skin and sharp eyes couldn’t hide the puffiness in her face or the weariness that pulled on her muscles. JoLanna opened her mouth to speak again, but it turned into multiple sneezes in a row.


    Dessa waited for her to finish sneezing into her elbow. JoLanna grabbed a tissue from the cupholder while taking a left turn. A sip of water and a clearing of the throat seemed to settle her. “Allergies, sorry.”


    “All right.” Dessa said.


    “All right, what?” JoLanna said with emphasis.


    Dessa sighed. JoLanna always made her work for it. “I’ll make it right with them.”


    JoLanna’s phone dinged, signaling a text message.


    Dessa couldn’t let what happened tonight wreck her plans. She would face any embarrassment, any hardship, to prevent that from happening. “I just need somewhere to sleep tonight. But I’ll make it right with them.”


    “I’m telling you. There’s nowhere for you to go. Not even for the night.” JoLanna made a right turn and reached for her phone to check the message. “The best I can do is send you to juvenile hall for the night. Then you can work it out with them tomorrow. Hopefully.”


    Dessa had spent a few nights before in juvie when in a similar spot. Her mind whirled as a pit opened inside her stomach. She hated it there. Even with locked doors and steel bars in the windows, it felt like the most unsafe place she had ever been in. Some people cried so hard she heard them through the walls. What could she offer JoLanna to get out of a night in juvie?


    “I can work the night shift. My boss. He needs people,” Dessa said. “It’s busy right now. Let me text him and I bet he’ll let me work a shift and that’ll be it. I’ll work the night shift and then I’ll make it right.”


    JoLanna swiped through to the text message, her mouth already half open to nix Dessa’s offered solution, when something in her face changed.


    “Shit.”


    Dessa was about to joke about how the world sure must have fallen into the crapper if JoLanna was cussing. JoLanna was always very particular about the words her ‘clients’ used. She said the more professional you talked the more places you were going. Those who talked like the gutter would end up in the gutter.


    JoLanna made an illegal U-turn and floored it back in the direction they had come before Dessa could offer a joke.


    She braced herself on the armrest to keep from sliding. “What is it?”


    “Oh, Lord.” JoLanna’s eyes tracked in all directions as she barely paused at a stop sign and picked up speed. Her hands held the steering wheel in a death grip and she inched forward to hover on the edge of the seat.


    Dessa tried again. “What is it? What’s wrong?”


    JoLanna spared Dessa a glance before taking a left turn that threw Dessa against the door. “Another family. Some sort of crisis. I’ve got to get there. But you can’t come with me. Wouldn’t be safe. It’s not procedure.”


    “I’ll go to work. I already texted my boss. He said it’s fine.” Of course, she had no time to do that yet. JoLanna had retrieved Dessa’s phone from the Martins before they’d left, but it was currently in Dessa’s pocket. Despite that, she knew her boss, and she knew how crazy things were at the store. He already asked her to work hours beyond the limit the state had set for foster youth and paid her off the books for it. She could surprise him and he would put her right to work.


    JoLanna frowned so deep her eyebrows almost met in the middle of her forehead. Her phone blew up with more text notifications. She swerved around a car taking too long to make a lane change, and then floored the gas pedal through another intersection, her afro bouncing in time.


    She mumbled something and Dessa leaned over to catch it, but then JoLanna erupted into another fit of sneezes, sending the car into jerky motions across the lane.


    “Ms. Busey, are you okay?”


    When JoLanna could speak again, her voice cracked at first, and then steadied. “It’s nothing. Bad allergies. The trees are about to drop their leaves.”


    Dessa wasn’t sure her sneezes sounded like normal allergies. But she was also pretty sure it wasn’t related to the virus thing everyone was scared about either. Right? She wished she had listened better to the news stories.


    Whatever. It didn’t matter. “Let me go to work. I’ll make everything right. You can deal with whatever this is. Don’t worry about me. I can find my own way to work. You know I can.”


    JoLanna made another turn and then slowed onto a side street, stopping in front of this worn-out duplex. It was one of those places that looked sad, probably as soon as whoever built it had finished. Everything beige, everything cheap, grimy windows, an overgrown lawn with patches of dirt, a cracked driveway, and a sense of neglect that hung thick in the air.


    Dessa shivered.


    “You’re not supposed to be here, just—” JoLanna’s phone pinged again. She undid her seatbelt, gathering a few things. “I do believe you—about the weed. I know that’s not your style. Let me deal with this and I’ll consider your plan for the night. But stay in the car right now.”


    Dessa sighed in relief. She could act the good little girl when she needed to. “I will.” She would follow JoLanna’s instructions and when this new situation was dealt with, JoLanna would recognize that Dessa working the night shift was best for everyone involved.


    Dessa began making plans to work her butt off that night. And she would buy some tuna cans, a whole bucket full of them out of her own money, as a peace offering to Megan and Mark. Maybe a card too, apologizing in writing. She’d offer to double her chores for the next three months until her SILP was approved. She could make this right. She didn’t have to spend the night in juvie or lose the chance to get her brother back.


    JoLanna raced out of the car, slamming the door closed. Striding up to the duplex, she knocked, insistent. But the door must have been unlatched because it opened under her knocks. Even inside the car, Dessa could hear yelling drift from the bowels of the house. No lights were on and the street lights were too dim to help.


    Dessa settled back into the seat but couldn’t quite get comfortable knowing something bad was happening inside that house. At least it wasn’t bad enough to call the police. JoLanna was a good social worker when it came down to all that, but no one liked seeing her show up. No matter how nice she was. Her presence always meant something wasn’t going right and sometimes it meant something was about to go really, really wrong.


    While Dessa waited, she texted her boss to confirm in writing for JoLanna that he was okay with her working the night shift. Lining up that piece of evidence would go a long way.


    Maybe all of five minutes passed as Dessa thought about ways to get Delmar back for planting that weed in her backpack, and for more ways to make it up to Megan and Mark. But her thoughts were interrupted by the duplex vomiting out its contents in the form of a stocky man with broad shoulders who raced across the pathetic lawn after something small that darted away.


    Dessa jerked forward for a better look, almost dropping her phone. The seatbelt dug into her chest. She unhooked it, stuffed the phone into her pocket, and tried to make out what was going on.


    It seemed like the guy was chasing down a small dog.


    What the hell?


    Dessa cracked open the passenger side door. The automatic windows were up and JoLanna had taken the keys. As soon as the seal broke, unmistakable screaming reached Dessa’s ears coming from inside the duplex. Children. Maybe a woman.


    The guy raced after the dog, oblivious, acting like a raving lunatic, until he was down the block and vanished around a corner like he had never existed.


    Except.


    Except JoLanna stumbled out the front door next, dragging two screaming children onto the lawn who looked not over seven or eight years old. One of them was young enough to still be in diapers. JoLanna held her left arm pinned to her chest like it pained her.


    Dessa jumped out of the car to help. JoLanna stopped her with a shout. “Call 911 and get the hell out of here.”


    The words came out of Dessa’s mouth in a panic. “What happened?” The situation had gone from a bad fight to something far, far worse in less time than it had taken her to text her boss.


    Instead of answering, JoLanna sat down with the kids and pulled them into her lap, hugging them tight. That’s when Dessa realized the woman inside was no longer screaming. JoLanna’s injured arm seeped a dark patch of liquid into her shirt.


    Blood.


    Dessa scrambled back into the car. She dialed 911 and gave them the info in frantic half-shouts, then dug into the box of clothes JoLanna always kept on her back seat in case a ‘client’ needed something. Dessa grabbed a shirt with long sleeves and left the car. The front door of the duplex gaped open like a toothless mouth. Dessa could imagine all sorts of things waiting for the police inside that duplex.


    After some mild protesting, something about bites and infection, JoLanna blabbered into tears and let Dessa wrap her arm.


    Far away sirens crept closer. She tied the shirt around JoLanna’s arm as best she could, though she didn’t know first aid. It looked like someone had taken a bite out of her flesh. Dessa’s stomach went queasy at the sight, the orange street lights turning everything into strange colors, but tied off the cloth without losing her stomach contents.


    The police and ambulance arrived after long, agonizing minutes. Two dark, shiny vans followed them, and then sped down the street, taking the same corner as the lunatic. Everyone just kind of zoomed onto the lawn. Dessa removed herself from the chaos to make room for people who actually knew what they were doing.


    The deadly, stoic tension that permeated everyone who entered the duplex and then came back out told Dessa more than she wanted to know. She figured there was probably someone dead inside. She hoped maybe it was an animal. A companion to the little dog.


    She didn’t know what to do. Paramedics in strange suits had surrounded JoLanna and the kids and were taking care of them. Dessa’s throat demanded water. Her mouth tasted awful from the stomach acid that had come up at the sight of the bite wound. And then she remembered JoLanna had told her to go.


    None of the paramedics had bothered with her. She looked like just another spectating neighbor, for all they knew.


    Her boss was waiting for her. Dealing with panicked shoppers seemed like Disneyland compared to this mess.


    She sent JoLanna a text and forwarded her boss’ text for good measure. That would need to be enough proof she wasn’t running away, but trying to be responsible.


    She kept her head down and headed for the grocery store on foot.


    Her brother, earning him back, was all that mattered.
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