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To the ones speaking out and the ones finding their voices















1.






We have to drive to Maryland for the appointment. Mom got the earliest one available on a Saturday morning so she could drive me there and home and still get to work for the afternoon shift. Also, I’m not supposed to eat or drink eight hours before the procedure, which Mom says will be easier in the morning than the afternoon. “We can stop for breakfast on the way home,” she tells me. “If you’re hungry.”


I don’t know if I’ll be hungry because I’ve never done this before. Neither has Mom, so she doesn’t know exactly, either.


That’s what we call it, though—“the procedure.” We don’t call it what it is. It’s like we’re afraid to say the word, like it’s a curse. Maybe it is. I know that the kids in youth group would basically say as much.


This morning, they’re all at Ignite, the annual fall retreat, where they do team-building exercises and share testimonials at a retreat center in the mountains. I went last year when Mom and I were new to Hawthorne. It felt good to have people take my hand and give me a hug and tell me they were glad I was there. I imagine them all there again today, playing games and praying and learning to trust each other. I remember Lily pulling me into a hug with Bri, and the weight of their arms around me felt like relief. Alden would be with them, encouraging them all to put their trust in each other and in God, because with that they can accomplish anything. When I was there last year, I expected that kind of thing to sound cheesy or disingenuous, but it didn’t. The way Alden said it, it sounded real.


The car feels quiet and empty in comparison to being in that big group.


It’s still dark when we leave, the sun just starting to rise as we drive through Northern Virginia and into Maryland. I wear sweatpants and a hoodie because the pre-procedure paperwork said I should wear loose, comfortable clothing, and because I feel like I could curl up inside them, warm and protected. In the cold morning air, under my hoodie, I feel small and young and old all at once.


We’re lucky. That’s what Mom said when she made the appointment. If this had happened back in Bloomington, it would have been a lot harder to find somewhere to do it. It would have meant a longer drive, staying in a hotel—money we didn’t have. Maybe someone would have stopped us. Having to drive to Maryland, it’s not so bad.


Except maybe, back in Bloomington, this wouldn’t have happened.


The radio’s playing pop-country songs about falling in love and broken hearts and being someone’s girl. We don’t change the station because that’s all the other stations play too.


When I told Mom I was pregnant, she asked who the boy was. That was the way she said it: Who’s the boy, is it someone in your class, is it someone from youth group? Which made it easy to say, Yeah, a boy I met at a youth group thing, you don’t know him, it was one time. When she asked what his name was, all I could do was shake my head. She didn’t press me, and I still haven’t told her.


I don’t know if I can ever tell her.


She didn’t question me when I told her this was what I wanted to do—just looked up the closest places to us, found one that seemed supportive and safe. She scheduled the appointment, read through the pre-procedure materials with me, kept telling me that I was going to be okay.


“This doesn’t have to affect the rest of your life,” she says as we pull off the highway. “I mean, this is one part of your life. It’s not who you are.”


“I know,” I say, even though I don’t yet. I don’t know who I am or who I’m going to be or who I want to be.


“No one has to know,” she says, like it’s supposed to comfort me.


“I know,” I say again.





It’s a small brick building with a sign out front that reads CENTER FOR REPRODUCTIVE HEALTH in delicate blue letters. The first time we came was only a couple of days ago so a doctor could tell me about the procedure. Mom called in sick for me at school and for herself at work, and we drove out to have the consultation. I imagined a building as big as a hospital with a horde of protesters outside, waving signs with pictures of babies on them, but there were only a couple of older women. When we hustled inside, I half-expected the pavement to open up underneath me and swallow me whole.


That didn’t happen, of course. I kept walking.


Now it’s early enough that ours is one of a few cars in the parking lot. We wait to be buzzed into the building and are greeted by the receptionist behind a window.


“Hi, can I help you?” she asks, smiling kindly at us.


“I’m Tess Pine,” I tell her. “I have an eight-thirty appointment.”


She doesn’t ask me to specify what the appointment is for and finds my information in her computer. Mom and I show her our IDs, and the receptionist gives me more paperwork to fill out. While I write, Mom hunches over her checkbook. I know this isn’t the kind of thing we can really afford, but when I told Mom about being pregnant and that this was what I wanted to do, she didn’t make me feel guilty about it. We’ll work it out, she told me.


We don’t say much as we sit there, half-listening to the receptionist taking calls and the waiting room TV playing a home improvement show. Mom sits stiffly next to me, chipping at her nails, flakes of dried red polish falling on her lap. She picks up a pamphlet off the coffee table, flipping back and forth through information about resources available for women during recovery and afterward—therapy, support groups, social workers. I’m sure she never expected to be looking at lists like that for me.


I wonder if I should tell her. She’s here with me, she made the appointments, and she’s paying out of her savings so I don’t have to live with this for the rest of my life. So I can keep living my life. But if I tell her, it’ll change everything, and all I want is for things to go back to normal. The words stick in my throat.


Even though it’s early, there are a couple of other people in the waiting room too—one woman in a pale pink button-down shirt who looks like she could be Gram’s age and who’s flipping through a cooking magazine, and another in her twenties, stomach round and full, like she’s swallowed the moon. I try not to stare at her, the pregnant woman, her face a little tired but pretty. They say pregnant women have a glow, and it’s true for her. While she holds her phone in one hand, the other rests casually on top of her belly, and she looks happy.


That could be me someday. Maybe.


“Tess?” a nurse says as she enters the waiting room, holding a clipboard and looking at me. I wonder how many Tesses she’s seen before, where they were from, who came with them—if any of them had boyfriends they loved or people who hurt them.


Mom stands with me, even though I’m going in alone. “You’ll be okay,” she tells me, her voice shaky. “I’ll be right here. I’ll see you after.”


“Okay,” I tell her, because that’s what I want—for all of this to be over.


I follow the nurse down a long hall to the procedure room. The doctor went over everything with me the other day—the equipment they’ll use to do it and how I’ll be given medication so I won’t feel anything—but I still feel like my legs aren’t part of my body while I walk. My stomach knots, and I wish I could run back to the waiting room to bring my mom with me, like I’m a little kid going to school for the first time. But I keep walking, one foot in front of the other.


Even though I was here a couple of days ago, the doctor still goes over everything that’s going to happen. She tells me how the procedure will go, what I’m likely to experience, and what complications, although rare, are possible. She asks if I feel safe in my current home environment, and I say yes. She doesn’t ask about my relationship with the father, which is a relief.


“Do you have any questions for me?” she asks.


What I want to know is if I’m making the right decision. If this means that things can really go back to normal. If I’ll ever feel normal again. If I’ll be able to pray again, to feel like I’m connected to something that’s bigger than me and like someone’s watching out for me. I want to know if I’ll be okay.


Instead, I say, “No, no questions.”


While the doctor and the nurses examine me and give me medication for pain and set up an IV for sedation, I keep thinking: When it’s over, I won’t have to talk about it or think about it, no one will have to know, it’ll be over … until it’s over and they bring me to recovery.





When Mom and I leave the building, when it’s over, there are more protesters outside with signs. It’s not a big crowd, but enough people for a Saturday morning—older people, teenagers, middle-aged women with mushroomy haircuts. They’re all carrying signs with pictures of fetuses and slogans like IS THIS A CHOICE?


I scan the crowd quickly and am light-headed with relief when I don’t see any familiar faces. Because I’ve been in that kind of crowd before—not here, but at clinics closer to Hawthorne. I’ve looked at the faces of women going in and out and said, “Your baby is a blessing, not a choice.” I thought I was trying to help them. That’s what everyone said we were doing.


Looking over the faces and posters now, I wish I could go back and tell those women, I hope you’ll be okay. Instead, I pull the hood of my sweatshirt down and let Mom put her arm around my shoulders and walk me back to the car.





At Gram and Gramps’s, our home for the last year, Mom sets me up on the couch with tea, a mustard-yellow and maroon afghan, a heating pad, and Emma Thompson’s Sense and Sensibility—my favorite movie, even though Mom thinks Austen adaptations are boring. She offers me toast and canned chicken soup, like I have a cold, but I tell her all I want is to rest for a little while. The way she looks at me, soft and sad, like I’m a little girl again, makes me want to cry more than anything else.


I could cry. Mom would hold me and tell me everything’s going to be fine. But I don’t want to hear that anymore. If it’s over and everything’s fine, I shouldn’t have to cry.


It doesn’t feel like sadness, not exactly. Or even regret—that’s what people talked about in youth group when they talked about women who made this choice. Lying under the blankets now, I feel a strange kind of grief, a ghost ship sailing by. Someone I’ll never know standing on deck, and me watching them disappear forever.


But there’s also relief so deep, I feel it with every breath. I don’t need to spend the next nine months and more of my life trying to learn how to be someone I’m not. Not yet. Not having to lie about who the father is, not having to go through it all alone. Guilt, too, churning through me, like I shouldn’t feel relieved to have made this choice. Like I should only feel sad about it. Maybe even feeling like I lost something, and I don’t deserve to be sad about it, either.


I don’t cry.


Instead, I watch Sense and Sensibility and then Persuasion, only getting up when I have to change my pad. Before Mom goes to work, she makes sure I have ibuprofen and tea and my slippers. She hovers beside the couch in her jacket, looking around like she must have forgotten something. “Maybe I should stay,” she says, forehead furrowed in concern. “I can call out. I should be with you.”


“Mom, I’m fine,” I tell her. “I’ll text if I need anything.”


She doesn’t look entirely convinced but kisses my forehead. “Text me for anything. Seriously. I love you.” We both smile a little, as if we’re trying to be strong for each other.


The house feels strangely quiet when she leaves. Usually, at least one other person is home, especially if Gram has her church friends over for prayer circle or Gramps invites a few of his VFW buddies over for poker. But the timing of the procedure was good—my grandparents had already planned to visit Gram’s sister, Dorothy, in Pennsylvania and would be out of town for a couple of weeks. Great-aunt Dorothy is having hip surgery, and they’re going to help during her recovery.


“No wild parties while we’re gone,” Gramps told me with a wink, because he knew that the only parties I went to were with kids from Grace Teen Life, where we watched movies and played Codenames and the hardest beverage we drank was homemade root beer.


“I’ll try,” I told him. “Drive safe.”


“Call us on Dorothy’s phone if anything happens,” Gram told Mom before she got in the car. “I don’t want to come back to the house burned down.”


Mom pressed her lips together in an attempt to smile. Usually, she would have given a sarcastic reply, but I was sure her mind was on my appointment and how we could never tell them about it. Not only would it break their hearts, but they would never see Mom or me the same way again.


“Love to Aunt Dorothy,” Mom said, and we waved at them as they drove down the street.


Now, sitting on my grandparents’ couch, under their afghan, I have an odd sense of not knowing how I got here. Like I closed my eyes and blinked and suddenly I’m not who I thought I was or where I thought I would be. There’s a before and there’s an after, and I can’t identify the moment in between.


I don’t feel like watching another movie, so I put on my headphones and listen to music—choral music, the kind I used to sing with my school choir back in Bloomington. It’s familiar and soothing and helps me remember to breathe in and out.


Every so often, I check my phone. Lily and Bri have texted me a few times: We miss you!!! and Retreat’s not the same without you.


I imagine everyone at Ignite, at a retreat center in the mountains, all log cabins and dirt trails and expansive views. I inhale and exhale, as if I can smell the crisp fall air and campfire smoke. Last year, the theme for the retreat was “Living Fearlessly.” Alden had us write down our fears and toss them into a bonfire, giving them up to God. “ ‘When I am afraid, I put my trust in you,’ ” he’d said, quoting Psalms. “Let your fears go, tonight and forever, because Jesus is with you, and He’s with us here right now.”


One by one, we tossed our papers into the fire, watching them burn to ash. Cinders floated away from the fire and into the sky like stars. Around me, some people pressed their hands together and closed their eyes in brief prayer after watching their fears burn. A few even raised their hands toward the sky. I bowed my head and closed my eyes, and it felt like a door opening.


God, please let this be real, I prayed, even though I didn’t exactly know what I meant by that. But it was what I wanted to feel—the people around me, the air, the fire, the sky, the letting go, the holding fast.


Bri leaned her head on my shoulder, and across the campfire, someone started singing. I sang along, light the fire in my heart again, while the flames warmed my face, and below the night sky, it felt like this was the beginning of something good.


Now they’re all back at Ignite, and I’m here. I don’t even know what the theme is for this year’s retreat—I hadn’t asked, and Alden hadn’t mentioned it. I have a strange feeling of homesickness for a place I’d only been to once for a couple of days. But I miss being crowded into a room with people I was getting to know, hearing them open up about their struggles and their faith, feeling like maybe I could be open like that too.


Maybe I’ll be back there next year. Maybe it’ll be like this year never happened.


I send heart emojis back to Lily and Bri, saying Miss you guys too, like I’m stuck at home with the flu. I expect to get at least one other text, asking me how I’m doing, but it never comes.





I don’t go to church on Sunday morning. It’s the first time I haven’t been to Grace Presbyterian for service since we moved to Hawthorne last year. Gram and Gramps go every week, and I go with them, at first because they expected us to go, and eventually because I made friends there and sang in the church choir, and because I liked being part of a community, bound together by our faith.


Grace Presbyterian livestreams their services. It’s not super high-tech, but they started doing it a few years ago for people who aren’t able to get to church because they’re chronically sick or older and have a hard time leaving the house. That was never an option for us, no matter how hard Mom tried to convince Gram that livestreams were basically the same as going for real, because Gram insisted that we all be there in person every Sunday.


“I know going to church isn’t your favorite,” she told Mom, voice clipped, our first Sunday in Hawthorne. “Lord knows we had that fight often enough when you were a girl. But it can be a good group of people around you, to support you. Plus, it’s important to me and it’s important to your father, and in this house it’s what we do together.”


“I know,” Mom said tiredly. We’d arrived the night before, after packing the car and driving all day from Bloomington. “Maybe we can get a pass this once—”


“You know, Laura,” Gram said, her voice even but firm, “we’re happy to have you and Tess here. We are. But it’s still our house, and our way goes.”


I never minded going to church, not even that first day. The way Gram had described it, “a good group of people around you, to support you,” sounded like something I could use. The last few years had felt so unsteady, first with losing Dad and then Mom losing her job and worrying about where we’d live, how we’d get by. A little extra support sounded like a good thing.


Now, curled up in bed with my phone, I consider logging into the livestream. No one would even know it was me watching. Even if they did, no one would question it. They think I’m a good church girl who volunteers and goes to youth group movie nights and sings in the choir and sits in a pew with her grandparents every Sunday. No one knows what I did yesterday.


Almost no one.


But I set my phone aside. Watching from a distance feels too strange, a reminder that something is different.


Maybe I don’t deserve to watch. That’s what some people in youth group would say, considering what I did yesterday.


Next week, I’ll be back there, I try to reassure myself. Maybe I’ll feel like I belong again.


I imagine everyone at church next Sunday—people from youth group with their families, my grandparents’ friends, the choir huddled together. We’ll be singing “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God” and “Abide with Me.” I can almost hear Alden leading the group, with his clear tenor and confident piano playing. The way everyone looks to him, the way he shines in front of a group, the way he draws the light out of everyone else—it’s part of what makes him a good youth minister and choir director. I fall back to sleep, repeating the lyrics in my head: When other helpers fail and comforts flee, Help of the helpless, O abide with me.


I still don’t get any other texts asking me how I am.





By Monday morning, I’m feeling better, like the doctor said I would, and plan to go back to school. Mom says I can stay home for a few more days if I want, but what I really want is for things to get back to normal, even if that means going to French class. When I check my phone, I see a bunch of messages from numbers I don’t recognize.


Whore


Slut


I can’t believe you!


You’re going to hell for this!!!


I almost drop my phone because my first thought is: Someone knows. My heart is pounding, and I feel cold all over, like I’ve been plunged into a pool of ice water.


But there’s no way anyone can know. No one I knew was at the center; I haven’t told anyone, and Mom wouldn’t have, either.


This has to be a prank. Some group of creeps got a bunch of phone numbers and are texting random people awful messages. I delete them all and put my phone in my pocket, trying to ignore the hard pit of anxiety growing in my stomach.





When I get to school, immediately I know something’s wrong. People are giving me dirty looks, or purposefully not looking at me, or not hiding that they’re looking at me and whispering. Part of me wants to go up to them and ask what’s the matter, but I keep my head down and rush to my locker like it’s a bastion of safety.


That’s when I see it—a giant red A spray-painted on my locker.


Only mine. No one else’s has been touched. Whoever did it was careful not to get too much red paint on the lockers on either side of mine.


For a second, I stand there, staring at it, like maybe I’m seeing things. Maybe something went wrong with the sedation IV and I’m having a terrible delayed reaction. But the way other people are passing by and whispering, leaving a wide berth like the paint is contagious, I know they see it too.


I don’t know who would do this. Was it the same people who sent the texts? Is it someone I know?


Behind me, I can feel people stopping to stare. Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry, I tell myself, even though I can feel my cheeks flush and tears begin to sting my eyes. It’ll be worse if you cry.


Now I want the ground to open up and swallow me. Around me, people are whispering and laughing, and I’m waiting for the linoleum to shift and the earth to swallow me like I was never here. For the last year, I thought I had friends, a place, but no one comes over to me now.


No one except for Principal Bellingham.


“Tess Pine,” he says firmly. “Come with me.” He turns and doesn’t look back to see if I’m following or not.


I could run. I could take off and run out of the school and all the way home and refuse to leave the house again. He probably wouldn’t notice until I was halfway down the street. My heart thumps against my chest like I’m already running.


But everyone is still watching me and whispering and laughing. I will not cry, I tell myself as I take a breath, deep and diaphragmatic. In my head, I sing “Bridge over Troubled Water” as I walk back down the halls, toward Bellingham’s office.












2.






“Do you have anything you’d like to tell me?” Principal Bellingham asks me once we’re behind the closed door of his office. It’s the first time I’ve been in here—I’ve never been in trouble before. I’ve never been late to homeroom, or caught without a hall pass, nothing. I wasn’t even sure Bellingham knew my name until he said it in the hall. People see me as nice in the most boring way, another Grace Teen Life girl with a polite voice and neat hair. It’s who I am.


It’s who I was until today.


“Nothing,” I tell Principal Bellingham, my voice shaking only a little. My hand reflexively goes to the thin gold chain around my neck, clasping the tiny gold cross pendant. Gram gave it to me last year, right before Ignite. It had been hers when she was a girl, a gift from when she was baptized. A few other girls in youth group had ones like it. Wearing it made me feel like I’d found something special, like I was safe and protected and loved. I’d put it on this morning without thinking. Now I wonder if I should take it off.


“You have no idea why that graffiti was on your locker?” he asks, like he already knows the answer.


In my bag, I know there are more texts lighting up my phone, telling me what a horrible person I am. I don’t even want to look to see if Lily or Bri texted me again, in case they’re saying the same thing.


“No,” I say to Principal Bellingham. “No idea.”


He studies me for a second, looking almost sad before leaning forward in his chair, his hands folded and resting on his desk. “Tess,” he says gently. “I want to help you here. If you know the people who might have done this, I can make sure they’re held responsible for their actions.”


I close my eyes tight, as if I can stop everything from happening if I can’t see it, and I shake my head. “I swear, I don’t know,” I say.


He sighs and doesn’t say anything for a second. I open my eyes to see that he’s still staring at me with a mixture of confusion and sadness. “If something’s going on, Tess,” he says, “you can tell me. Or Ms. Simmons, the school counselor. If you’re experiencing bullying or harassment, we want to know so we can help you.”


I study him back, and it seems like he’s being sincere. Maybe he doesn’t know me well, but he wants his school to run smoothly, and something like bullying or graffiti spray-painted on a locker isn’t part of that. But if I tell him why someone might have done this to me, I’ll have to tell him about my weekend, which means I’ll have to tell him about what happened last year after the Spirit Light Festival. And everything that happened before. And after. About how I thought things were going to work out okay, I really did. Maybe they still can, if I keep quiet, like I promised.


There’s no way I can tell Principal Bellingham any of that.


And besides, I know he’s only saying he can help because he thinks I’m a nice Christian girl. The kind of person who would only get bullied because other people are jerks and want to make some innocent person’s life miserable. The kind of person who wouldn’t do anything wrong, who would never hurt anyone.


I shake my head again. “No, no one’s been bothering me,” I murmur. “Um, sorry, can I go? I’m late for French.”


Now he looks more frustrated as he frowns at me, but he says, “Go ahead.” He tells me that if I somehow remember anything that may be of use in this situation, to let him know as soon as possible. But we both know that I won’t say anything.


When I leave the principal’s office, the hall is silent, with everyone in class. I have French first period, but I don’t go there right away. Instead, I return to my locker and stare at the lopsided red A until it doesn’t even look like a letter anymore—it looks like a strange ancient symbol, something that might be carved on the wall of a cave. It’s part of a language I don’t know but suddenly have to learn. Distracted thoughts float through my head, like particles of dust that can’t settle.


This can’t be real. How is this even happening? No one else knows.


Almost no one.


I promised I wouldn’t tell anyone—everything was supposed to go back to normal.


Someone must have found out. No one was ever supposed to find out.


Then I hear voices from down the hall—some freshmen headed my way. Before they can get too close, I swing open my locker, grab everything I’ll need from it, and shove it all into my bag so I won’t have to come back for the rest of the day. My backpack weighs a ton now, but it’s better than having to stare at that giant red A again.


In French, everyone’s already working on translating sentences from the homework. When I open the door, they all turn to me. Some people smirk, others whisper, and I wish I could back out of the room again.


But our teacher, Madame Johnson, is frowning at me from the whiteboard. “Mademoiselle Pine, le cours commence à huit,” she admonishes me for being late. “Asseyez-vous.”


Does she know? Her expression is stern but not unkind. Maybe not—maybe she only knows that something’s wrong and I’m caught up in it.


“Sorry,” I mumble as I take my usual seat by the windows, then before Madame Johnson can criticize my use of English, I add, “Je suis désolé.”


It feels like a personal attack when Madame Johnson tells us to break into small groups. I turn my desk toward three others near mine, hoping that we can focus on the assignment, but one of the girls, a petite junior named Amber, is staring at me. She whispers, “Tess, did you really do it?” Like I might actually tell her the truth. Like we’ve said more than four words to each other since I started at Hawthorne High last year.


“Do what?” I ask, voice flat.


“They’re saying you … you know …” She trails off like she’s afraid to say it.


“No way,” Corbin, another person in our group, says like I’m not even there. “That would mean she’d have to have sex first. Church girls don’t do that.”


They don’t. Or they’re not supposed to. In prayer group and Bible study, we talk about saving ourselves for marriage and committing ourselves to following the path that Jesus laid out for us. A couple of the girls wear purity rings on their left ring fingers, like a shield protecting them until someone comes along with a wedding band.


I can sing the songs and recite the prayers, but maybe I’m not really a good church girl. The way Corbin says it, it seems like being one is a bad thing. But not being one feels equally as bad, and I don’t know what I should even want to be anymore.


I don’t have to say anything to Amber or Corbin, because Madame Johnson walks over to our group to see how we’re doing, and we pretend we’ve been reviewing ways to give directions in French. When the bell rings, I jump up from my seat and lug my too-heavy backpack into the hall. For a moment, I consider going to the nurse and asking Mom to come and pick me up, but I know she’ll be worried about me and can’t take another day off anyway. No, it’s better to stay at school and deal with the stares and whispers. If I don’t say anything, they’ll get bored eventually and move on. All I need is to keep quiet for a while.





Lily was the first friend I made in Hawthorne. My first day at Hawthorne High, I’d been hovering awkwardly at the edge of the cafeteria, trying to decide if I was hungry enough for lunch or if I could hide in the library for the whole period, when I felt a hand on my arm. A girl with dark blond hair was beside me, wearing a Grace Teen Life T-shirt and a warm smile. “Hey, you’re the Rileys’ granddaughter, right?” she asked.


She’d recognized me from church the day before—she knew my grandparents and had heard about how my mom and I were moving in with them. I hadn’t done youth group back home, but it was a huge relief to have somewhere to sit for lunch. Plus, Lily and Bri and the others were the kind of people I would have been friends with anyway—friendly, involved, maybe a little quiet or dorky, but kind. I liked that they cared about something, that they believed in something. They went to the movies and had extensive text threads, but they also attended prayer groups and volunteered at church bake sales. Even if I hadn’t grown up going to church or praying, it felt strangely easy to be around people who did.


Today, I don’t see Lily or Bri or any of the other Grace Teen Life kids until lunch, when I stupidly head into the cafeteria like it’s any other Monday. I look for our usual table by the windows. Jacob, Roger, and Emma are already there, faces solemn as they lean their heads together in intense conversation.


For a moment, I’m foolishly hopeful. Maybe I can even talk to them about what happened—not all of it, obviously, but why I had to do what I did. Maybe they’ll understand. Or even if they don’t understand, maybe they’ll accept me in spite of everything. Forgiveness, how God is always there for you, love one another, everything Reverend Wilson talks about at church—why can’t they love me despite this?


Then Roger’s eyes meet mine, and I know there’s no way I can go back to that table. They all stare at me, cold and judgmental, and all I want to do is shrink back into the hall and disappear inside my locker.


I’m about to run out of the cafeteria when I hear Lily behind me. “Tess,” she says like it’s hard for her to form that one syllable without bursting into angry tears. When I turn, I see Lily a few steps away, her usually open face hard and her cheeks tinged with red. The memory of Lily and I standing in the cafeteria last year, when I didn’t know anyone and didn’t have anywhere to sit, flashes in my mind, and for a second I think, Maybe that will happen again.


But before I even open my mouth, she says, “Is it true?”


I want to lie, to tell her that of course I wouldn’t do anything like that, and I have no idea who would start such an awful rumor. Around us, tables have quieted, and people aren’t even pretending not to watch us.


If Lily notices anyone else in the cafeteria, she doesn’t show it. Instead, her eyes are fixed on me like she could pin me to the wall with her stare. When I don’t respond right away, she continues. “Tess. Tell me it’s not true.” She can’t even say the word, but she sounds desperate, like she thinks there’s still a chance for me.


Except there isn’t. I’m not who she thought I was and maybe I’m not even who I thought I was. I’m still bleeding, still wearing a thick pad and feeling the vaguest cramps. There’s no way I can deny that it happened, and I know Lily’s already lost to me. “Lily” is all I can say, my voice small and choked.


She blinks at me, then shakes her head like she can’t believe what everyone’s saying is true. She takes a step back, then another. “I’m praying for you,” she says before she turns her back on me.





My first weekend in Hawthorne, Lily invited me to a Grace Teen Life social activity, mini golf and milk shakes after the Hawthorne High football game. “A lot of people go to parties and stuff after the game,” she told me. “I mean, it’s fine if you do that, but it’s not like you have to. We do a bunch of social stuff that doesn’t involve getting wasted in a field.”


I was sure my mom would have hung out with the “getting wasted in a field after a football game” kids when she’d been a teen in Hawthorne, but I was glad that I had an alternative. I went to a couple of house parties when I was a freshman in Bloomington, and it had been both a lot (thumping music, people shouting, a fight breaking out in the backyard) and totally underwhelming (gross, flat beer, and I couldn’t even hear anyone, much less have a conversation). Mini golf and milk shakes with Grace Teen Life sounded like a good way to get to know people.


At the game, I dressed in blue and white and cheered along with Lily, Bri, and a group from Grace Teen Life. Hawthorne ended up losing, but it didn’t seem to matter, as everyone was still excited to go out afterward.


We piled into cars and drove to Treasure Island, the pirate-themed miniature golf course on the edge of town. Under the fluorescent lights, the paint on the giant pirate ship on the eighteenth hole was visibly chipped, and every inch of the Astroturf had been flattened by dozens of golfers’ feet, but everyone cheered as we pulled into the parking lot like it was Disney World.


Before we started playing, Alden rounded everyone up for a prayer. Around me, people reached for each other’s hands and bent their heads. On one side, Lily took my hand and a junior girl I didn’t know took the other. I lowered my head slightly but kept my eyes on Alden as he spoke, his eyes closed and his voice warm and calm.


“Lord, thank you for bringing us together here tonight, in faith and in friendship,” he said. “We ask that you look over us tonight and all weekend as we strive to do your good works. In your name, amen.”


Aside from Gram and Gramps, I hadn’t been around a lot of people who prayed outside of church or the dinner table. I expected to feel awkward about praying in a group in public, but instead it was the opposite—I liked the idea that something bigger was watching over us, even while we were mini golfing, and that we were all connected because of it. The way Alden said it, it felt like God wasn’t just somewhere far away and separate—He was here with us, with me. I was somewhere new, and even if it was intimidating, I didn’t have to feel alone.


Maybe, after some really hard years, this could be a good thing. Even if Mom and I didn’t expect to be here, maybe it was where we were supposed to be.


The rest of the group echoed Alden’s “amen.” I repeated a second after everyone else and felt Lily squeeze my hand before she let go.












3.






I escape from the cafeteria as fast as I can before anyone else can confront me. I would go back to my grandparents’ house and skip my afternoon classes, but the school would call Mom and she’d know something was wrong. More wrong, at least. She’d be pissed too—she’d march into Principal Bellingham’s office and demand he find the assholes who painted my locker and who’ve been harassing me for a choice I made about my own goddamn body. She’d hate that we had to move to Hawthorne and that we can’t move now, since she finally got a full-time job, in addition to bartending part-time, and is making money again. There’s no way I can do that to her. All I need to do is get through today and hope that people move on to something else.


Instead of ditching the rest of the day, I escape to the music room. There’s no chorus or band practice this period, so it’s blissfully empty. Music stands and chairs are set up from the last class and I pick up a piece of their sheet music—“Variations on a Shaker Melody” by Aaron Copland, for the oboe. My eyes scan the notes and I hear the melancholic, gentle sound of the oboe in my head. I feel myself breathe in and out until I’m calm again.


I don’t even notice the sound of the door opening. “Oh, sorry,” someone behind me says. “Are you rehearsing?” It’s a petite girl with light brown skin, dark, curly hair, and round, wire-rimmed glasses that take up most of her face. With her are two other people, a gangly boy with shaggy red hair and a girl with long blond hair pulled into a tight ponytail and a T-shirt that reads I LIKE NAPS under an illustration of a sloth. I recognize the girl with glasses and the boy as sophomores and the sloth T-shirt girl as a freshman. If they recognize me from what’s going on today, they don’t show it. The boy is holding a guitar case, and the sloth girl has the handle of a violin case clenched in her fist.
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