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PROLOGUE



1992



Angie


It was sometime in the middle of the night when Angie woke to a sharp pain in her chest. She put a hand there. She was waiting to see if it would pass when she heard a tapping on her bedroom window. She moved her hand from her chest and shook Buck’s shoulder. The tapping got louder. “Buck,” Angie whispered. “Buck, wake up.”


There was the sound of something snapping underfoot outside, and Buck was on his feet. He picked up the flashlight on his nightstand and took his rifle out from under the bed. He and Angie went to the window. He had the light and rifle in hand and ready when he gave the nod to Angie, signaling her to pull back the curtain.


Tessa, Henry’s girl, was standing there squinting into the light. The side of her face was blown out so bad that the skin was pulled taut across the bridge of her nose and the eye on that side was shiny-wet and pinched shut.


“Jesus,” Angie breathed. She and Buck ran outside to her. The poor thing was leaning up against the house to keep from falling over. She didn’t have shoes on, and her feet were torn up and bleeding. She was bent and holding one arm in close with the other. Buck stayed froze to the earth a yard away from the girl while Angie walked to her. Tessa was taking in quick, shallow breaths. Her open eye was big and showing all its white. Angie had seen that same look once before in her neighbor’s colt when it was pinned down and straining against four grown men; its leg was broken in three places after a bad jump, and there wasn’t no coming back from that. Angie walked up to Tessa slow and steady like she’d done with the horse before she put a bullet between its eyes.


“Easy, baby,” she said. Tessa let a sharp exhale out her nose. “It’s alright now, honey. You’re alright.” She looked busted up even worse up close. Worse than any of her boys or Buck had ever been after any school-yard scrap or bar fight. Angie didn’t let her face show the sick she was starting to feel. “Honey, would it be alright if I have Buck carry you inside so I can help you?”


Tessa made no move or change in expression. Angie slowly reached her hand out and touched the side of Tessa’s face that wasn’t broke. “No one’s gonna hurt you here. You’re safe now. I promise.”


Tessa gave a small nod, and Buck came over. When he lifted Tessa, she let out something between a groan and a gurgle. “Easy with her, Buck,” Angie said.


She had Buck lay her down on the sofa at an angle so the girl would be propped up enough for Angie to get a good look at her. “Where you hurting most, honey?” Angie said. Tessa didn’t speak. Maybe with the side of her face like that, she couldn’t. “I’m gonna look you over a bit, okay? That way I can help.” Angie got down on her knees and closer to the girl. Tessa had her right arm tucked in like a bent wing. It was hanging separate and heavy from her shoulder joint, the way overcooked meat hangs off a bone. With the way she was breathing shallow and the way they had found her leaning outside, Angie guessed there might be a couple cracked ribs beneath the dislocated shoulder. She wasn’t gonna move her now to check. The girl was hurting bad enough already.


Angie continued looking her over, placing gentle hands on the girl’s body as she went. Her eyes stopped when they hit the pee blooming on the sofa cushion between Tessa’s legs. Tessa’s wide, flat stare finally broke when Angie looked up and met her eye after seeing that she’d wet her pants. Tessa’s lip turned out, and she started a noiseless cry. Angie got up off her knees quick to sweep her mother’s quilt off the family hope chest and wrap it around Tessa before Buck could see what the girl had started crying for. She gently hugged Tessa to her.


“You’re okay now,” she whispered near Tessa’s ear. She felt the girl shaking then. She spoke over her shoulder. “Buck, honey, go get us a big bag of ice and a dish towel, wet with cool water. Bring those pills for your back and something to wash them down with.” Buck nodded. “Be quick, honey, and don’t you let Henry come near that door, not yet. Understand?”


Angie let Henry in after she’d helped the girl into her softest sweat suit. She cleaned up the girl’s face as best she could. She and Henry would take Tessa to the emergency room as soon as the pills kicked in and the girl felt ready to be moved again. She left Henry in the room with Tessa and stood outside the door talking in hushed tones with Buck.


“I think you better go pay Wayne a visit and collect Tessa’s things. She’s going to be staying with us from now on.” Buck nodded. “She wants some leather purse from under her bed awful bad. Don’t leave there without it.”


Buck went to wake their two oldest boys, Gordy and Benny, to bring them along. When he came back downstairs, Angie gave him what little information she’d been able to pull from the girl. She kept secret the parts Tessa had made her swear to leave between just them.


“And, Buck, it may be the case we already have a dead body on our hands over there. You do what needs doing, but I think it best if we don’t make it two.”



Buck



Wayne’s place was a two-mile straight shot from their ranch as the crow flew, but with the way the dirt roads took them, it was usually about a fifteen-minute drive. That night, Buck got him and his boys there in seven. Thinking about what Angie had told him made his foot heavy.


Buck pounded on the door until he could hear someone coming and then pounded some more.


“Wait a goddamn second,” Buck heard Wayne say from inside as he undid the dead bolt. Soon as Wayne opened the door, Buck gave him a solid blow to the stomach, and Wayne crumpled to the ground. After a ten-second count, Wayne sucked in a deep breath and rolled to his side in a fetal position. “What in the hell you do that for?” he said, coughing.


Buck had known Wayne’s sorry ass for most of his life. They were both born and raised in Perris. They’d gone to grade school together. Wayne had been a smart and weaselly little fuck back then too. He was a drunk now, and he got by in life by cheating or leeching off good people. Buck knew the only reason Wayne had let Tessa stick around after her mama split was for the government check he received on account of her being there. Buck hadn’t imagined things were great for Tessa living there with Wayne and his dipshit boy, but he didn’t think the son of a bitch had it in him to allow the girl to be beat halfway to death like that. Wayne’s son had done it this time around, Angie had said, but Wayne had let it happen, and the way Angie had heard it, Wayne had taken a liking to roughing Tessa up in the years since her mama left. Tessa had just never told no one about it. Wayne was smart enough not to get himself caught by taking it too far, the way his son had. Buck wished Tessa would have come to him before she had to get it so bad. He’d’ve put an end to things sooner.


“Where’s Tessa’s room?” Buck said.


“What the fuck you care?” Wayne pushed himself up to sit with his back against the entryway wall.


“You’re talking like a man who’s tired of having his teeth, Wayne.” Buck turned to Benny and Gordy behind him. “Pick him up,” he said. Benny and Gordy lifted Wayne’s short and solid body up from the floor and held him under his armpits. One on each side. Buck gave him another hard punch to the gut. Wayne tried to crumple again, but Buck’s boys, who were strong, grown men now, kept him up. Buck stepped on Wayne’s bare foot and ground the heel of his boot into the bones there. He grabbed Wayne’s collar and jerked him in close. “Where’s her things?”


Wayne let out a groan. Buck stepped off his foot and let him go. Wayne took in a deep breath and shook his head. “Second door on the left. Take her shit. I don’t care. You’re doing me a favor,” he said. A sick, sour, wet cloud of Wayne’s beer breath stuck to Buck’s face like a hot morning fog.


Buck didn’t like Wayne’s face being so close to his. He didn’t like spending time in Wayne’s dirty-ass house neither. He wanted to leave, and Wayne was drawing things out. Buck was trying to keep things from getting too rough. He was trying to show some restraint and set an example for his boys, but he’d had just about as much as he could stand of Wayne’s bullshit, and images of that poor girl’s busted face kept flashing in his mind. If he didn’t teach Wayne a lesson now, he wasn’t sure Wayne’d ever get what was coming to him. The world didn’t seem to work that way. Assholes like Wayne got off scot-free all the time. The way Buck saw it, he had an obligation. He turned to his boys.


“Get them duffel bags out the truck and get her things. Be quick,” Buck said. His boys stood still, knowing that their father had him a temper and that it had gotten the best of him and ended with trouble on more than one occasion. Buck’s need to keep others in line had wound him up in jail twice now, and his boys had suffered for it.


“I ain’t going to do nothing stupid. Get,” Buck said. Benny let go. He went over to the other side of Wayne, where Gordy was still holding him, and pulled his brother away by the elbow. Wayne jerked his arm free and tried to straighten himself up. The boys went for the truck.


Buck started to undo the buttons at his wrists. He folded the sleeves of his flannel back in clean, straight lines. Wayne lifted his chin after hiking up his pants and smoothing out the front of his shirt. His face jumped alert like his bowels had just let loose.


“Now hold on a second,” Wayne said. “What did that dumb bitch tell you? She’s a liar, you know. Just like her whore of a mother.” Buck grabbed him by the thick, coarse hair on top of his head and began to drag him toward the back door. Wayne reached up for the hand at his head and held there while he tried to get his feet under him, but Buck was moving too fast. He opened the back slider and threw Wayne down the steps so that he went tumbling over himself onto the dirt porch.


“Get up,” Buck said.


“Now come on,” Wayne said. “I done right by that girl giving her a roof over her head all these years. She ain’t even blood, and I done that.”


“I ain’t going to ask you again. On your feet. Show me some of that tough guy stuff you got. Or do you save that just for little girls?”


“She must’ve told you some real lies to have you out here in the middle of the night like this, Buck. I’m telling you. I ain’t done nothing out of line. Never.”


“She didn’t have to tell me nothing, Wayne. Her broked-up face was enough for me to make the trip. Truth is, I’m glad to have an excuse. I been wanting to pay your sorry ass a visit for a while now.” Wayne opened his mouth to speak again, and Buck began to let him have it. He’d hardly touched Wayne before he was on the ground again.


“Up,” Buck said.


“Wait, wait.” Wayne was on all fours in the dirt trying to crawl away.


“Up, goddammit. I’m gonna teach you a lesson good, so you don’t forget.” Wayne continued to try and scramble away. “It’ll be worse for you on the ground. I can guarantee you that. Get up on your feet like a man.” Wayne acted like he hadn’t heard him and continued his pathetic crawl. It lit Buck up something fierce.


“Suit yourself.” Buck took three quick paces and kicked Wayne in the ribs. Wayne dropped flat on his stomach. Buck reached down for his shoulder and flipped him over on his back so he could get to him better. Buck grabbed ahold of his collar and lifted him enough to throw three hard punches to his face. Wayne was feebly grasping at Buck’s arms when Buck gave him a headbutt that sent Wayne’s neck dropping back limp. Buck felt a hand on his shoulder.


“Dad,” Benny said, “I think he’s had enough.” Buck nodded. He let Wayne fall to the dirt and sat back on his heels to catch his breath. Gordy went to check on Wayne.


“Get your sorry-ass hands off me,” Wayne said. He batted Gordy away but made no move to stand up. Buck knew he was fine. Wayne had probably caught ass-whuppings worse than this plenty of times before. Guys like Wayne, low-life cheats, learned early on how to take a punch. It come with their line of work.


“You had that coming for a long time now, Wayne. You be grateful I got my boys here keeping me from giving you what you deserve. You thank your fuckin’ lucky stars.” Buck stood up. “I’m alright,” he said to his boys, who had moved to stand beside him. “I said I’m alright.” Buck shrugged Benny’s hand off his shoulder. “I ain’t going to do no more. You got her things? The purse?” They nodded. “Good.” Buck sighed. He put his hands on his hips and spat on the ground.


“You have until sunup to get your miserable ass out of the state. If I were you, I’d stop feeling sorry for myself and start packing. Ain’t no talking your way out of this one.” Buck and his boys took a few steps toward the door before Buck turned back.


“Your son had an accident in the hayloft of the barn on Wilkinson’s old property. I hear he ain’t doing so good. I’d look into it if I were you. And, Wayne, if he’s still breathing when you get to him, he ain’t welcome in this valley no more neither.









ONE


1999


Tessa


‘Tessa knocked on the Garrisons’ trailer door, hiked Ruby up on her hip, and watched the clouds of steam coming out of her mouth. Luke bent the blinds in the window by the door with two big fingers. He met her eyes and gave a nod before he let the blinds go, called for Carly, and opened the door.


“Get in quick so the cold don’t follow you,” he said. Tessa stepped inside and slid Ruby off her hip to the floor. Ruby started to run for the calico cat curled up on the couch across the room. Tessa caught her by the hood of her jacket and tugged her boots off. Luke went back to the kitchen. “Carly,” he hollered again.


“I’m right here,” she said, folding back the collapsible door that separated their room from the rest of the place. Carly brushed her wispy blond hair back into a ponytail. “Hey, sugar,” she said. She leaned in and pressed her lips against Tessa’s cheekbone. “Preston back at school today, then?”


“Well, I figured if he was feeling good enough to come wake me at the crack of dawn to ask for pancakes, he was fit for school. He has just a bit of a runny nose left is all.”


Luke came in from the kitchen with his thermos and lunch box. “You girls behave,” he said. He swatted Carly on the ass, then bent to give her a kiss.


“Bring home coffee filters. We’re nearly out,” she called after him. Luke gave a thumbs-up over his shoulder and shut the door behind him. The roar of his truck followed a moment after.


“How many kids you have coming today?” Tessa said.


“Just the one. Trudy called this morning to ask if I could watch her boy for a few hours while she and her brother head out to Hesperia to see about getting work at the poultry plant.”


“That’s a drive. Hardly worth the check after paying for gas, isn’t it?”


“Something is better than nothing.”


Tessa clicked her tongue and shook her head. “It’s a lucky thing Luke and Henry manage to keep steady work.”


Carly nodded. “Ain’t that the truth,” she said. They both went quiet. Then Carly clapped her hands. “Enough of that. Take your coat off there, girl. Let’s see that little belly of yours.” Tessa flushed a little. She still sometimes forgot she was pregnant or, rather, put it out of mind so much that when someone reminded her of the fact, it would catch her off guard. A wave of guilt sloshed around in the small space of her stomach that felt like it was still just hers. She gave a weak smile and undid her coat. “Come on,” Carly said. Tessa pulled her coat open and off and stood in her sweater. Her seven-month-full belly had started to pop out a few weeks back. “Oh God, isn’t that so cute,” Carly said and placed a gentle hand on her. “Another baby.” She sighed and stared down at the bump her hand was still resting on. Her smile trembled, and her eyes welled up.


“Oh, Carly, I’m sorry.”


“Don’t you be sorry.” She wiped at her cheeks and smiled. “I’m happy for you.”


“What about seeing that doctor you looked up?”


“Luke won’t hear of it. He says if it happens, it happens. If not, just the two of us is enough. He never had his heart set on kids like I did. He’s happy the way things are. Not like your Henry, who’s wanting to make enough to have his own baseball team.” Carly nudged Tessa’s elbow and let out a fragile laugh. Tessa forced another smile.


“I’d be happy with just one. We were married at least two years before you and Hen. Wasn’t it? And we were eligible to be making babies awhile before that.” Carly went quiet and fidgeted with the hem at the bottom edge of her shirt. Tessa reached over and took ahold of Carly’s hand. Carly held the grasp tight for a moment. Then she sniffed and let go. “Thank you, honey,” she said. “I have some of that spiced tea. You want a cup?”


“Sounds like heaven.”


“Well, okay. Some tea, then.” Carly slapped her thighs and made for the kitchen.


Tessa went over to where Ruby was sitting on the floor. She was petting the cat and talking to herself like she sometimes would when she was playing. She was using a gravelly voice for what Tessa guessed was the bad-guy part in the story she was spinning. She was petting that cat awful hard.


“Gentle,” Tessa said. She lifted Ruby’s hand off the cat, and Ruby pulled away from her.


“Stop it, Mama,” she said and went back to stroking the cat.


“Okay, just softer.”


Carly set two mugs on the coffee table. She patted the couch cushion beside her. “Now, tell me everything. Like how come it’s going on a month since you last come to visit and I haven’t had the good fortune to catch you in town neither.”


“You know how time can get away from you. Between the kids and Henry and Henry’s mama, I hardly have a minute to think. She tried to guilt me for coming over here today as it is. I had to promise we’d have Sunday dinner at her house for the next month just to borrow the truck.” Tessa looked over to where Ruby was sitting to make sure she wasn’t paying attention and lowered her voice. “God, I feel like I can hardly take a full breath living in that tiny trailer on her property.”


“You and Henry having any luck looking for a place?”


“Nope. Every place we gone to see, Henry says ain’t big enough. He says that when we move, he wants it to be to a place where we have room to grow. We’ve been stepping over each other and the kids in that trailer for going on six years, but he’s in no rush and thinks I shouldn’t be neither. He thinks it’s a gift having his mama so close to help. Meanwhile, I can’t so much as let out a fart without Angie coming over and knocking on my door to tell me how I could’ve made it smell sweeter.”


Carly snorted and choked on the tea she was sipping. She set the cup down and coughed until she was laughing hard. She pushed Tessa and leaned back into the couch, wiping tears from the corners of her eyes. “Stop it,” she said.


“I mean it,” Tessa said. “I can’t do anything without her knowing about it. You know, she found out about me being pregnant this time before I even had the chance to tell Henry, before I even had a chance to confirm it for myself. She told Henry she hadn’t noticed me buying my cottons the last couple times we drove in for groceries.”


“No,” Carly said. Her mouth was hanging open now.


“Yes. She’s a meddler and a control freak, and I can’t wait to be in a position where we don’t have to depend on her so much. She’s just as baby hungry as Henry. You’d think she’d be content with the four she made on her own. It’s no wonder Benny and Gordy moved away.” Tessa stopped. She turned to Carly. “I’m sorry to be complaining and running my mouth about babies like that.”


“Honey, that woman can be a terror,” Carly said. “She means well, but Lord knows I couldn’t put up with it. It’s a blessing Luke’s mama lives all the way over in Beaumont. Don’t never tell him I said that. He looooves his mama just as much as Henry loves his. We live in the land of mama’s boys here.”


“Sure seems that way,” Tessa said.


“Listen, me and Luke will keep on keeping our eyes and ears open for a place for you and Henry. You just hang in there.” She patted Tessa’s knee. “Something will turn up.”


Tessa’s front pants pocket started vibrating and lighting up. She stood, pulled her flip phone out, and opened it. She recognized the number. “Shit.” After giving a few short replies, she said, “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”


“The sooner, the better,” the school secretary said.


“I understand that. Thank you.” Tessa closed the phone.


“What was that all about?” Carly said.


“Well, things just keep getting better, don’t they?”


“What?”


Tessa sighed. “They found lice on Preston’s head.”


Carly stood up and backed away. “Oh Lord, that stuff catches like wildfire. You sure you and Ruby don’t have it?”


“Well, I don’t think so.”


“Your head been itchin’?”


“No. Why are you acting like I brung the plague with me? They’re just some tiny white bugs,” Tessa said.


“I know that, but those bugs are bad for business. I can’t have the children I’m watching leave here with lice. I’ll lose what little business I’ve managed to drum up.”


“I hadn’t thought of that. I guess we better go.” Tessa stood and went over to where her and Ruby’s stuff was piled on the chair.


“Well, shit. Shit, shit. I wanted to have the day with you. Now the only thing I’ve got to look forward to is that Miller boy coming by. Last time I watched him, he couldn’t keep his finger out of his nose. I found little green boogers wiped on the arm of our recliner,” Carly said. Tessa laughed. “I’m not kidding you. There was a whole mess of them stuck to the armrest. He must have run to that chair every chance I wasn’t looking.”


“Better keep an eye on him this time, then,” Tessa said.


“Guess so,” Carly said. Tessa looked up from sliding a beanie onto Ruby’s head to see Carly making a weepy face.


“We’ll come back to visit next week for sure,” Tessa said.


“I just miss you, is all.” Carly could be tenderhearted. She’d cry most of the times Tessa left, regardless of the amount of time Tessa’d spent there. “And it’s lonely here, you know? Luke gets to hang out with the boys at work all day while I’m stuck here cleaning boogers off the furniture and talking to myself.” Carly dropped her chin to her chest and crossed her arms. Tessa hugged her close and let Carly lean on her shoulder.


“I’ll be fine.” Carly pulled away. She dabbed at her face with the sleeve of her shirt. “You two get going, and take your bugs with you.”


Tessa sat with the truck running to warm the engine. Ruby was content for the moment playing with her dolls in the booster seat behind Tessa in the truck’s extended cab. When the engine was warm enough, Tessa gave a short honk of the horn and pulled away. She’d go to the drugstore before picking Preston up. If she stalled long enough, Preston would get his free school lunch. He’d be okay waiting that long.


She turned into the Thrifty’s parking lot and maneuvered her way around potholes to a parking spot close to the entrance. Inside, she made her way to the first-aid aisle and started looking for the medicated shampoo. After checking there, she searched the aisles on either side. She gave up searching for the shampoo on her own somewhere in the jock-itch section. She was looking for someone in a red vest to ask for help when she heard a voice behind her.


“Tessa?” She spun around. The shock felt like someone had poured an ice bucket over her head. She sucked in a breath and felt her skin go damp and cold.


“Mel” is all she could get out.


“I thought that was you.” Mel had a big, warm grin on her face. Her eyes pinched shut and nearly disappeared with her huge smile, the way they used to, and the same dimples made divots in her cheeks, just beyond the corners of her mouth.


Tessa heard Ruby say something, and then she felt her trying to pull her hand away. It was enough to bring Tessa out of her momentary daze. She held Ruby’s hand tighter. “I heard you were away at school,” she said.


“I was. I got a degree and certificate.” Mel pointed to the badge pinned to her vest that read FRIENDLY PHARMACIST TECHNICIAN. “Turns out this is where I could find work, and it’s good to be close to home with Doreen getting older.”


Tessa nodded. “That’s something, getting your degree and all.” Her mouth was dry, and her words felt clumsy, like they were sticking to her tongue. She tried to swallow, but she was coming up short on saliva. “Your mama must be so proud.”


“Oh, Doreen is.” Mel laughed. “Everyone within earshot knows just how proud she is, and I’m sure they’re all tired of hearing about it.” She was talking so easily, like their running into each other right then was no big thing. Tessa was thinking about Mel getting a degree and about how she looked the same—maybe a bit more grown up but just as pretty—when she realized Mel had stopped talking and was waiting on a response.


“They’re all glad to hear about it, I’m sure. And glad to have you back.” Tessa reached out her hand and lightly tapped Mel’s forearm.


“Maybe,” Mel said.


Tessa suddenly felt aware of how she must look to Mel right then. The tired she wore on her face. She hadn’t washed her hair in more than a week on account of the cold weather and the water heater giving out. She sure had changed. She tucked her hair behind her ears and fidgeted with her beanie, pulling it a little lower over her forehead in hopes of covering some of the wear of the past few years.


“And who is this?” Mel said.


“Ruby, say hi to my friend.” Ruby stopped yanking on Tessa’s hand and went shy. She moved behind her mama’s legs.


“Hi, Ruby,” Mel said.


“She’s bashful only when I don’t want her to be.”


Mel nodded. “I was that way growing up too.” She looked down at the squeaking wheel on a shopping cart as a customer pushed it past them. Then she lifted her chin and met Tessa’s eyes. “So, you and Henry, then?”


“Yeah. We got married summer after high school.”


“Another one coming?”


Tessa felt her face flush and hoped it wasn’t showing none. She put a hand on her belly. “Yeah, and I have another one a couple years older than this one too.” Tessa nodded in Ruby’s direction.


“You’ve been busy.”


“Seems like it, don’t it?” They spent a long pause looking at each other. Tessa tried to read Mel but couldn’t.


“Well, anything I can help you find?”


“Uh, yeah, as a matter of fact. My oldest, Preston, picked up lice. I’m looking for a shampoo to get rid of them.”


“Motherhood.” Mel laughed.


“Tell me about it. Wait, you’re not a—Do you have children?”


“Me? No, I’m not a mother.” Tessa sensed an edge in her voice. Mel bent down and stood back up with the box she’d grabbed. “This is the one you want.”


“Thanks.” Tessa took the box of lice shampoo and waited to see if there would be more conversation. When it seemed there wouldn’t be, she spoke up. “Well, we better get going.”


“I should get back to it here,” Mel said.


Tessa was stumbling around in her head over conflicting feelings of wanting to keep the conversation going and needing it to end. She shook the box and said, “Thanks for this.”


“Anytime,” Mel said. She gave a wave, then turned and walked back down the fluorescent-lit aisle.


“It was good to see you,” Tessa called after her. Mel turned. She stood there a second. Then she flashed Tessa that smile of hers and continued on her way. Tessa tried to stem the electric current buzzing through her. She was so distracted by the feeling she let Ruby sneak a Ring Pop onto the conveyor belt at the register.


“Pick out a treat for your brother too,” she said. “He’ll need a little something sweet.”


Ruby clapped her hands together and bounced in front of the candy display. She tossed an Abba-Zaba bar, Preston’s favorite, so that it landed next to the Ring Pop and then sparkled up at her mama. Tessa put her hand on Ruby’s head and couldn’t help but feel some of that sparkle too.



1989



Tessa


Mel was Tessa’s first and only real friend she ever had in high school. Neither of them fit in very well there—Tessa because she wore her stepbrother’s hand-me-downs and was bony and severely quiet, Mel because she had transferred from another school and gotten herself suspended her first week at Perris High for punching a guy in the throat so hard it crushed his windpipe and the paramedics had to be called. Tessa had thought it served the guy right. He had come up behind Mel and goosed her when she was bending down to grab her backpack. She turned around and clunked him right in the throat like it was nothing. He dropped down to the ground, flopped around like a fish, and started making this hoarse gasping sound, like he was trying to breathe through a clogged-up straw. In response, Mel casually swung her backpack over her shoulder, stepped around his thrashing body, and went on her way.


The first year of high school without Mel there had been painful. Tessa was tall and lanky for her age. While all the other girls seemed to be getting curves, Tessa stayed flat as a board, front and back. It was just as well to her; she liked the invisibility her plainness offered. It was that way with the boys—at least for a while, anyway. The girls saw her just fine. They didn’t like how she kept to herself. They took her for thinking she was better than them on account of her minding her own business.


The second week of sophomore year, Mel transferred to Perris High, and life got a lot better for Tessa. She had noticed Mel right away. The classes weren’t so big, and Mel had stood out in the way she seemed to radiate an energy of being pissed off at the world. Mel took the bus to Perris High. Tessa had seen her getting off at the C Street stop and figured she must have come from somewhere closer to town, where there were paved roads and street signals and places you could get to easily. Tessa came from farther. She lived out in the sticks, where people were more spread out. There were a couple ranches that did okay out there. The rest of the land was spotted by small homes and trailers. She had to take two different buses and walk some in order to get to school every day. Past the sticks, even farther out, was the middle of nowheres, which was mostly known for brush fires and meth labs and the kinds of people who kept to themselves and didn’t want others coming near their property.


Seeing Mel in class that first day, Tessa couldn’t understand why she’d gone through the trouble of changing schools. Wherever it was she’d come from had to have been better than their dump of a school.


They first spoke later that day. Mel was assigned the PE locker next to Tessa’s. They undressed and dressed in silence. It probably would have gone on that way for a long time had Sandy Nelson not walked by to harass Tessa. Sandy lived in town and thought her shit didn’t stink because her family had a little money and could afford to buy her new clothes and other wastes of cash, like the big, stupid-looking neon-green plastic earrings she was wearing that day.


“Look at the granny panties Tessa’s got on,” Sandy hollered to the group of girls primping in the adjoining bathroom mirror. Tessa reached for her gym sweatpants and tried to slip into them before the others could come, but they caught the hook meant for hanging book bags and clothes inside the locker, and she wasn’t fast enough unhooking them. She pulled the pants on as swiftly as she could, but the other girls saw the droopy, elastic-shot cotton underwear before she managed to get her sweats up.


They had been her mother’s underwear. Amber Jean had left them behind when she took off years before. Several pairs of underwear, a worn leather purse, a long jean skirt, a teal cotton shirt, and a white blouse—that was all her mother had left behind when she went. Tessa had grown out of all the girls’ clothing she had from when she was young and her mama was still around to take her shopping. Wayne, her stepfather, never let her buy any replacements, not even from the Goodwill. He’d say she was an ungrateful bitch when she’d ask for clothes or anything else. He said she ought to be happy with the roof over her head and the castoffs her stepbrother had grew out of. He said she was lucky he let her stick around. Tessa knew luck didn’t have nothing to do with it. Her mama had made Wayne sign legal guardianship papers when they married, and because of that he received a check every month that kept his sorry ass afloat.


The girls went on standing there and laughing and joking about the underwear as Tessa zipped up her bag and shoved it inside her locker. “Did you see all the bruises she’s got on her legs?” Sandy said. “Are you sick or something? She must have a disease.” She made a disgusted face. Tessa saw Mel straighten up from bending to reach into her locker.


“What do you have against this girl?” Mel said. Sandy shot a look at her like she’d just realized she was standing there.


“Look at that. It can speak.” Sandy turned her head to laugh with the girls behind her. She didn’t see Mel coming.


In a movement so quick it was barely perceivable, Mel threaded her fingers up the back of Sandy’s head. She took hold of her hair and yanked her head down hard and fast to the bench in between the lockers so that she was pressing one of Sandy’s rosy cheeks into its wooden surface.


“I can do a lot more than speak,” Mel said. One of the girls ran to get their PE teacher. The others stood frozen in fear. Mel put a hand over Sandy’s mouth to stop her from screaming. She bent and whispered something inaudible in Sandy’s ear and let her lips hover there for a moment. Then she lifted her mouth away so the others could hear. “We hunky-dory, then?” Sandy nodded eagerly against the bench. Mel looked hard at the other girls circled around them. Wide-eyed, they nodded too. Mel gave a final jerk of Sandy’s hair before letting her go. She patted Sandy on her shoulder and turned back to her locker to finish dressing. Mrs. Clark ran in from around the corner.


“What’s going on here?” she asked. Mel continued dressing, but Sandy was stock-still where she stood. “Hello, people,” Mrs. Clark said. “Yoo-hoo!” She waved her hand in front of Sandy.


Sandy blinked her eyes a few times. “Nothing,” she said.


“Tina here tells me—”


“We were just playing,” Sandy said. It was plain to see that Mrs. Clark didn’t believe her but even plainer to see that she didn’t care.


“Well, quit it, and get your asses out on the field, or I’ll sign you all up for Saturday school,” Mrs. Clark said. The girls scattered. Tessa leaned into the locker behind her. The cool metal pressed against her skin.


“What did you whisper?” Tessa said.


Mel flashed a big smile. “You don’t have to worry about her or any of those girls bothering you anymore.” She tugged on her lock to make sure it was closed, then walked away.



1999



Tessa


Tessa’s heart sank when she walked into the elementary school office and saw what the two children had been pointing and giggling at from outside the office window. Preston, her boy, was sitting by himself with a plastic bag taped over his head in a chair in the little waiting area for all to see. He was swinging his legs and staring down at his folded hands. He lifted his chin when her and Ruby come in. The plastic bag atop his head wafted above him with the movement. The school secretary didn’t acknowledge their arrival. Instead, she tapped the nail of her pointer finger against the mouse and stared at the screen in front of her. Tessa went to Preston.


He winced when she peeled back the tape on his forehead. “I’m sorry, baby.” She swept the bag off his head and dropped it on the ground. “How long they been making you wait out here with this bag on your head?” Preston didn’t respond. His eyes brimmed with tears. She hugged him to her and kissed the top of his head. “Hey, Pres, Ruby got a treat for you at the store. Didn’t you, Ruby?” There was an imprint of snot on her sweater when Preston pulled his head away from her stomach. Ruby nodded, grinned, pulled the Abba-Zaba from of her back pocket, and held it out so her Ring Pop could be admired. Preston wiped his nose on his sleeve and took the bar from her. “You two go sit where I can see you.”


Tessa stood in front of the reception desk. The woman behind it still had not taken her attention from the screen. “Excuse me,” Tessa said.


“Yes,” the woman answered, barely glancing at Tessa. Tessa felt heat bubbling up from a deep reservoir within her.


“It’s Ruth Ann, right?” Tessa said. She recognized Ruth from school days. She was the younger, pudgy-faced sibling of one of Tessa’s classmates.


“It is,” Ruth said and went back to her screen, as if that settled things.


Tessa leaned in close. “What in the hell is wrong with you?” This caught Ruth’s attention. Her eyes grew large, and her mouth opened. “I’m just asking because I can’t understand why someone with their full mental capacity would leave a child sitting out in front where everyone can see him with a plastic bag taped to his goddamn head. I can’t understand why a person would want a six-year-old to feel shamed like that. You’d have to be a certified moron or an evil bitch to do something like that.”


The woman pursed her lips. “You can’t talk to me that way.”


“The words are coming out just fine. And I’ll tell you what else, Ruth Ann. You’re real lucky I believe in setting a good example for my children. Otherwise, I’d climb over this desk and teach you a lesson. I’d start by ripping off those nasty press-on nails you got on one at a time. Next, I’d see about wiping that snooty look you got right off your face.” Tessa stared hard at her and let the words land. Then she leaned away, gathered some composure, and walked over to where her children were sitting.


Just before they got to the door, the secretary called after her: “I’m reporting you, you hear? And the principal said not to bring him back until he’s got a doctor’s note that says he’s bug-free.” Tessa spun around, pointed a finger at her, and gave a crazy-eyed look that made Ruth Ann sit down and hush up quick.


Angie was out watering her geraniums when they pulled onto the property’s dirt driveway. She dropped the hose, waved, and started for them. Tessa had just set the emergency brake when Angie arrived at her window, beaming. Tessa said a silent affirmation and asked God for strength, then opened the driver’s-side door. Angie barely moved enough for her to squeeze out.


“What are you all doing home so early?” Angie said.


“Hi, Angie,” Tessa said. She opened the cab’s door and started to undo Ruby’s booster seat.


“Preston’s got bugs on his head,” Ruby announced as Tessa lifted her out of the truck. Preston scrunched up his face and gave Ruby a pinch on the arm that sent her yelling and chasing after him.


Angie grabbed ahold of Preston’s shirt so he couldn’t get away. “Now what’s going on here?” she said. “Don’t go pinching your little sister like that. You know better.”


“Ruby,” Tessa called, “get back over here.” Ruby sulked back over to her mama led by her stuck-out bottom lip. “He pinched me,” she said, holding out her arm to show a little pink mark on her bicep. Tessa rubbed it and hoisted Ruby into her arms. “You’ll be okay.”


Tessa turned back to see the look on Angie’s face. The look she’d grown accustomed to. The look that both accused and pitied her. “What’s this all about?” Angie asked.


“Preston picked up lice at school,” Tessa said. Angie’s eyebrows rose. “I bought some shampoo for it. We’re heading in to sort things out now.” Tessa extended her hand for Preston to grab ahold of it.


“You can’t use that shampoo on his head. It’s poison.” Preston looked up at Tessa, alarm on his face.


“It’s poison for the bugs. It’s fine for the kid,” Tessa said.


“No, no, no. None of that junk. Not on my grandchild’s head. I have a jar full of mayonnaise in the fridge. I’ll goop that on his head, and in a couple hours, all the lice will have been smothered. We’ll pick the eggs out with a comb. Your hair will be nice and soft after.” Angie bent and affectionately pinched Preston’s cheek. Then she turned back to Tessa. “I’ll have to clean the beddings and check yours and Ruby’s heads, and Henry’s head when he gets home too. We’ll have this little problem solved before dinner. You get in there and strip the beds, and take anything you all have been wearing on your heads and put them in trash bags for me to wash and dry extra hot at the house. I’ll be back with the mayonnaise in a jiff.” She was scooting away back to her place before Tessa could reply. Both children looked at their mother.


“Well, you heard her. Let’s get to it.”


Three hours later, Preston was pushing a toy car around on the floor with a jar’s worth of Hellmann’s mayo spread on his head like cake frosting. The process had delighted Ruby. Tessa had to keep pulling her hand away from Preston’s head to keep her fingers out of it. Ruby had eventually lost interest and was settled now, content with her crayons and coloring book at the fold-down kitchen table. Angie had taken the bags of bedding and the truck back up to her place a while ago.


Tessa sighed with the relief of feeling like she could take a moment for herself. She walked to her bed and flopped down on her back. Then, not feeling like she had enough space, she pushed up onto her side and pulled the curtain that divided the bed from the rest of the trailer shut. She lay back down and closed her eyes to rest.


She thought of Mel. What a thing it was to see her after all this time. How strange to think of the two of them back then, now. It hadn’t been that long since high school, really, but she was a whole different person now, or she had a whole different life, at least. It was hard to know if there was much of a difference between the two. She guessed you had to be a different person if you had a different life.


She felt her pulse grow strong up in her neck, the way it would when she lay on her back. She rolled to her side, and the throb went away. She reached for the remote control on the bed and curled around her belly. Sure enough, Joel Osteen was giving a sermon. He had himself worked up preaching about the power of prayer and intention. Tessa didn’t believe in God or the devil or any of it, but she liked the idea of being able to change things with thoughts and prayers. Because it was the only channel they got and because he always seemed to be on it, Tessa had become very familiar with the doctrine of the power of prayer and intention. It hadn’t done her much good so far, but it kept her mind occupied when she needed the distraction.


She clicked the television off mid-sermon when she heard Henry’s truck out front. The kids heard it too. They rushed him when he came in the front door. Tessa stayed put and swallowed a laugh when Henry asked, “What’ve you got on your head there, bud?” She heard the kitchen sink running and imagined Henry was rinsing mayo off himself as best he could.


“Where’s your mother?” he asked after turning off the faucet.


“She’s laying in bed,” Ruby said.


“Laying in bed?!” Henry said in his teasing voice. He pulled back the curtain. “What’s Mom laying in bed for?”


Tessa lifted her head, rolled her eyes over her shoulder at him, and flopped her head back down. Henry unbuttoned his shirt and threw it on the pile of dirty clothes in the corner, then lay down behind her. He hugged her in close. She could feel his warm breath on her neck and smell the stink of the day’s work on his skin.


“Did you know our son has a head full of mayonnaise?”


“That was your mother’s idea. I wanted to use the shampoo.”


“Oh, I know it was. Me, Gordy, Nate, and Benny all got lice the same time. The house smelled like a sandwich shop for a week. It worked, though.”


“Great. Your mama wants you to head up to her place after you wash up so she can inspect your scalp. Me and Ruby already had the honor.”


“I know. She called on my way home.”


“Of course she did.”


“She wants us up there for dinner.”


“I’m not hungry.”


“Come on, you gotta eat, Tess. Keep that little belly of yours growing.” He patted her outer thigh and hopped up. Moments later, she heard the shower running and Henry yelping in the cold water.


She didn’t go up to dinner with them. Henry had relented when she’d said she was tired and needed a break. She stayed and ate sliced bologna and buttered toast instead. After dinner, she peeled off her clothes and got into the shower. The cold water shocked her skin. When she felt she could bear it, she held her head under the spray. She shut the water off to soap up with the good-smelling bodywash and shampoo she kept hidden from Henry and the kids. She worked the soapy washcloth from her feet up her legs. When she got to her tummy, she paused and let the cloth rest stretched out and smoothed against her skin there. She put a hand on either side of her belly and looked down at the mound between them. “How we doing in there, buddy?” she said in a soft voice.


Tessa felt shy and remorseful when she spoke to her baby now. She knew it remembered what she’d asked of it in the first couple of months. She knew it had heard all her prayers and affirmation work during that time too. She hadn’t wanted anything bad to happen. She had just wanted this baby’s spirit and its few formed cells to travel to the belly of some other mama who was wanting and deserving of it. She had just wanted to get her period before Henry caught wind of its absence and got excited. She was sorry now for making the baby feel unwanted and felt it judging her from within.


After she got out of the shower, she put on just underwear and a tank top. Feeling a little hungry again, she opened the cupboard and pulled out some old saltine crackers and a jar of peanut butter. She walked around the trailer spreading peanut butter on top of the crackers as she ate them. She left a trail of stale crumbs behind her. She had to set the snack down momentarily so she could lift her bed and pull a crate full of books and papers out from under it. She dug around until she found an old cigar box full of folded paper. She sat on the floor next to the crate and sifted through the box of notes and old movie ticket stubs. There was a stack of photos from a throwaway camera she’d saved up for and bought specially for their sophomore-year field trip to the Old Perris Train Station. She flipped through the pictures until she found one of Mel putting bunny ears on the flustered-looking docent beside her. Tessa studied the picture for a while before she packed everything back up and closed the storage space.


Later that night, after the kids were asleep, Tessa and Henry climbed into bed.


“You feeling better?” Henry asked.


“Yes.”


“Good,” he said. He nestled in closer to her. “Your hair smells like flowers.”


“Thank you,” she said. Tessa was on the verge of sleep when Henry sighed and spoke up again.


“I know something’s bothering you, Tess,” he said. “Is it Mama? She can be a lot to take. I could talk to her. I could ask her to give you some space. Ask her to—”


“No. She’s fine. I’m fine. Really. I just needed a night to myself.” Tessa paused. She saw an opening. Her skin tingled, and her head buzzed with the thought.


“I didn’t get to visit with Carly very much today. I had to leave just after getting there to pick up Pres. You think you could convince your mama to watch Ruby and lend me the truck another day this week or next so I can go see her?”


“I could do that,” he said.



1990



Tessa


Tessa and Mel were up in the branches of the big eucalyptus tree on Mel’s mama’s property. Her mama’s place was the last in a string of spaced-out houses with dirt yards, chain-link fences, and loud barking dogs. It backed up to a big swath of wide-open land that Tessa and Mel spent most of their free time exploring.


It was spring break, and the rolling hills and meadows were covered with tall, wild, lush grass. It had been an unusually wet winter, and the soil responded to the sun like it had been holding its breath for years. Green as far as the eye could see, so thick it gave your legs a workout to walk through. The dollops of big white clouds off on the horizon made Tessa hungry for Cool Whip.


“Come on, get up,” Mel said. “Let’s go.”


“What?” Tessa was lying belly down on a thick branch so that her legs and arms dangled parallel to one another. She felt peaceful and didn’t want to move none. Mel was already hanging from the first branch up from the ground. Her boots made a dull thud when they hit the earth.


“I’ve got an idea,” Mel said.


“Oh, Mel, can’t we just—”


But it was useless. Mel was already marching in that determined way of hers when she had one of her “ideas.” She was headed toward the garage.


“Brother,” Tessa murmured as she negotiated branches on her climb down. “Wait up!” she called but knew it was she who would have to adjust her speed. Mel was prying up the corner of her mama’s old, wooden, bolted-shut garage door. It budged a bit, giving a gap of about a foot and a half.


“Crawl in there,” she said.


“Are you crazy? I’m not crawling in there. There’s got to be loads of black widows and God knows what else inside there.”


“Don’t be a baby, Tess. Once you’re in, put all your weight against the corner, and I’ll climb through after.”


“Christ, Mel, come on.”


“Hurry up—my arms are about to give.”


“This is as stupid as it gets,” Tessa grumbled as she got on her belly and army-crawled in through the small opening. Mel let go, and the bit of light coming through the small space disappeared. Everything went dark.


“Now me,” Mel said from the other side of the door. Tessa squatted, braced her feet, and put all her weight into her shoulder that pressed against the door. It gave some, and soon she saw Mel scrambling in on her elbows. Once all of her had made it in, Tess let go. There was a creak of the springs and whoosh of air.


“Dark in here, huh?” Mel said. Tessa rolled her eyes, not that Mel could see them. “You’re going to have to press up against that door to give me some light so I can look around.” Tessa knew it was pointless to argue or try and get some idea about what the hell they were doing. She’d taken the bait, and now she depended on Mel to get her out. She braced her feet again and pushed. Tessa could see outlines of boxes and other unidentifiable junk. It was packed in there. Down by her ankle was the corner of a metal bed frame. Mel climbed and sidestepped until Tess couldn’t see her anymore. The dark, dusty air was pierced with intermittent grunts and swear words.


“Shitfire,” Mel said. Her voice came from somewhere toward the back of the garage.


“You okay?” Mel didn’t answer and kept at whatever she was doing. “Watch for spiders, Mel.” Tessa’s arms were burning, and her left calf was starting to cramp up. She was about to call out again when she heard Mel scrambling over what was maybe an old air-conditioning unit. She had a large disklike object in her hand.


“Got it,” she said. Mel was next to her face now, breathing hard.


“Well, slide it under there, whatever it is, and get out already.” Mel did as Tessa said.


“Now you,” Mel called from the other side. Tessa slid under the door, she scraped her shoulder against the splintering wood on her way out.


“Christ alive.” Tessa unzipped her hoodie and pulled off her pants to shake them out. “I feel like there’s spiders crawling all over me. What the hell did we do that for?” She turned to see Mel beaming while holding up a cheap plastic sled. It was hot pink and about the shape and size of a large trash-can lid.


“You’re kidding me.”


Mel snuck into her mama’s kitchen and came out with a tub of Crisco. A half hour later, they were standing at the edge of a steep grassy bank with the greased-up plastic sled. “Do you trust me?” Mel said.


“No, but that’s beside the point now, ain’t it? It’s not going to move like you think it will in this grass, Mel. Otherwise, other people would’ve thought of it by now. We wasted a whole afternoon, and I scraped my arm pretty good on that goddamn door.” Mel didn’t seem to hear her, or at least she didn’t show that she did. She was looking for the right spot.


“Here,” she said. “See? Goes pretty steady. It will be smooth down that way. The velocity of the slope is just right.” Tessa didn’t look to where she was pointing, nor did she acknowledge the nonsensical comment. It never ceased to amaze Tessa how Mel would suddenly become an expert in whatever topic happened to surface. Mel set the disk down where she wanted it.


“The heavier person is supposed to go in back,” Mel said.


“You mean me in front? Ha! Ain’t happening. I go behind or not at all.”


“Well, fine. I guess I don’t weigh much more than you, but the laws of physics—” Mel stopped when she looked up and saw that Tessa had her jaw set.


“Alright, alright. Easy. We’ll do it your way,” Mel said. Mel held the disk in place, and Tessa sat. She looked down the slope. The hill seemed to go on forever. It ended way down in the ravine, where a small creek would run come spring in the rare years they got a season of decent rain. Tessa was reassured when she felt her weight sink down in the grass. No way it was sliding. Not with all the growth to keep them from moving. Mel stomped down the grass directly in front of the disk.


“Ready?” she said.


“Ready to get this over with.” Tessa looked back to see the disappointment on Mel’s face. She softened. “Alright, Mel. Let’s give it a try.” This seemed to perk Mel up.


“Okay.” Mel squatted down and sat in front, between Tessa’s legs. She was careful to dig her heels in to keep them from moving. Mel held on to the sled, and Tessa held Mel around the waist. “Here we go.” Mel pushed off and lifted her legs and they sat still. She used her heels and legs to try and scooch them forward. They moved inches with every scooch. Tessa couldn’t hold it in and started laughing.


“We are flying,” Tessa said, cracking herself up some more.


“It’s going to take a second to get going,” Mel said. Tessa could hear the irritation in her voice but had lost the ability to contain herself.


“Roger that,” Tessa said in hysterics. “Ready for blastoff.”


Mel kept up her ridiculous scooting, and the sled started to move slowly. Tessa was wiping at her tear-filled eyes when the disk started to go. The momentum took a little while to catch, but when it did, they went. Shocked by the wind in her face and the sudden motion, Tessa went silent and held tight around Mel’s waist. Mel shouted in triumph. “I told you, Tess! I told you!” The brief moment of elation was followed by sobering fear.


“Shit!” Tessa screamed. They were barreling down the hill fast and building speed. Mel tried to dig her heels into the grass, but the ground kept kicking them up. Mel gripped the disk tighter, leaned into Tessa, and dug her heels into the grass again with all she had. Her boots caught traction this time and gave some slowing resistance. A moment later, Mel’s right ankle turned out and folded back at a stomach-churning angle. Mel made a sound halfway between a whimper and a wail. Tessa had no time to respond. The disk slammed into a boulder hiding in the grass, and she was airborne. She didn’t know when she’d lost her grip on Mel. She was hurtling solo through the air, ass over head. Then she landed on her back with a heavy thunk. Her rib cage bounced out of her chest on impact, and the back of her head slammed the grassy earth. The wind and sense were knocked clean out of her. With a deep breath, she rolled over onto her stomach. Was she alive? Yes. Was she hurt? She couldn’t feel any major pain. There was an intense flush of adrenaline coursing through her body and a throbbing in her head. And Mel? Tessa pushed up on her shaky arms and knees to a tabletop position. A wave of nausea hit, and she puked in the grass between her hands. “Mel?!” she called out. “Mel?!”


“Awww, shit,” Mel groaned from somewhere nearby. Tessa wasn’t able to stand, so she crawled in the direction of Mel’s voice. When she made it over to her, Mel was lying on her back. Her lip was busted open pretty good, and she’d lost a boot somewhere.


“You okay?”


“Think so. My ankle’s wrecked for sure, though.” Mel put her forearm across her face to shield her eyes from the sun. “Your breath smells like barf.”


Tessa flopped down on her back next to Mel. “Fucking A,” she said.


Later—after Tessa had helped Mel crawl up the hill and after Mel’s mama had yelled at them for being so stupid, after the trip to the ER, where they took X-rays and wrapped up Mel’s ankle—Mel and Tessa, bruised and scratched up all over, sat on the porch swing on Mel’s patio drinking ice tea Mel’s mama had brought them.


“Dumber than doornails, the both of you,” she had said, shaking her head as she handed them their glasses.


Mel’s mama had gone back inside and left them on their own. They were quiet and exhausted. Mel’s foot was propped up on a chair. Her swollen bottom lip stood out in her silhouette against the setting sun. Tessa stopped the gentle rocking her foot made against the floor. She reached for Mel’s hand. When she took it, Mel turned to her. Before Tessa could think about what she was doing, she leaned in and kissed her. She tasted the salt of Mel’s blood on her lips.


“What’d you do that for?” Mel said after Tessa pulled away.


“I’m sorry.” Tessa felt sick to her stomach, like she was going to spew again. What had come over her? She made to stand up, but Mel put a firm hand on her leg to stop her.


“Dumber than doornails,” Mel said. She tucked the piece of hair that had come loose from Tessa’s ponytail behind her ear and smiled. “You and me both.”
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