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To Robin Vera Montgomery,


Navy Wave, air traffic controller, journalist, artist,
architect, and mom…


You have always been there.













THAT WAS THEN.…













The most life-changing events happen on the most ordinary days.


It was normal that his mom wasn’t home. She was the one who worked, so he didn’t see her much during the week.


When Sam walked through the front door, his little brother, Riddle, was in the playpen staring off at nothing as he chewed a hole in the yellow mesh designed to keep him a prisoner.


The television was on. Not cartoons but a woman selling sweaters with glittering beads all over the shoulders. No wonder the kid had his face to the wall.


The toddler was probably hungry. But he didn’t ever cry for food. He wasn’t that kind of baby. He should have squawked about being stuck for hours in the corner of the living room, but he usually didn’t. Ever since he was born, it’d been hard to figure him out. Isn’t that why they called him Riddle?


Sam’s father was supposed to be waiting at the fence when school was over. But Clarence Border never showed up. Sam knew how to get home, so it didn’t matter.


He was seven years old and in the second grade. Sam had no way of knowing that he’d just gone to his last day of school and would never again see his mother. He could not have imagined that the next ten years would mean living on the road.


Sam put his backpack down by the door and walked over to the playpen. Riddle didn’t say anything but reached his hands straight up in the air just like the referees did on television when someone scored a touchdown.


Sam grabbed hold of his little brother’s short arms and pulled him up and out of the square enclosure. Riddle was small for his age, and his wheat-colored hair and pale skin made his gray-blue eyes even more piercing. Right now they shouted gratitude.


With Riddle following behind him, Sam passed by the kitchen. He could see the leaning tower of dirty dishes in the sink, which was business as usual. As he continued down the hallway to the bedrooms, he heard his father moving something.


Sam called out: “I’m home.”


No one answered.


Sam glanced into the bathroom. All of the drawers in the cabinet under the sink were open. Riddle liked to open things, so he peeled off to investigate.


In his parents’ bedroom, Sam found his father stuffing clothing into two large duffel bags.


“Dad, are we going somewhere?”


His father didn’t even look up.


Sam watched as his mom’s jewelry box was upended into one of the two travel bags. The costume necklaces and earrings tumbled out like treasure.


“Go to your room and bring me your shoes. And some of Riddle’s stuff.”


A wave of happiness washed over the seven-year-old boy.


“Are we going to see Grandma? I wanna see Grandma!”


His father finally stopped moving long enough to acknowledge him. His eyes, Sam could see, had a jumpy look. They shifted around the room as if there were lots of people there.


Sam’s happiness wave dried up.


And then, from the bathroom, came the sound of something crashing.


Riddle.


Sam got there before his father did. A blue glass dolphin that his mother had kept since she was a little girl was in pieces on the tile floor.


Riddle loved that dolphin. He always wanted to hold it like a stuffed animal—only it wasn’t soft or supposed to be held. The toddler had used the open drawers as stairs to climb high enough to reach the prize.


Sam heard his father behind him, shouting, “You broke it! Are you happy now, Riddle?”


The toddler barely blinked, but Sam felt his eyes flood with tears. The shattered dolphin was Sam’s fault. Riddle was his responsibility.


In one scoop his father lifted his little brother by the back of his shirt. He carried him straight outside and put him in the truck. Sam climbed in on the other side.


“I can’t trust you to keep an eye on him. Now you both can just wait in here like dogs.”


His father slammed the door hard and returned to the house, but he wasn’t there for long. The enraged man returned in minutes with the duffel bags and a cooler. He shoved everything in the back, next to sleeping bags and a plastic tarp. There was a toolbox, and two cardboard boxes filled with jumper cables and his father’s shotgun and hunting knife.


And then the motor turned over. The truck reversed, and the street disappeared from view, never to be seen again. His mother would come home hours later to an empty house that would stay that way.


Did they leave because Riddle dropped the smiling piece of blue glass? Is that what happened?


Sam Border did his best over the next ten years to forget everything about that day.


It worked.


Because now all the memories from the Day the Dolphin Broke were long gone.















THIS IS NOW.…
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Here is who we are. Imposters.


Seventeen-year-old Sam Border walked down the leafy street of the Oregon town with his little brother right at his side. And he did not once look over his shoulder. He did not crane his neck to see if anyone was following him.


But he wanted to.


Really bad.


Instead, he tried as hard as he could to appear casual, like he belonged, which of course he didn’t.


His twelve-year-old brother, Riddle, walked as if he didn’t have a care in the world. Which was probably the case. The kid lived in his head. Always had. Probably always would. It was what made him so different.


It was a warm June morning, and Sam realized he was sweating.


A lot.


He wanted to believe he was overheated, not flipping out. He had to force himself to stop imagining the thousand ways his new life without Clarence Border could fall apart.


This was now a regular day. Get up. Walk over to see Emily Bell and her family.


It was that simple.


For ten years a typical day meant: Get up. Go search Dumpsters for food. Manage his father’s anger. Take care of his little brother. Play his guitar until his fingertips bled. Be invisible. Watch the world go by.


But everything had changed.


Before he was numb.


Now he waited for the explosion.


Every morning until he got to Emily, he felt his stomach lurching.


For as long as he could remember, the only person who mattered in his life was Riddle. Sam had been consumed with keeping the kid safe.


Now he had a whole family to worry about.


The Bells already had two children of their own, so what could they possibly have been thinking by taking on the responsibility of him and his brother?


Their actions just didn’t make sense without a motive. And so far, he couldn’t uncover one.


Walking down the sidewalk, he felt that around every corner was the possibility of danger. Sam had no idea what form it would take, but this kind of happiness could never last. And that was the cause of his hidden panic.


Emily.


Focus on her.


She was his anchor.
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Bell. Bell. Bell.


He repeated this to himself with each step.


Could something be an anchor if it wasn’t weighing you down? Was it possible to be anchored to the sky?


Because that was how it felt to be with Emily: airborne. But with his feet on the ground.


She was beautiful and brilliant. She was funny and kind. She played soccer and spoke Spanish (sort of). She loved raisins and spicy mustard (not together). She laughed at the world, but most of all at herself. She loved life.


She loved him.


That was probably, right now, what mattered most.


His world had collided with a seventeen-year-old girl who cared. And just that simple fact had changed everything.


Sam walked faster, and a melody began to form unconsciously from the cadence of his footsteps on the concrete. The traffic whizzing by fell into a rhythm.


He found a pattern in the random motion and turned the sounds into musical notes that became a full score.


And as he did, he was able to vanish into an alternate universe where his mother had somehow survived. She hadn’t been hit by a car only weeks after they’d disappeared, and he hadn’t spent ten years held hostage by a crazy person.


[image: image]


Riddle looked at his big brother and knew Sam was thinking about Emily.


That’s what Sam did all the time. He worked on his music, and he got gooey about his girlfriend.


Riddle had his own new love affair going now. With chicken. And the thought of it consumed him.


There were so many ways to cook a hen. Until recently, he never knew you could bake it or fry it or boil it or barbecue it. And it could be served at many different temperatures.


Debbie Bell let him in the kitchen whenever he wanted.


His preferred routine had three parts:


First he helped cook. Then he ate. And finally he drew the dish in a sketchbook that he kept with him at all times. The pictures took as much time to do as some of the meals.


There was only one major stumbling block for him when it came to advancing in the world of food preparation.


Words.


He couldn’t read. He knew about letters, of course. He’d learned their shapes and some of their sounds, mostly from road signs. But he had never gone to school, and he had trouble putting it all together.


That meant he was twelve years old and still on the outside looking in.
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Emily Bell’s toes were curling and uncurling in her flip-flops, and she couldn’t make them stop. Her digits had gone rogue.


She had to stand up to regain control of her own body.


She still got that excited to see him.


And then… two figures appeared. Far in the distance, but Emily was certain of who they were.


Riddle was a kid. But he didn’t have the distracted quality of a typical twelve-year-old boy. He seemed both older and younger at the same time.


Right now he appeared to be walking on his tiptoes. Maybe she was imagining that. But he was bouncy.


At his side was Sam.


She didn’t have her glasses on. Or her contact lenses. But it didn’t make a difference. She knew.


He was tall. Not muscle-bound, but strong. His thick hair, even when cut short, had a mind of its own.


But that wasn’t how she was certain it was Sam. It was the way he moved.


He didn’t stride forward with teenage-boy confidence. But he didn’t cower either.


The fact was that his feet didn’t touch the ground like other people’s.


She realized now that something in the horror of their life with their crazy father had made Sam and his little brother walk without leaving footprints.
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Riddle went inside the house, and Emily and Sam took a seat on the wicker sofa on the front porch, draping their bodies over each other like two blankets. The first thing they did every morning was take the time to get caught up.


“My dad made another appointment to see the adoption lawyer.”


Sam nodded as she continued.


“Apparently, the best option is for my parents to become your legal guardians. But to start the process to adopt Riddle.”


Sam could feel himself relax just being in her presence. He said:


“ ‘Legal guardian’ sounds good. We don’t want to be brother and sister.”


“No. Too weird.”


Sam knew the answer, but he still asked the question. “And adopting Riddle is the right thing?”


They had gone over this many times, but she was patient. “It protects him. Not just health insurance and the legal stuff, but in all the other ways. If you weren’t about to be eighteen, my mom would be pushing for you to do it, too.”


Emily squeezed his arm and was surprised by how firm it felt. It wasn’t only that he had muscles. He was tense. She could hear that in the tightness in his voice, but this was further proof.


The thought that he was on shaky ground made something inside Emily shift. She was no kind of hero. Her first response, even when she heard just a firecracker, was to run.


But when it came to Sam and Riddle Border, that changed.


She became fierce.


They weren’t just deserving of love. They were different. They had been victims of abuse, and despite that, the two boys were more in touch with simple kindness than anyone she’d ever known.


Emily was going to be there for them. Always. Forever.
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Sam looked over and saw something in her eyes and he knew that she was now worrying about him.


That was no good.


She believed in being positive. About everything. It was almost irritating. He tried now to say the right thing.


“I’ll be eighteen on my birthday. Then I won’t even need the guardian part.”


“No. You’ll be a college student—”


Sam interrupted her. They’d been over this many times, but it still didn’t compute.


“It’s hard for me to see how I’m going from second grade to college.”


“You’ll be in the music department. And obviously there are special circumstances. You tested really well—remember?”


Sam tried not to wince. The thought of that day of testing was still a nightmare.


He and Riddle had been taken by Emily’s parents to see an educational specialist. Sam was anxious. Riddle had no anxiety about the whole experience. And then he was the one who came up short.


Sam’s little brother could barely make out the words in the picture-book reader for first graders.


Was it Sam’s fault Riddle couldn’t read? Shouldn’t Sam have at least taught his brother that? All those hours sitting in a truck? He’d failed the kid. Big-time.


Sam pushed aside the avalanche of guilt and said, “I guess I just start by getting through summer school.”


Emily nodded. “Exactly.”


Sam’s eyes shifted and he found himself now staring intently across the street at nothing more than a hedge.


Emily wrapped her left leg around his right calf. He could feel himself relax as he said:


“I’m trying, Emily.”


“I know you are. And you’re doing great.”


Sam’s head sank deeper into the pillow. When he was with Emily, he was doing great.


It was when he wasn’t with her that was the problem.


He mumbled, “What’s the thing you keep telling me?”


Emily scrunched up her nose. She looked so beautiful when she was really serious. He was still in the stage where every change of expression on her face seemed fascinating. Would that go away? He hoped not.


“Trust the unknown.”


“Right.”


Emily rolled over onto her side and looked right at him. “You don’t need to be afraid anymore. About anything, Sam.”


Sam didn’t even think. He just answered. “I’m afraid of the future.”


“And why is that?”


Sam pulled her close. “Before, I had nothing to lose.”
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Clarence Border smiled at the woman.


She was reading his file, so she didn’t see. He’d grin again when she looked up. But nothing too committed. He didn’t want to seem desperate.


Because he was way past desperate, into some other territory of distress.


Can a man in a state prison, facing multiple charges ranging from kidnapping to fraud to larceny, be anything else?


The public defender put down the file and said:


“You took your two sons from their home ten years ago. That much you don’t dispute—am I correct?”


It was then that she saw his toothy expression.


He realized immediately it was bad timing. He had only twenty minutes with the woman, and seduction was probably the wrong approach.


“Yes. But I’m innocent. You get that—right? I did nothing but be a good parent to those kids.”


The woman didn’t blink.


“I think our best chance involves a plea bargain.”


He sat up straighter in his chair. He needed to get her to listen. To understand. To be on his side.


“But—I’m innocent.”


“Your sons have given extensive testimony that when they were no longer of use to you, you tried to kill them.”


“I didn’t—”


“You aimed. You fired the weapon. There is evidence.”


Clarence could feel his whole body twist, from the top of his skull to the toes on both of his feet. Even the foot that was no longer there.


He exhaled.


Slowly.


And then:


“They are liars. Both of them. That’s the first thing you need to understand.”


The woman looked back at the file. And he knew she had made up her mind way before she got in the cinder-block room with the sticky plastic chairs and the smell of ammonia.


New angle. Not victim. Stronger than that. He continued:


“I’d like to talk to you about what really happened.”


He shut his eyes so that he could concentrate. And then he slowly began:


“I was the stay-at-home dad. And there was a fight with the wife. She wanted us to leave. All of us. She asked for that. She said she needed time away from the kids and me. I gave her a huge opportunity when I accepted the responsibility of raising the boys on my own. I was a single parent. That’s not easy.”


Clarence opened his eyes and hoped he looked incredibly sincere as he said:


“Do you have any children?”


The woman spoke ice chips:


“I’m here to give you the best possible legal advice. Right now, if convicted, you face a lifetime in jail. You understand that—am I correct?”


Clarence tried to stay on track.


“We traveled. Me and the boys. We moved a lot because work is hard to find. There weren’t problems until we got to Oregon. That’s when my oldest boy met a girl. That’s what caused the trouble. Her family turned my boys against me. They are the ones who should be sitting here today—not me!”


Her answer said it all: “You are going to trial. Not the people who stepped in to help your sons.”


He got up from the table. Help my sons? Those people were the kidnappers. Not him.


They’d get their due.


That was all he knew for certain as he abruptly left the room.
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Prison is a place where there is never, ever silence.


At all hours of the day and night, sound ricochets off the hard surfaces in an assault that literally makes people’s eardrums bleed.


Mixed in with radios blaring and toilets flushing, carts are rolling and mattresses are slamming. Layered on top of that bed of constant clatter are raging arguments between groups of men and between men and their souls.


Someone is always shouting.


And someone is always wailing. Half the time, the rant is directed at a blank wall.


What Clarence Border really needed was for the noise to stop. And it didn’t.


The way he saw it, there was no public defender on the planet who was going to do the right thing, which meant that by the time the system was finished with him, he’d be eligible for parole when he was 213 years old.


His two no-good, backstabbing sons would probably be dead by then.


He hoped so.


Just thinking of Sam and Riddle made everything worse.


He’d seen the house that belonged to the Bell family. He could imagine the kind of kitchen they had and the food they ate.


And now, lying on his back and trying hard to make the pain go away in a foot that wasn’t even there, he thought about the budget for three meals of inmate food: two dollars a day.


There were glass bits and sand, hair, and even parts of rodents in the slop that he was given to eat.


He’d be much happier if they just gave him a large box of saltine crackers and a glass of water. It wouldn’t be cruel and unusual punishment. He loved those crackers.


Clarence could see Sam and Riddle sitting at a real table, eating off fancy plates and using silver utensils.


He scraped his spork across the molded plastic plate that tasted like ammonia from the dishwashing dunk.


Both of his boys now probably had their own bathrooms with stacks of fresh towels waiting after they took long, steamy showers.


He had no privacy and only the constant smell of sewage and sweat mixed with the glare of the twenty-four-hour fluorescent lights overhead.


He was subjected to the contempt of the guards, the harassment of the other inmates, and the pain of his physical condition.


And all that made a noise that buzzed nonstop in his head. It was a chain saw of fury directed at his own flesh and blood.


Well, he was going to settle the score.


Clarence held his hands out in front of his face and stared at his fingers.


He’d read in a magazine that researchers at the University of Alberta had determined that the shorter a man’s index finger when compared to his ring finger, the greater his tendency to exhibit aggressive behavior.


And by aggressive, they meant violent.


It turned out (according to these eggheads) that the length of your fingers had to do with how much testosterone you were exposed to in the womb.


That’s what fueled all the Mr. Short-Index-Fingers (short, at least, compared to their ring fingers) to become Mr. Hotheads.


Clarence smiled. On both of his hands, his ring fingers were much longer than the digits right next to his thumbs.


It was strangely comforting to know that he was born who he was. Not every man could swing a shovel and hit someone squarely in the face. Just like most guys couldn’t take a pair of pliers and rip off someone’s ear.


Clarence didn’t need to be provoked to do these things. He could unleash his rage machine at will.


His two boys didn’t have that kind of power inside. They were, he knew for certain, made of other stuff.


Clarence shut his eyes and was able to picture Sam playing the guitar. Wasn’t that all the kid had ever done, from the time he could first hold the instrument?


Riddle used his hands to draw. He usually didn’t have paper or the right pens, but he still found a way. The kid was left-handed, which made sense to Clarence because the boy approached everything from the wrong side.


Clarence held his hand in front of his face and felt himself ignite. He bolted up from his thin mattress and screamed.


It was a full-on, mouth-open, high-pitched cry. The sound was a mix of anger, fear, and pain.


When it was over, he sank back down and waited for someone to come check on him.


But no one did. Because not a person on this earth cared how he was doing.


And that was a feeling worse than being locked up.
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Everything in the kitchen now had a yellow sticky tag with a word written on it.


Refrigerator. Stove. Sink. Counter. Table. Clock. Towel. Wall. Coffeemaker. Vitamins. Knives. Ladle. Spatula.


Jared found it creepy. He was ten years old, and all kinds of things were now driving him crazy. Of course Riddle couldn’t read. That made sense. But why was Jared’s mother spending every minute of every day trying to make up for lost time?


The way Jared saw it, Riddle didn’t need a tutor three times a week. And he certainly didn’t need the world labeled. Jared wasn’t going to wear a tag that said Brother, even if they paid him.


The whole house was starting to look like it was part of some kind of estate sale, only there were no prices on the big labels.


And then his big sister made a discovery. “Mom… have you noticed that Riddle has to get up really close to your stickers to see the letters? And he squints a lot.”


Debbie Bell glanced across the room. Riddle was drawing a picture of a pot roast on his new art pad. His nose was almost touching the paper.


Debbie Bell had taken Riddle and Sam for physicals, and Riddle was being treated for asthma. Now she looked puzzled. “Dr. Howard didn’t say anything about his vision.”


Emily shrugged. “Maybe he didn’t check it.”


Two days later, Riddle was diagnosed as being nearsighted, with extreme astigmatism in his left eye. Because Debbie Bell had to work that day at the hospital, Emily, Sam, and Riddle went to the optometrist’s office together to pick out glasses. They asked Jared to come, but he’d made it clear that it was the last thing he wanted to do.


Emily headed for the section marked Juvenile Boys. But Riddle had his own ideas. There was a photo of a redheaded girl wearing rectangular orange glasses. He pointed to the image. “I want those.”


Sam looked from the photo back to his little brother. “Riddle, I think those might be for girls.”


That made Riddle laugh. “How can there be different glasses for girls and boys?”


Emily whispered to Sam with concern: “He’s never experienced peer pressure.”


Sam and Emily tried to talk Riddle into at least looking at the other choices, but when the kid set his mind to something, there was no changing it.


A week later they returned when the glasses were ready. Emily stared at Riddle’s reflection in the mirror. He suddenly looked like he was from the punk-rock scene in London in the late 1970s. He was now somehow the hippest person in any room.


When Riddle spun around from the optometrist to face them, he could see Emily and Sam, and his eyes lit up as a smile stretched across his face. “I see you guys! Everything is so much bigger!”


Riddle’s head swung in all directions. “I see all the little things. I feel dizzy because I can see so much.”


He was laughing now. He turned back toward Emily and Sam. “Guys—I really see you!”


Sam shut his eyes and tried not to feel anything. But when he glanced over at Emily, he could see that she, too, had a wobbly grin on her face.


Happiness.


The emotion that frightened him so much.
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Summer officially started two days later.


Sam began a program at Baine College designed to acclimate students with learning differences who would be new in the fall. He wasn’t dyslexic, like the majority of the other kids in this summer class. He had his own unique issues.


Sam had no formal training or instruction from a teacher. He’d followed no curriculum. He had no experience as a student since grade school.


Emily’s father was a music professor at Baine. So obviously the place was making allowances. That put Sam even more on edge.


He now sat in the very back of the classroom, convinced that the twenty-two (he counted them) other students could see that he had not been in school since he was seven years old.


He was certain they could tell that he had no idea what to say, when to write something down, or even how to listen.


It was torture.


A woman came in and, with a marker, wrote DR. JULIA HUNT in block letters on the whiteboard. Sam kept his eyes glued to her as she spoke about the requirements for the class. He could see people typing into computers that they’d suddenly pulled from backpacks and placed on their desks.


It was impossible for him to listen to what the woman said and at the same time try to take down notes. And he didn’t have a computer. Even if he did, he had no idea how to type.


He could see other students tapping rapidly. It was as if they were playing an instrument. Their wrists stayed planted on the keyboard while their fingertips bobbled up and down.


Dr. Julia Hunt was talking now about the books they would read and the papers they would write. And in the end, there would be a final. But she didn’t say a final what.


Just a final.


And she said that the final would count for 50 percent of the grade. She looked very serious. She was the judge and the jury and the executioner.


Then Dr. Julia Hunt began to call names. Like a lineup. Like a firing squad.


Sam watched as the other students answered. They said only, “Here.” A few names were met with silence. And then the woman said:


“Sam Border.”


Sam felt like the temperature in the room had risen ten degrees in a matter of seconds. But he was able to open his mouth and get out a single word.


He said, “Yes.”


No one laughed, and the woman was on to another name as he shut his eyes.


Against all odds, he had survived.
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On Sam’s first day, Emily had her second shift as a bus girl at Ferdinand’s Fine French Restaurant on Oak Street.


Like Sam, she felt as if she were on another planet.


Because she also had no idea what she was doing.


In the restaurant’s kitchen, Emily was responsible for sorting the dirty dishes and cutlery in order for the two dazed-looking guys (with the steamy water hoses that slung down from metal arms on the ceiling) to load up the forever-chugging dishwashing machines.


She had to keep the water glasses topped off in the dining room. And a constant supply of warm bread going out in the wicker baskets that all the diners got when they first sat down.


It was her duty to reset each table and deal with the linens and all of the garbage after every shift.


It didn’t sound like that big a deal when she’d first heard the duties, but she quickly learned that there was a lot more going on in a restaurant than meets the eye.


And on her second day on the job, she had the biggest screwup anyone could remember happening at Ferdinand’s.


The restaurant was in an old brick building, and while it had been renovated, there were things that dated back seventy-five years, to when the place had been some kind of beer hall.


Emily had been told multiple times to hit the switch by the entrance before she went inside the walk-in freezer. The toggle activated a red light over the heavy metal door, signifying that someone was inside the cooler.


The door was tricky. Sometimes it was accidentally left partway open, and the cold air escaped. But when it was closed hard, the mechanism that released from the inside had been known to malfunction.


And on that fateful day, in the middle of lunch service, Emily was in a hurry when she entered the walk-in to get more butter. Natalie, the daytime hostess, passed through the kitchen. She saw that the red light wasn’t on and assumed that the freezer door had been left open.


So she put her shoulder to the metal and shoved hard until it clicked.


Inside, the vacuum seal of the door made a sucking sound. Emily shouted: “Hey!”


It was so cold in the walk-in that she could see her breath as a white puff.


The “hey” now lingered in the air. Emily put the butter tray down and went to the metal door and pushed. Nothing. She then beat on the only exit with her fist.


“I’m locked in here! Help!”


The ceilings and walls and door in the freezer were six inches thick, made from insulated foam covered in stainless steel. The floor was a sheet of aluminum. A heavy plastic curtain hung in front of the doorway.


It was an extremely cold, sealed, metal box lit by a single weak lightbulb.


The temperature inside was negative two degrees Fahrenheit.


After Emily pounded on the door for what seemed like an eternity but was only eighteen seconds, she knew that she was in trouble.


The whirling fans of the cooling units made such a racket that she could barely hear her own knocking on the inside, so forget anyone hearing on the other side of the metal.


Emily’s uniform consisted of a sleeveless white shirt and a wraparound black skirt. Her legs were bare, and on her feet she wore gold ballet slippers.


She had been inside the walk-in icebox for less than a minute and she was already freezing. Emily felt her breath turn shallow as she realized that she was light-headed. It was possible, she suddenly realized, that she might faint.


There was a box of frozen imported anchovies behind her, and Emily sank down onto it, taking a seat in the dark corner as she folded her head down into her knees.


And then suddenly the freezer door was flung open. Emily opened her eyes to hear a voice say, “She’s not in here.”


Emily tried to get to her feet, but it was too late.


The woozy feeling returned as the room swirled, and she had no choice but to drop back down to the anchovies as the freezer door slammed shut.
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Clarence lay on his cot and stared at the cement ceiling. Why had he taken the two boys in the first place?


All those years ago, he could have just walked out the door, suitcase in hand, and never come back.


Wouldn’t that have been so much easier?


But the voices in his head had told him that a man with little kids automatically looked trustworthy. They allowed him to blend into a crowd. And the older one, even at seven, had a brain. He was useful.


Clarence took them because they gave him power. They said that he was in charge. And that felt good. Until they stopped listening.


Is that what happened?


No.


They met a family. And those people turned his boys against him.


Somewhere in Clarence’s cell block, an inmate was chanting. He was saying over and over again:


“The worst thing to happen is the best thing to happen.”


That guy fixated on phrases and then spent not just hours but whole days repeating them.


At very high volume.


For a whole week, the guy wouldn’t shut up about hot sauce.


Now the lunatic’s new words bored into Clarence’s head. The voice became his interrogator.


What was the worst thing to happen to him?


Being sent to jail.


And how did that happen?


His sons had turned against him. And when he tried to even the score, he’d been attacked by his oldest. He’d been injured up there on the mountain. His leg had broken from the fall, and an infection had set in. At least that’s what they claimed later, when the doctor in the hospital amputated below the knee.


So maybe the worst thing to happen was the surgery?


He could feel his missing toes, his once bony ankle, and his always flat instep. He reached out to touch the phantom body part, and his fingers, moving through air, touched real nerves in the emptiness.


All the while he heard: “The worst thing to happen is the best thing to happen.”


And the words turned into a plan.
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Emily was in the freezer for almost three hours.


During that time, in an attempt to keep warm, she removed the dish towel that was in her skirt pocket and wrapped it around her head. She then placed a shallow bucket over the dishrag.


As the cold got worse Emily took her knife and cut down the insulated curtain that was in front of the door. She then wrapped herself in the thick piece of plastic and pulled her knees up to her chest.


She was turning into a human Popsicle.


To keep from doing something irrational, she started to sing. She sang the same song over and over and over again.


And she thought of Sam.


It was their song. And she didn’t sing it well. For the last hour, she hummed, only managing a few words:


“Just call my name… and I’ll be there.”


[image: image]


No one in the restaurant knew where the new bus girl had gone.


The hostess said it was possible Emily had quit. All anyone could say was that she’d disappeared at some point before the beef bourguignonne ran out.


Finally, with lunch service over, Juan Ico signed for an order of frozen halibut from the seafood delivery service.


It needed to go right into the walk-in.


Juan put the boxes on a handcart, and when he opened the freezer door, he found himself staring down at Emily. She had a bucket on her head. A gray curtain was wrapped around her shivering body and was gripped by blue fingers.


His scream was heard on the sidewalk outside.


As Emily was carried into the dining room, she saw a sign over the kitchen door. It looked as if it had been there for many years.


It read:


Be alert. Be aware. Be alive.


[image: image]


No matter how many times he asked, most people called him by his old name: Bobby Ellis.


But that person was gone.


Because Bobby Ellis had died at the Churchill High School prom at the Mountain Basin Inn when the girl he was obsessed with walked out on him.


Emily Bell had been Bobby Ellis’s date on the evening he should have only been celebrating that he had been crowned prom king.


It was epic.


Just not in a good way.


Bobby Ellis had suffered first-degree sunburn earlier in the day. He had then been pulled over in his car for speeding. He had a fender bender, followed by a spray-on-tan mishap in which he cut his knee in the stall and was sent to the hospital for stitches.


The daylight portion of his catastrophe concluded when his big toe broke after he kicked a bathroom wall.


His parents had to drive him and Emily to the prom. And only an hour later, she walked out on him. The night ended with Bobby Ellis drinking so much that he was taken back to the hospital on a stretcher.


His crown, and most of his pride, got lost along the way.


Bobby decided after that to make this the summer he would have a fresh start. With everything in his life.


He started with his name.


Bobby Ellis asked people to now call him Robb. He spelled it with two b’s.


Done.


So far the only people who got the name right worked at the Hair Asylum, which was where Robb Ellis got his hair cut. The salon was located on Oak Street, just down from Ferdinand’s Fine French Restaurant. (The name of the dining establishment rubbed him the wrong way. Were there French restaurants that served coarse French food? He didn’t think so.)


Robb had vowed to himself to keep his distance from Emily Bell.


She had her life with the mysterious boy from nowhere. And Robb had his. Once they’d shared secrets. Now he found it hard to even look at her.


Or at least that’s what he thought until he saw an ambulance in front of Ferdinand’s.


Hadn’t Emily’s best friend, Nora, said Emily had a summer job there? He had tried not to pay attention, but he was certain now. Yes. That’s where she was working.


Robb picked up his pace and met the two paramedics on the sidewalk. His mother was a detective. He was used to law enforcement and disasters, and he easily wedged himself between the two men. “What kind of emergency you got going on?”


The larger of the two medics, the one carrying the orange EMS case, said, “Possible hypothermia.”


It was eighty-five degrees outside. Everyone was wearing shorts and sleeveless shirts. Robb rolled his eyes.


“C’mon, guys.”


Now it was the shorter one who spoke:


“He’s serious. A girl locked herself in the freezer.”


Robb’s eyebrows rose.


“Wow. On purpose?”


The medics blew past him into the restaurant, and Robb just naturally followed at their heels.
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Inside, a half dozen people were gathered around a shape stretched out on the carpeted floor.


White tablecloths covered the body. There were no blankets in the restaurant, and as it was summer, no one had brought a coat to work.


The small group cleared to let the emergency medical technicians take charge, and it was then that Robb Ellis saw who was causing the problem.


“Emily…”


Her face was gray, and her lips were blue.


Robb Ellis found the look incredibly attractive. It was sort of like vampire makeup or something.


“Bobby…?”


Emily saw him and tried to sit up. He could see that the look on her face said: What are you doing here?


But she pulled herself forward too fast, and her body temperature was too low, and so was her blood sugar.


Emily hadn’t eaten since breakfast, and now it was three in the afternoon. The room started to spin, and then her vision started to pixelate and she dropped back to the carpet.


And Robb Ellis took it all as a good sign.
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Leo Saar, the owner of the restaurant, was in a foul mood.


It was never good for business to have an ambulance with swirling lights parked in front of an eating establishment. For some people that’s all it took to trigger a decade of irrational dining fear.


So now Leo had that to worry about.


The girl had looked so trouble-free when he’d hired her. What if the halibut hadn’t arrived, and no one had gone inside the freezer, and she’d gone ice block on him?


Leo tried to shake it off. He was happy that the other kid had showed up. The tall teenager wanted to go with Emily in the ambulance, which took the burden off the restaurant to send an employee.


So that’s why Leo had offered the guy a job.


Now he looked at the slip of paper where the kid had written his contact information.


Robb Ellis.


Leo was going to have him start on Monday.






OEBPS/images/Art_orn.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780316203135.jpg
NAME

HOLLY GOLDBERG SLOAN

NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF COUNTING BY 7s






OEBPS/images/9780316203135_c.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
JUST CALL
MY NAME

A NOVEL BY
HOLLY GOLDBERG SLOAN

(L))

LITTLE, BROWN AND COMPANY
New York - Boston





