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  Franny

  The second time Matilda asked where we were going, my mother turned the radio up louder. It had been an hour or maybe two or maybe more—I didn’t know because, at that moment, all I could hear was the tapping noise she was making against the steering wheel. We were stopped in traffic, which made her drum faster and harder, and then I felt it coming like a volcano about to erupt, the letters, mostly A’s and R’s sitting inside the rounds of my cheeks, readying themselves to pop out. Big and unwieldy, making my lips ache, but then just as they were about to slip past, Matilda reached over to hold my hand. I closed my eyes and thought about electrical storms. Matilda told me that I was born during one and that the first time she saw me, the lights flickered, and in that moment of darkness, my sister leaned over and whispered, “I missed you”.

  Like I had just returned from a trip.

  I squeezed her hand tighter and she turned toward the window. I tried not to think about leaving our grandmother’s house or how our mother stuffed our things into garbage bags that got so big and misshapen, she could barely drag them out of the room. I had watched as she packed the blanket my grandmother made for my ninth birthday. It was pink and soft and had a big F embroidered in the center. Now those garbage bags were crammed inside the trunk and I imagined my things swirled together tightly with no room to breathe.

  The car stopped in traffic and the sound of engines rumbled through me. Matilda was still staring out the window and I could feel the ­letters slowly creeping back. They were steady and strong and constant and I wanted them to come and make everything happening fade away like the tiny dot on a television screen that disappears when you turn it off. Effortlessly, they slid across my tongue, this time smooth and silky and not bulky at all. I closed my eyes until they were all I could see, floating randomly, innocently in the darkness. Matilda took a long, exaggerated breath and, suddenly, the car came to an abrupt stop.

  My mother pulled over to the side of the road and, as gently as if she was powdering her nose, folded into herself and began to sob. Matilda got out of the car and seconds later was in the passenger seat. Matilda and my mother had an alliance to which I was never invited.

  The radio played. The car filled with the voice of an enthusiastic DJ commanding his audience to dial in and win a shopping spree at WalMart. My sister hovered over our mother, who was crying so softly that I was no longer sure that she was. Equally as quiet were the words she said when she finally spoke. “Forgive me.”

  F-O-R-G-I-V-E M-E

  Alone in the backseat of the car, I broadened my shoulders and tried to convince my body that it was brave. Matilda’s arms were folded across her chest. Even though sometimes it’s hard for me to tell when something is wrong, this time I knew. I knew it when the fighting between my mother and grandmother got so loud, I could hear the words without pressing my ear up against the door. It was my mother’s voice that was the loudest.

  “There is no other way!” My mother yelled and then grumbled something that sounded like bullets being shot underwater. Their bitter exchanges continued over the next few days, my mother’s voice humming like a sewing machine, chasing my grandmother from one room to the next. She was relentless until finally one night she reached into her purse, pulled out a brass-colored key, and laid it on the table. My grandmother swiped her arm across the surface, sending it flying to the floor, and then she ran out of the room.

  That night their fighting was too quiet to hear.

  Matilda and I stayed in the kitchen, watching television on the small blackandwhite perched on the counter. We sat in red vinyl chairs until it was time for bed; we turned up the volume so loud that it made the air around us shake. In the morning, we acted like we always did. My grandmother was making toast and I remember breathing in the smell.

  I wondered what my grandmother was doing now while I sat in the backseat of my mother’s car, counting the number of times her shoulders bounced up and down. My sister reached over to twist the radio dial, first slowly and then faster, until all I heard were electrical bleeps and broken, cracked words. My mother wiped her face with her fingers and then pulled back into traffic. This time, instead of tapping out the rhythm of a song, she gripped the steering wheel tightly and focused with a determination that reminded me of a heavy rainstorm. We turned streets and passed neighborhoods that grew less familiar until finally we pulled up beside a small white house. We got out of the car, my mother first with Matilda and me trailing behind. I reached out to hold my sister’s hand.

  “Where are we?” Matilda asked.

  My mother kept walking, as if she didn’t hear.

  “Why are we here?” Matilda now asked, this time the shake in her voice broke up her words and made it sound like she was out of breath.

  “Everything will be fine,” my mother answered as she used a brass key to open the door. “Just come inside.”

  How do I describe what I smelled the moment I entered that house? Simply put, I smelled art. It smelled of paper and charcoal and glasses tinged with colored water. It smelled of sweat and risk and inspiration. The old wood floors creaked as we inched closely behind my mother. She turned to us and smiled and then I heard a voice coming from the other room. It was soft and gentle and then the woman to whom it belonged entered the room.

  She said her name was Leah.

  Matilda stopped dead in her tracks the moment we laid eyes upon her, but she never told me why. Leah’s hair had shards of light that glistened even though she wasn’t standing in the sun. Her lips were the shade of pink that mine sometimes got after I sucked too many cherryflavored Lifesavers. Her voice was so melodic that, as she spoke, I got lost in her music and forgot to pay attention to what she was saying. Her name was beautiful, too. Like my mother’s, it had a silent H, except the H in Therese’s name hid behind the T like it was scared to be noticed. The H in LeaH stood proudly at the end, and if you listened very closely, it would make itself heard.

  “You must be tired from your trip,” Leah said.

  Matilda stood in front of me. “Who are you?”

  Leah smiled and then looked down at the ground. “I am an old friend of your mother’s.”

  When she looked back up, I realized she was staring at me. I felt my sister shift so that she covered me even more. “Why are we here?”

  “We are having a visit.” My mother smiled and then whispered something to Leah, who then led us upstairs into a room the color of cucumbers. It took a few minutes for me to notice little painted pixie fairies on the walls—each standing on her toes and fluttering her wings as if she were about to go soaring around the room. I eased myself onto one of the beds and Matilda sat opposite me, her eyes fixed upon the fairy directly above my head. After Leah and my mother left, she came and sat beside me. She held my hand and we sat together, silently.

  Side by side.

  I don’t remember when I fell asleep, but when I woke the room was caught in that space between darkness and light. The kind of color that makes you wonder if the day is just about to begin or end. Matilda was curled up on the bed opposite mine so I tried to be quiet, but secretly hoped my movements would wake my sister. She barely stirred.

  Downstairs, my mother was curled in the same position on the couch in the living room. I found my way into the kitchen, which was entirely white from the cabinets to the countertops to the floor. I walked over to what I thought was the door to the pantry and nudged it open and inside, with her back to me, sat Leah. The room was small and on either side sat two long tables. She turned and motioned for me to come in and then, without saying a word, handed me a watercolor set.

  I sat at the table beside her and held the brush in my hand. Next to spelling, my favorite thing to do was paint and, when you’re nine, part of the magic of painting is that you can also color water. I spent the first fifteen minutes watching the paint spiral and float into the water in my jar and turn from red to orange to brown. I listened to the sound my paintbrush made as it scraped against the fibers of the sheet. I filled the page with broad strokes of rainbows and clouds and butterflies and then I looked up to see what Leah was doing.

  There was an orange on the table. A very large piece of paper was clipped to her easel and she was drawing it in such enormous scale, it didn’t fit into the confines of the sheet. Her work was so detailed I could see each and every bump on the fruit’s surface. I looked around the room and, for the first time, noticed other samples of her art—everyday items blown up to cartoon-like proportions. I saw a hairbrush and a can opener and a slice of pizza. All enormous and exposed in such an intimate way that even though I didn’t understand what I was feeling, I felt myself blush. It was only days later that I realized that all of her work was in black and white. Otherwise, I might have found it strange that she had a watercolor set to give me.

  She peered over my shoulder. “That’s beautiful.” She pointed to a swirl that looked surprisingly like a wave in the ocean. My favorite parts of art were the things that happened when you didn’t mean them to, and I tried to nod, but she was too close and I could feel my face turning red.

  “Want something to eat?” She put down her pencil and stood. I followed, waiting to be told what to do.

  “What kinds of things do you like?”

  I didn’t answer, and then I saw my mother standing in the doorway rubbing her fingers across her forehead like she was trying to erase something from her brain.

  “Eggs?” Leah asked.

  My mother nodded and jumped up onto the counter. She and Leah whispered to each other, but I was too busy folding my napkin into the letter V to pay attention. When I looked up, Matilda was standing in the doorway rubbing her forehead in the same way that my mother had. I watched Leah crack the eggs and then I heard her say something about an art museum and my mother say something about shopping. Their voices started to jumble inside my head, so I tried to focus on how much prettier an egg looked raw than cooked and then the letters came spinning and I watched them dance until it was quiet and peaceful around me.

  The next thing I remember is waking up in a bed in the room with the pixie fairies. In the bathroom, I squeezed toothpaste onto my toothbrush and watched it seep into the bristles, and then I started in the back and scrubbed each tooth three times before moving on to the next. I wondered when my mother found the time to pack my toothbrush. Today was Thursday. I had math tests every Thursday. Were we going to go to school? How long were we going to be gone on our trip? I didn’t like missing my math test. I was on my eighteenth tooth and had yet to come up with any reasonable answers to my questions. So I rinsed, spat twice, got dressed, and went downstairs.

  Everyone was at the table, my mother and Leah sipping tea from mugs. There was a bowl of cereal waiting for me. I liked that we were finally having breakfast at the right time instead of for dinner, like we had done the night before. It made me uncomfortable when things happened out of order, like eating breakfast foods at dinner time. I poured the milk and listened to the crackling sound of the cereal, which always reminded me of beginnings, and then waited for it to lose its crunch.

  “Franny, do you remember that today we are going to the museum?” Leah asked.

  I was grateful that I had a spoon in my mouth and could escape without offering more of a response. I didn’t like things that were loud and museums were loud.

  “Matilda and I are going to do a little shopping. Why don’t you finish up and get going, and we’ll give you a fashion show when we get back,” my mother said.

  “We’re going to buy new clothes?” Matilda suddenly seemed interested in her excursion with our mother.

  “Among other things. Why don’t you finish up, and we can get going.”

  I skimmed the surface of the leftover milk with the bottom of my spoon. Part of me wanted to take Matilda’s hand and not let go, but then Leah went to get her coat and brought mine, as well. I slipped it on and Leah put her hand on my back and Matilda waved and then the choice, if there even was one, was made.

  My mother turned and hugged me. “Have fun and don’t worry about us!” She smiled and pulled me close. “Leah will take care of you.” She squeezed the top of my shoulder so hard it hurt and then she whispered something that I didn’t understand because I was too busy rubbing my nose in her hair because I loved the smell of her shampoo. She pulled me back a second time, but then Leah held out her hand and I took it. When I turned back around again, my mother was gone. Leah and I walked out the door and into her car.

  Dangling from the mirror was a crystal that sparkled in the sun. I fixed my eyes on it, watching it turn the sunlight into hundreds of strands of magical light. Neither of us said a word. Leah turned on the radio and we listened to the music. It was the longest time I had ever spent not spelling in my head.

  When we got to the museum, Leah led the way up the steps and I couldn’t help but notice the large groups of school children pinching and prodding each other.

  “It’s okay, Franny.” She put her arm around my shoulders and, even though I didn’t usually like being touched, I stuffed my hands into my pockets and moved in closer to her. The museum noises flickered in my ears and then blended into one big vibration that bounced around the inside of my head. She took my hand and led me through the exhibits, but I didn’t look at the paintings or the people; I just stared down at my feet because the noise felt close enough to touch. Letters appeared like doorways offering escape, but I held on to Leah’s hand instead.

  She took me to see Monet’s paintings. I had seen them in books at the library, but all I remembered were images of lilies and haystacks. Leah pulled me along and I kept my eyes down, counting steps until finally we stopped in front of a painting. “This one. It’s my favorite.”

  She waited until people moved and then, just as the guard looked away, took my hand and ran my fingers across the lower half of the painting. I closed my eyes, connecting through the oil and canvas, feeling the heat of her hand over mine. When we pulled away, she wrapped herself around me, her breath on my neck, slow and controlled, as if she was asleep. I forced myself to look back up at the painting and then suddenly, instead of shadow, there was light. The letters slipping clumsily from my lips stopped and the rattling inside my head calmed and I felt the painting in a different way than when she had let me touch it. I breathed in the color and smell of quiet and then the light dimmed and the ache in my neck released. Leah was watching me, her face soft, like it had been washed in rain.

  “You see what I see.” When I didn’t respond, she pulled me in closer, put her nose in my hair.

  We drove home submerged in calm, but as we got closer to her house, I started to feel it—the buzz in my head getting louder and bigger, a static hiss that happened when things around me moved too fast. Leah pulled up to her house and I ran out of the car. I covered my ears and quietly rocked back and forth while I waited for her to fish around in her bag for the brass-colored key. She slipped it into the lock and, with a click, the doorknob turned.

  It was the way the pillows on the couch were arranged. The way they all had perfect V’s plunged into their middles, as if someone had walked up to each and given them a swift karate chop. It was my mother’s style of fluffing cushions before she left a room.

  And that is when I knew.

  I knew they were gone, and I knew they were not coming back.


  Matilda

  The air between us felt electric and my ears turned red from the heat. We drove slowly at first and then picked up speed once we reached the highway. Music from the radio filled the space between us and it was so loud that, for a moment, I forgot that Franny wasn’t with us, sitting and spelling in the backseat. When I finally looked up at my mother, I could tell she knew where she was going. The scenery became more rural, and soon we weren’t getting any radio stations. Without the music, the sound of the road took over and my mother’s smile grew even more determined. I pretended that she was a stranger who had abducted me and kept myself busy trying to come up with ways to let someone know I needed help.

  I imagined rigging up the radio and sending waves to the nearest police station or making her stop at a gas station and then using my blood to scribble a message on the bathroom mirror. I mouthed “help me” anytime we passed another car on the road, which wasn’t very often. It amused me for a while, but then I got bored. There were only so many ways I could think of to summon help, and it got harder to think about what I would do if I ever did escape.

  Trees passed by in a green blur, moving me farther from my sister, so I closed my eyes to shut out the view and I thought about my grandmother’s yellow house. The one we grew up in with a staircase filled with photographs of my mother getting older the higher you climbed. The house that held no father, for me or for her.

  It was the one thing we had in common.

  I remember when my grandmother pulled me up those stairs and into her bedroom and whispered the story to me, as if overhearing it would somehow hurt my mother, as if she did not already know that she was in the middle of it.

  That she had always been in the middle of it.

  My grandmother dreamed of having a child. Every prayer, every birthday wish was the same and ultimately went unanswered. It was all she could talk about and soon my grandfather tired of her and began spending nights away from home. Eventually she gave up on both prayer and hope until one morning her passion for conceiving was replaced with a passion for consuming Hershey bars. From the moment she woke, all she thought about was Hershey bars, and finally, because she could not control her newfound obsession, she went to see a doctor. He ran some standard tests, but found nothing that a bottle of vitamins could not cure, so he sent her home and told her to get some rest.

  As the months passed, she began to feel something inside of her. At night, she lay awake trying to figure out what could possibly be invading her body with such determination. She decided what was growing inside her was, in fact, a large and fatal tumor. She refused to go back to the doctor, convinced he would just confirm her fears, and secretly planned her funeral while adding Hershey’s with almonds to her grocery list.

  Eventually, my grandmother woke feeling such intense pains that she knew the end had come. She asked a neighbor to drive her to the hospital and fifteen hours later, a perfectly healthy little girl was born. That is the way my mother arrived into the world—disguised as a cancerous growth. There was no secret in the selection of my mother’s name. My grandmother, grateful that she wasn’t dying after all, named her new child Therese, after Teresa of Avila, Patron Saint of bodily ills.

  A nurse called my grandfather to share the exciting news, but he wanted nothing to do with my grandmother, deciding that she must have betrayed him to conceive. That night, he packed his things and disappeared for good. My grandmother bought a bag of Hershey’s kisses, had a good cry, and got down to the business of raising her daughter. I had heard the story of my mother’s birth so often I knew it by heart. It was my story I was more interested in—and the one that my mother kept secret from me.

  My mother kept many secrets from me. Like why she treated my sister and me so differently, and why our father’s name was one that could never be spoken, and why on one sunny afternoon in October she decided to pack up all our things and leave our grandmother’s house. I remember watching as she frantically dug through drawers, gathering our things, while Franny and I stood in the middle of the room—mostly because we didn’t want to get in her way. I knew I needed to do something to make it all stop, but I couldn’t and I didn’t and then it was too late and the next thing I knew we were driving away in her car. I turned to look back and watched the house where I had grown up shrink away. She held the steering wheel tightly and focused with such intensity that it made her look angry. After what seemed like hours of driving, we pulled up beside a little white house that was so dainty, dolls might have lived inside. My mother used a key she wore around her neck to let us in, and when we walked through the doorway a woman appeared and I suddenly felt overwhelmed by a sense of familiarity. But the harder I tried to remember, the deeper the memory hid. She led us to a green room with fairies and I just held on to my sister because I didn’t know what else to do.

  I helped Franny get under the covers and eventually we fell asleep, but when I woke she was gone. I walked to the top of the stairs and listened to their voices blending together. In the kitchen, Leah was standing over a frying pan and my mother was sitting on top of the counter, her legs dangling down and her arms hugging her chest. Franny was at the table folding her napkin into triangles.

  “Hungry?” Leah asked.

  The table was set for four, and Leah was scrambling eggs. It never occurred to me to wonder why she would be making what appeared to be breakfast for dinner, as though we were at the beginning of something instead of the end. Later, I spent hours reliving the details, replaying the moments, over and over again.

  “Matilda, would you like to go shopping tomorrow?” my mother asked.

  “For what?”

  “I thought it might be fun to get some new stuff.”

  Franny stiffened. I saw a tremor pass over her lips. Our sisterly Morse code.

  “What about Franny?” I asked.

  “Maybe Franny and I could spend some time together. Would you like to go to an art museum?” Leah turned to look at her.

  Franny held the fork in her hand and used the tines to trace designs on her plate.

  “She won’t like that.” I slid in next to my sister. Franny never looked up from her plate, but I knew what she was thinking because I always knew what she was thinking. She looked so pale, I could make out the little blue veins beneath her skin, and I reached over to hold her hand. When I looked up, Leah was staring at us, but then quickly turned back to the stove. I squeezed my sister’s hand tighter.

  That night, in what I thought would be our new room, Franny fell asleep before me. I listened to her breaths, deep in and out, like what I imagined a newborn baby might sound like. In the morning, I woke before she did and went downstairs. She came down after and started eating her cereal and I wondered if Leah knew that she only liked it soggy.

  My mother brought up the idea of shopping again and, because I really wanted to go this time, I said nothing when Leah suggested taking Franny to the museum. I waved goodbye to my sister and then went back to eating breakfast. When my mother returned to the kitchen, I looked at her face and only one thought crossed my mind.

  Some mornings I put my shirt on backwards.

  I picked ones with big stiff collars that sliced into my chin and openings that dipped down my back. I wanted it to be obvious to anyone who saw me that I had done it on purpose. I practiced my look in the mirror, emptying my eyes of emotion and arching my eyebrows. Slowly, I would walk out of the room as though I had a book balanced on my head, trying desperately not to shake the expression. Inevitably, I would spin the shirt around, slipping it back into its proper position because I never had the courage to go out into the world backwards. That morning, when I glanced back at my mother, I recognized her look—the one I had practiced and failed to achieve.

  We went upstairs and she told me to collect my things. I looked around the pretty green room with the pixie fairies innocently watching me and then I disentangled my belongings from Franny’s. I gathered some clothes and books and hair barrettes—things my mother had hastily thrown together when we left my grandmother’s house. When I was done packing, I sat down on Franny’s bed to talk to the pixie fairies. I knew it was silly and childish, but I made them promise that they would look after her, especially at night. It made me feel better to imagine them hovering around the room while she slept.

  My mother was waiting for me when I came downstairs. “Where are we going?” I tried again. She simply shook her head. “Mom. Please.” And even though I didn’t mean to, I could feel tears slipping down my face, making me feel worse.

  But it didn’t matter because she didn’t look at me. She fluffed up the cushions on the couch like we were waiting for company to arrive and then took my bag and walked out of the house. I wanted to disappear, and I even looked around for a second, wondering if I could hide in a closet, but then I heard her calling and something in her voice made me know there was no place I could go where she would not find me. I got into the passenger seat of the car, purposely not putting on my seat belt because I didn’t really care if something bad happened. Maybe I even wanted it to because I could not envision anything worse than leaving my sister behind.

  I started to imagine what she would think when she realized we were gone. I glanced at the clock on the dash; I didn’t know what time we left Leah’s. I wondered how long we had been driving and how much farther we had to go and then, just as I was about to start crying again, the crunching sound of gravel startled me out of my head. She slowed down as we passed a sign that read EMERALD WELCOMES YOU.

  “We’re here,” she said.

  “Where’s here?”

  “Emerald. It’s just what we needed.”

  “What are you talking about?”

  “A place to settle down. We’ll be happy here. You’ll see.”

  “Why here?”

  She was quiet for a few minutes. “Someone told me about it once, and I thought it sounded perfect.”

  She drove on and then pulled up alongside a row of attached town homes. She turned off the ignition, held the keys in her hand, and tilted her head back on the headrest. A white pickup truck drove up beside us. An older man got out, thrust his hands into his pockets, and began jiggling their contents. My mother puckered her lips in the mirror, folded a tuft of black hair behind one ear, and climbed out of the car. He was still busy digging in his pockets when she tapped him on the shoulder.

  Even from a distance, I could see his features soften. His hands moved in a clumsy way, like they weren’t attached to his body. Her back was to me, but I knew exactly what she was doing. One eyebrow was slightly arched and her mouth was poised in a halfsmile, making her cheek look round and full. She put both hands on her hips and curved her shoulders inward.

  He was no match for my mother.

  Within minutes, she talked him down several hundred dollars and an hour later we were unloading our things into our newly-leased town home. It was sandwiched between two others units, which eliminated the possibility of any natural light and made it feel colorless. The only saving grace was a small porch off the back of the living room. My mother was so involved in unpacking that I managed to sneak out onto the porch without her noticing.

  I found an old plastic chair a previous tenant had left behind, but it was caked in thick black grime, so I sat on the wooden planks instead. Everywhere I looked, I saw green. It was still warm, but the air now had a snap to it. I closed my eyes and reinvented the porch in my mind, filling it with people I wished were there. I saw my grandmother and Franny sitting at a picnic table eating hamburgers. I pretended that it was windy and the napkins were flying away and that ketchup dripped onto my plate and a bee buzzed by my ear. It took a few minutes before I realized that the sounds I was hearing were not in my head.

  I opened my eyes and heard it again, a soft chirp coming from the other side of the wall that divided our porch from our neighbor’s. I peeked around, not sure what I would find, and there was a girl, very small but probably my age.

  The first thing I noticed was her hair, which she had tried unsuccessfully to tie back with a ribbon. It was honey-colored, but what was more striking was that her eyes matched the hue of her hair. They were the most yellow-brown I had ever seen. She smiled, pointed at one of the trees beyond where we were sitting, and made that sound again. An orange kitten appeared from behind a bush. He walked toward her in that loping, unsteady way kittens walk, and she scooped him up and nuzzled him with her cheek. He lifted his paws over her shoulder and started kneading her hair. “You just move in? I’m Laverne. But everyone calls me Lavi.”

  The way she said it sounded like “Lovey” and reminded me of what Mr. Howell called his wife on Gilligan’s Island. “Yeah we just got here today. You live here, too?”

  She nodded, stroking the kitten, who had found a home in her hair. “I’ve lived here for almost two years with my mom and brother. It’s not too bad. You gonna be starting school here?”

  The question jolted me back into reality. I had no idea why or what I was doing here. I didn’t like looking as though I’d been thrown off guard, so I shrugged my shoulders and nodded my head. Luckily, Laverne didn’t seem to need much more from me. I figured she would assume what she wanted to and whatever that was would be fine by me.

  “What’s your name?” she asked.

  I paused. Were we on some secret mission, my mother and I? Should I have just said the first name that came to my mind? I hated my name and was always thinking up potential replacements, something glamorous and mysterious. Quinn or maybe Scout. A name that would leave someone speechless. A name that would make me feel like I could wear my clothes backward. I took a deep breath. “Matilda.”

  “Oh. That’s a nice name. Like ‘Waltzing Matilda’?”

  “What?”

  “The song—‘Waltzing Matilda.’ We learned about Australia last year. It’s their national song. Something about stealing sheep. It’s kind of sad. Not your name, the song.”

  It was nice to hear that Lavi didn’t think my name was sad, and I was glad that I had been honest when I told it to her. There was something about this girl that made it hard to lie. We sat on her side of the porch for a few more minutes, listening to the rumble of the kitten as it purred and burrowed into her hair. Then I heard a car drive up and a door slam, and Lavi unhooked the kitten from her shirt and placed it on the ground.

  “I’ll see you around,” she said, but she wasn’t looking at me. Her focus was on the kitten, watching as it scurried behind the tree from which it had come. She seemed distracted, but finally turned to me and smiled. “See you at school, Matilda.”

  I nodded and made my way back to my side of the porch. My mother had turned on the radio and was humming to the music. I wished she would sing louder. I wished she hadn’t brought us to live in a place that was so empty. I wished she could make it so that I didn’t have to hear the screams coming from the unit on the other side of the wall.


  Therese

  Therese turned the radio up louder, hoping to drown out the noise of the neighbors. She hated living so close to other people. She enjoyed her privacy and the fact she could hear the sound of muffled voices coming from next door made her angry. She wondered where Matilda was. Maybe she had gone off to explore. Maybe she needed some time to figure things out. Part of her wished she could have explained, but Matilda would not have understood.

  In fact, no one would really understand, but Therese always followed her instincts, and no matter how angry Matilda appeared at the prospect of leaving Franny behind, she was not about to divulge to her twelve-year-old daughter why they were on the run. It was too difficult to explain how she knew about things, about people. In fact, she barely understood it herself since she was only six years old the first time it happened.

  Sitting in the dentist’s chair, she watched his eyes dart back and forth across her face, and they reminded her of pebbles. Just as she was about to turn, a bolt of electricity pulsed up her wrists and around her elbows. She blinked as the energy buzzed warmly around her ears and wondered if this had ever happened to anyone else. He stared blankly back at her, seemingly unaware of what was going on.

  It kept whizzing through her, oddly exhilarating, overwhelmingly revealing and luxuriously out of her control. After it was over, she replayed it in her mind and when it came time to leave, she kept her face down so that he would not see the reflection of his secrets in her eyes. He was too busy peeling off his plastic gloves to notice. Everyone was stunned two weeks later when he was arrested for beating his wife.

  Everyone, except Therese.

  She called it “sparking” because the flickers reminded her of the shocks she got when she danced around the living room rug in tights. She taught herself to focus and then braced herself for the electrical spark that followed, allowing her to see the world through another person’s eyes and gain a glimpse into their soul. When the conditions were right, and her focus was strong, few were unsparkable.

  It was with surprise, then, that one day that she found herself distracted. She was at the supermarket picking things up for her mother, and he was organizing apples in a bin with the precision and thoughtfulness of an artist. The white apron tied around his waist fit snuggly, reminding her of an enormous loincloth. Later, she decided what distracted her most was the way he held each apple so delicately in his big thick hands, as though each one might crumble at his touch.

  When he saw Therese, he smiled with a grin she could tell he had practiced in the mirror. His eyes were the color of silver and gave the illusion that they were transparent—that if she looked closely enough, she could see into his head. But she had forgotten to look that close and, before she could turn back and try, the moment for sparking was gone.

  “Want a bite?” He lifted one so close to her face that she could feel the warmth of his fingers against her cheek. She tore a plastic bag from the roll at the side of the display and threw two apples inside. Then she smiled, turned, and walked away.

  To her mother’s surprise, she offered to do the grocery shopping every week. In the produce department, she taunted him by hiding and then willing him to turn and spot her. As the weeks passed, he became more and more adept at a sport he never knew he was playing. It seemed he could sense her presence within seconds, and she quickly grew tired of the game.

  Therese was confused about her attraction to the grocer. She was always successful with boys, but this time things were different. This time the stakes seemed higher. There was something special about him, and she never questioned her instincts.

  His name was Tim, and he loved chocolate shakes. They met after work and went to the Friendly’s across the street from the supermarket where he always instructed the waitress to make his shakes extra thick. It fascinated Therese to watch him struggle to get the drink up through the straw. His cheeks would sink in and his lips would purse and it seemed as if all he cared about at that moment was getting the sweet taste into his mouth. He spent a long time studying the menu, and then when the food came, he ate it slowly, many times just taking the first few bites even as she neared the end of her meal.

  He lived on the other side of town with his mother, but when she dropped him off at home he never invited her inside. The house stood out from the others on the block because every inch of it, including the trim and basement windowpanes, was painted a dark crimson red. She guessed that other people probably thought it was strange, but she thought it was sweet: a house permanently decorated for Valentine’s Day. Whenever she asked him about it, his skin would turn pink, and he would find a reason to change the subject. His behavior fueled her curiosity even more.

  Her biggest weakness was an insatiable need to uncover secrets. It drove her to search through her mother’s nightstand drawers, listen in on phone conversations, and open mail that was not addressed to her. She practiced softening the arch of her eyebrows and leaving her lips partially open so that her face looked gentle and warm. Girlfriends would confide their deepest hidden secrets and no matter how shocking or dull, she would remember to keep her face in the same position. It was delicate work, secret cracking, and she was positively consumed by it.

  Experience taught her that secrets hid behind discomfort. Instinct told her that Tim was hiding some big secrets. She stayed up nights plotting and scheming and understanding that she would not be able to rest until she saw what lay inside that house. Sometimes, when she knew he was at work, she would drive by and park across the street. It sat like a red jewel among the beige and white houses surrounding it and occasionally someone inside would move a curtain. She rarely noticed any other sign of life.

  She asked questions, first directly and then in a more underhanded way, tilting her head and fluttering her eyelashes slowly up and down. “Maybe after work we can go to your house and you can make me those meatballs you are always telling me are so delicious?”
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