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For three true friends: Christy, Kathy, and Patti





Then



My mother and I ran away after the trial.


We’d gone back to the house and it felt completely wrong: too big, too empty, too booby-trapped with memories.


I used to sit there by the front window when I was a little kid, waiting for Daddy to come home from work. . . . He won’t be coming home now.


We always put our Christmas tree in that corner. Why would we bother putting up a Christmas tree ever again? What would we have to celebrate?


I wandered through the living room, the dining room, the kitchen. Mom had sold off all the furniture that was worth anything, so only the mismatched and the broken and the pathetic remained behind: chairs too spindly to actually sit on, lamps that would have been yard-sale rejects, things we’d put down in the basement to fix or give away and then, in happier times, simply forgotten. We’d been eating our meals the past few months at a card table with a bad leg, so I’d gotten into the habit of holding onto my dishes as I ate, for fear that the table would suddenly plunge to the floor and all would be lost. But now even that card table looked like an ancient artifact, a remnant of a more hopeful life.


Because hadn’t the plunge I was most afraid of just happened? Wasn’t everything lost now? Why had I been foolish enough to think I could save anything by holding on?


Like the furniture, I was just some pathetic broken thing left behind. I’d been powerless to stop anything.


In the kitchen, I bumped into the back wall. I felt so ghostlike and hollow that I was almost baffled at not being able to just walk on through it. Maybe I was more like a different kind of monster: one of those zombies that got trapped in a corner and could never turn around, and so just kept walking endlessly in place, going nowhere.


I made a sound deep in my throat that might have been the start of a chuckle if it’d come from somebody else’s throat, at some other time.


Or the start of hysterics, coming from my throat, then.


“Oh,” Mom said from behind me. “The calendar. That. When . . .”


I’d forgotten about Mom being there. Which was weird, because we’d practically been joined at the hip during the trial: hustled together past the waiting cameras into the federal courthouse each day; sitting side by side in the courtroom’s churchlike wooden pews throughout the testimony, even taking bathroom breaks together because it was easier for the paralegal to sneak us in and out all at once.


I turned around—see, I can do that much! I’m not actually a zombie, after all! But any small burst of triumph I felt disappeared at the sight of Mom.


She was still wearing the conservative gray suit she’d had on in court. The lawyer had given strict instructions about what Mom and I were supposed to wear: Everything had to be bland, dull colored, unprovocative. Who actually owns clothes like that? On our budget—on what had become of our budget—this meant shopping in secondhand stores in hopes of finding something left over from the 1950s. Hopefully, previously owned by a nun.


“No teenager should have a whole section of her closet devoted to going-to-court clothes,” Mom had said once, standing in the doorway of my room.


But I did.


At fourteen, I was still small boned and flat chested and scrawny. The best I could hope for in those courtroom clothes was that they might make me look Amish. And so that was one of the thoughts that had gotten me through the hours of testimony.


I am not going to get upset about the awful things people are saying about my father. I will just pretend I am a simple Amish girl with nothing on my mind except milking cows and churning butter. And God. Wouldn’t a simple Amish girl think about God? Wouldn’t she be praying with all her simple heart that her father would be cleared of all the charges against him?


She would have, and I did too.


But the jury found my father guilty.


I was still staring at Mom. I realized I was trying to get my eyes to see her differently: in a floral sundress, maybe, her honey-colored hair sculpted perfectly around her smiling face, a pitcher of lemonade and a tray of sugar cookies in her hands as she headed outside to host a pool party or a garden party or yet another of my famous birthday parties. . . . That was my real mother. That was how she was supposed to look, how she was supposed to act.


Except our pool was drained and covered now. We hadn’t used it all summer. We’d stopped the yard service, and the garden was being taken over by kudzu. And my birthday . . . my birthday had happened during the trial. Mom had tried to celebrate, as much as she could. She’d suggested a special breakfast before court: maybe something from Starbucks, a forbidden luxury now. Or maybe a late dinner after court with a few friends, not the usual huge pack but the really special ones, the ones who had stayed by me.


“No,” I said. And Mom was kind: She let it go. She didn’t make me spell out my reasons.


This birthday could never be anything but awful, and pretending to celebrate would only make things worse. And, anyhow, what makes you think I have any friends who stayed by me?


I didn’t receive a single happy birthday e-mail, card, or call. The closest thing I got to a gift was a lie I allowed myself about why all my friends had ignored my birthday:


That’s just not how teenagers do things. If I still had a cell phone, my friends would be texting me birthday wishes like crazy. If the lawyer hadn’t told me to take down my Facebook page, I’d see a thousand “Happy Birthdays” there. Everybody says happy birthday on Facebook, no matter what. No matter who you’re related to.


Actually, one other person besides Mom did remember: Daddy. He turned around in his defendant’s seat, even though he wasn’t supposed to, and he gave me a big thumbs-up and mouthed the words, Fourteen today! My grown-up girl!


There was more that he expected me to lip read—probably something about how he’d throw me a really huge party after this whole mess was over, after he’d proved he was innocent and he’d won a multimillion-dollar lawsuit for being prosecuted unfairly. But I’d looked away, drilling my gaze into the official United States court seal on the wall. Above the words “Northern District of Georgia,” the arrows in the eagle’s claw looked mercilessly sharp.


“It’s next week,” Mom said, bringing me back to our own kitchen, to the postverdict world, to a real life that simply could not be mine.


“Huh?” I said. I put together everything Mom had said: Oh, the calendar. That. When . . . It’s next week. I couldn’t tell if the problem was that she wasn’t making sense, or that I was incapable of finding sense in anything anymore.


Mom lifted one shaking hand and pointed at a single square on the calendar on the wall: Tuesday, August 4. Way back at the beginning of the year, Mom had drawn a lacy border around that date and written in her frothy, exuberant script: “Becca’s first day of high school! Hurray!”


Tuesday, August 4, was next week.


Even though I’d completely forgotten about it, high school was one week—no, five days—away.


I backed away from the calendar.


“Mom, I can’t,” I said, my voice clotted with shame. “I can’t do it. Everybody will know.”


She looked at me, looked deep. And I think she had to have seen the truth in what I was saying, or at least my rock-solid conviction: I really couldn’t. I couldn’t climb the stairs of Belpre High School. I couldn’t walk those marbled hallways that had seemed so shiny and exciting and promise filled back during eighth-grade visit day, back before my father was arrested. I couldn’t fold my body into those gleaming wooden desks and sit there and learn anything about English or science or math while I was assaulted with stares and whispers and behind-my-back gossip: “Don’t you know who that is? Don’t you know what her father did?” I couldn’t go to cheerleading tryouts or football games or homecoming dances. With all the crimes that the jury had convicted my father of, they’d actually left one out: He also stole high school from me.


And Mom knew this. I could see it in her eyes, as she was seeing it in mine.


“Then . . . don’t,” Mom said, as if she were just now figuring this out. As if it were easy. “You don’t have to go to Belpre. You can go somewhere else. Somewhere nobody knows about your daddy.”


I let out a bitter laugh, twisted and mean.


“Mom, it was on the news,” I said. “Everybody knows everywhere.”


I got a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach—it was like I could feel the news spreading, right that moment. The news of the verdict would be on TV newscasts and radio talk shows and Internet websites. I could practically hear the words whispering past me, the invisible waves streaming through me, a poison, an epidemic, a plague. It would be on Facebook already, that mix of gloating disguised as sympathy (Did y’all hear Becca’s daddy’s going to prison? Can you imagine what it’d be like to be her?) and the comments that were nothing but pure meanness (They should have the death penalty for people like him. . . . And what about Becca? Don’t you think she and her mom knew all along what he was doing?).


“I don’t mean around here,” Mom said. She was starting to get a wild look in her eye. She ran her hand over her head, knocking against the severe barrette that had clenched her hair back into its prim court-appropriate bun. The barrette hung half-in, half-out. “We could move. We could go far away, where nobody knows anything about us. We could start fresh.”


“Mom, it was on the national news, remember?” I reminded her. “It was on CNN. It was in The New York Times. There’s nowhere we can go to get away from this.” I looked down at my sacklike dress. “Unless you want to go live with the Amish. Or in Antarctica.”


Mom yanked out a kitchen drawer and pulled out the tray of silverware. It was like she was preparing to pack already.


“Mom?” I said doubtfully.


Mom pulled out the next drawer and added a stack of dish towels on top of the silverware. She was getting ready to pack.


“Everybody’s heard about your father and what he did,” she said. “Everybody saw pictures of him. But not pictures of us. Not so much. Not as many. That’s why we always hid our faces, going in and out of court.”


She started to laugh, a little manically.


“Really, who’s going to remember your name? Or mine?” She flailed her arms wildly. “Our last name is Jones! Jones! There are a million Joneses! Even the IRS can’t keep track of them all!”


This had been a major factor in Daddy’s trial, because some other Roger Jones’s tax records had gotten mixed up with his. The lawyer had thought it would be a way for Daddy to get off scot-free. He’d been wrong, but Mom seemed to have forgotten this.


She moved on to yanking open the cabinet where we kept our plates.


“It’s perfect!” she cried. “Why didn’t I think of this sooner? We don’t have to get fake, new, anonymous-sounding names to go into hiding because we already have anonymous-sounding names. We’ll just go where nobody knows us, and we’ll be fine!”


She pulled down a stack of plates and began counting mugs. If I didn’t do something soon, she’d have the whole kitchen in boxes.


“Mom, what about . . . ,” I began. I really wanted to say, “What about our friends? How could we leave them?” But I couldn’t force the words out. Not after nobody had wished me happy birthday. Not after all the casseroles and the drop-by visitors had stopped showing up on our doorstep about the time it became clear that this wasn’t just “one huge awful governmental mistake,” as everyone had wanted to believe.


“What about your job?” I asked instead. “You said you were going to get a job.”


Mom stopped her counting and looked me right in the face.


“Who was ever going to hire a notorious criminal’s wife?” she asked.


I heard an echo in her words, something she would never say but I knew was there: And who would ever give a criminal’s daughter a fair shake in high school? Who would ever pick her as a cheerleader, who would ever give her the lead in the school play, who would even save her a seat in the school cafeteria?


Mom put her arm around my shoulder and hugged me close.


“But everything will be fine, as long as nobody knows who we are,” she said. “It’ll be like . . . like our own private witness protection program.”


“Witness” sounded like such a pure, innocent word. Like some poor unsuspecting bystander who had just accidentally ended up in the wrong place at the wrong time. Someone who deserved protection, who deserved to be kept safe from crimes and criminals and everything else that was ugly and evil in this world.


I was standing there in my stripped-bare house, having just spent the past three weeks hearing that everything I thought I knew about my father and my family and my safe, happy, cozy childhood was wrong. It was like my life had been picked over by vultures—my memories of the past were ruined and my dreams for the future were ruined and everyone and everything I’d ever cared about was ruined. I was standing there in a baglike dress that might as well have been sackcloth and ashes.


And Mom was saying we could walk away from all that. We could start over again, clean and fresh and new.


And maybe she could. But the purity, the innocence of that word “witness” hovered just out of reach for me. I couldn’t claim it for myself.


How could I, when I’d been the reason for my father’s crimes?





Still Then



We decided to head north. This seemed right to me. Everybody always moved south—to Georgia, to Florida, to the Carolinas—for the sunshine, the warmth, the easy living. Mom and Daddy had moved south when they’d gotten married. It made sense that Mom and I would reverse that, buck the trend, go backward to start new.


And, anyhow, it didn’t seem like we deserved sunshine or warmth or ease anymore. Things froze in the north, in the wintertime. I was looking forward to ice and numbness.


But in the meantime it was August in Georgia. It was 106 degrees as we packed the car, the day after Daddy’s sentencing. We couldn’t get everything to fit, so we had to rent a U-Haul trailer to hitch onto the back. The guy at the rental place wasn’t sure Mom could handle it.


“Don’t worry; I grew up around trucks,” she told him. “My daddy was a mechanic. I was always the one who helped him with busted axles.”


Just the way she said those two words—“busted axles”—made him look at her hard. She was back to wearing what I thought of as normal clothes: khaki slacks, a classy, understated-but-still-sexy Ann Taylor blouse. And even though we were moving and it was hot, she’d put some effort into her hair, so it framed her face in its usual honey-colored waves. But “busted axles” made it sound like she was some completely different person underneath those clothes and that hair. It was almost like she’d peeled back that tailored blouse to reveal a tangle of tattoos across her skin.


We got back in the car, the trailer hitched on tight, and I was unaccountably furious.


“Mom, why . . .” I couldn’t even put a name to the reason for my fury. I settled for, “Why’d you have to dress like that here? Why didn’t you just wear jeans and a T-shirt? That’s what any normal person would wear to move!”


Mom spun the steering wheel, backing out before she answered.


“I had to look like my credit card wouldn’t get rejected,” she said. “Like they wouldn’t even have to check.”


That silenced me. Were we in danger of having our credit card rejected? Had we become that kind of people?


Of course we had. The government had confiscated almost everything we owned. Mom was allowed to keep the house, but it hadn’t sold yet. And she’d been allowed to keep her Lexus, but she’d traded it in for an eight-year-old Ford. She’d used the leftover money to pay some of the legal fees and other debts.


Was there any money left after the debts?


I sat there, almost panting in the heat, and I knew I had to offer Mom some sort of consolation, some comfort. Some guarantee that I wouldn’t turn against her.


“At least the rental guy didn’t know who we are,” I said. “He didn’t know why we don’t have any money anymore.”


Beside me, my mother started crying.


•  •  •


We drove through Tennessee, where Daddy had grown up, and Kentucky, where Mom had grown up, and we didn’t stop to see anyone. I put in my earbuds so Mom would think I was listening to my iPod, but really, I couldn’t. Happy music made me sad, and sad music made me sadder, and any music that I remembered hearing from before—even at the most meaningless moments of my past, walking through the mall or listening to Pandora or flipping through TV channels—even those songs brought such intense pain that I might as well have been pressing ground glass into my ears.


So I hung my head out the window—because the Ford’s air-conditioning didn’t work—and listened to nothing but the wind whipping through my long brown hair.


We were barely out of the Atlanta area when I started playing a game. I’d pick a house I saw from the highway—sometimes a grand one, sometimes a run-down one, sometimes just one that stood out because it looked completely alone—and I’d tell myself firmly, The people who live in that house don’t know a thing about Daddy. They haven’t seen the news. They don’t care. I could go knock on their door and they’d answer it. They’d say, “Yes?” and even if I told them my name—even if I told them Daddy’s name!—they’d still look at me like I was no different from anyone else.


Sometimes I could make myself believe it. But usually I’d catch a glimpse of something that flipped my arguments upside down just as the house passed out of sight. I’d see a huge satellite dish in the backyard that all but shouted, Are you kidding? These people spent more on their TV than they did on their house! They don’t do anything but watch TV! Of course they saw the CNN specials! Or I’d see a cop car in the driveway, parked in a way that made me think the police officer lived there. Or I’d see the silvery glow of a computer screen reflected in a window, and I’d know, no matter how far out in the middle of nowhere these people lived, they were still linked to the rest of society—and they, like everyone else, had judged and condemned my daddy.


Or—even worse—they might have been some of his victims.


“Daddy didn’t kill anybody,” I whispered to myself, whispered into the wind.


And wasn’t that awful, that that was the best thing I could come up with for comfort? If he had killed somebody, would I have been saying, He only killed one person. It’s not like he killed two or three. It’s not like my father’s a serial killer or anything.


My daddy didn’t kill anyone. He just lied and tricked people and stole millions of dollars.


Oh—and computers. He also stole laptop computers.


That was how it started. At least, the way he tells it. Or sort of tells it. He had to do some work near Emory University one day, and it made him mad to see that all those rich college students just left their laptops lying around. They’d leave their laptops behind to hold a table at Starbucks, or to hold a study carrel at the library, and then they might get busy talking to a friend and take forty-five minutes or an hour to get back to it.


So one day, just to teach some kid a lesson, he took one of those laptops.


That, by the way, was the only crime Daddy ever admitted to, even to Mom or me. He couldn’t very well not admit to it, considering that J. Cooper Eddington III’s MacBook Pro was found in Daddy’s car.


The thing is, J. Cooper Eddington III’s grandparents, J. Cooper Eddington I (naturally) and his wife, Mary Lou, also got a call at three a.m. on the first Friday night that J. Cooper Eddington III (known as “Coop”) spent at college. Mary Lou picked up the phone, and someone she thought was Coop was sobbing hysterically (and possibly drunkenly) on the other end of the line: “Grammy! You’ve got to help me! They’re going to charge me with DUI if I don’t pay for all this damage right now! Mom and Dad are going to kill me if they ever find out!”


And Mary Lou, who had always secretly considered Coop her favorite grandchild, jumped up out of bed and drove to an all-night drugstore and wired $7,500 to the number “Coop” gave her.


Later, on the witness stand, Mary Lou Eddington blinked back tears from behind her magnifying-glass-size frames and said in her whispery old-lady voice, “I’m not stupid. I know there are scams. But the man on the phone knew that I drove a Cadillac, and he knew that I call my car Josie, and he knew that I once backed into a trash can myself, one time after I had a little too much merlot at bridge club. . . . How could I not think it was Coop? How could I not help my Coopie?”


Is it wrong that, sitting in the courtroom, I almost hated tiny, ancient Mary Lou Eddington for not thinking clearly when awakened from a sound sleep at three o’clock in the morning? For not remembering that she herself had posted a picture on Facebook of her new Cadillac, affectionately nicknamed Josie? For not thinking that her own daughter-in-law might have e-mailed her grandson, newly away at college, “Grammy had a little fender bender last week. Nothing serious, just hitting some trash cans, but Dad and I wonder if we need to start talking about taking her keys away. When you were there visiting, did it seem like Grammy’s glasses were strong enough?”


The federal prosecutors said Daddy stole cell phones, too, and hacked into people’s voice mail. He wasn’t the first person who ever ran a computer or phone scam preying on grandparents wanting to protect their college-age grandkids. But, as Time magazine put it, he was “the most thorough researcher, the most convincing liar, the best at covering his tracks.”


And, as far as the law enforcement officials could tell, he made the most money at it. And then he evolved the most, from being a small, two-bit scam artist to being a millionaire criminal entrepreneur. He started a company to make it look like he’d earned the money legitimately, and the company’s supposed purpose was—wait for it—computer security. And then he used those connections for more crimes, scamming people who’d hired him to protect them against scams. He laundered money for other criminals; he began taking investments and used new investors’ money just to pay the old investors. And even after he moved on to more complicated, more sophisticated, more lucrative crimes, he kept doing the cruel, heart-rending ones: calling up people in the middle of the night and telling them their loved ones were in trouble—send money now.


Until he got caught.


Even then maybe he could have stayed just an ordinary criminal. Richer than most, but still ordinary. Maybe nobody outside Mom and me and the people we knew—and, okay, the people he tricked and stole from—would have known or cared about his case.


But even as he wasn’t confessing, wasn’t cooperating with the investigation, and wasn’t agreeing to a plea agreement, he was also commenting on how crazy people were to put their whole lives out there on social media and then be surprised when criminals used it.


He made people hate him. He made them love to hate him.


And then, while still not confessing or cooperating or agreeing to anything, he speculated about why someone who’d started out poor like him would feel justified running computer and phone scams against foolish rich people: for the sake of their own kids.


“How else would someone like me ever be able to send his own kid to college?” he asked. And this was caught on camera, so it was played over and over again, and quoted and requoted and YouTubed and Facebooked and tweeted so many times that I was sure everyone on the planet knew about it.


“Daddy, were you trying to make me hate you too?” I whispered into the wind whipping over and around our car.


I felt Mom’s hand on my arm, and for a horrible moment I was afraid she’d heard me. Her grip tightened like a vise, her fingernails digging into my skin. I jerked away, popped the earbuds out of my ears, and started to protest, “Mom—”


She took her hand off my arm to put it over my mouth. Then she pointed at the car radio.


I reached over and turned it up, so the announcer seemed to be shouting over the thundering sound of air rushing in my window: “—speculation about why Jones’s wife and daughter didn’t show up for his sentencing—”


“You said the lawyer said we shouldn’t, because then it’d be harder to hide,” I complained to Mom. “Now they’re going to criticize that, too?”


Mom shook her head warningly and put her finger over her lips.


“Now sources tell us Jones’s family has abandoned their multimillion-dollar mansion,” the radio announcer continued. “Neighbors reported seeing a U-Haul in their driveway early this morning. . . .”


I burned with hatred for our neighbors. For a moment I was too mad to hear anything, and when I started paying attention again, a second radio announcer was wisecracking, “Oh, so now the Joneses have to move the same low-class way as the rest of us? Renting a U-Haul? Anybody know where they’re going?”


I flashed back to the U-Haul rental guy. I’d been so sure he hadn’t recognized us. But what if he had? What if, the whole time he’d been talking to us, he was secretly calculating what he could get for selling us out?


The first radio announcer chuckled.


“Of course we know where the wife and daughter are going,” he said. “Do you doubt our crack news-gathering team?”


“Mom!” I cried out in panic.


The color drained from Mom’s face. She jerked the steering wheel to the right and slammed the brake. I lurched forward, the seat belt locking and cutting into my shoulder. Then we were stopped by the side of the highway, practically in the ditch. Without the sound of the rushing air through the windows, the radio announcer’s voice boomed out so loudly it seemed like everybody in the world should be able to hear it.


“The Joneses did a one-way rental,” the announcer said. “They paid with a credit card. Don’t they know these things are traceable?”


I closed my eyes. It was useless. We couldn’t hide. Everything was traceable.


“Roger Jones’s wife and daughter are moving to . . .” The announcer hesitated dramatically. In his radio studio, wherever he was broadcasting from, he began tapping his fingers in a cheesy drumroll. “Bradenton, Florida!”


My eyes flew open. I let out a great gulp of air I hadn’t realized I’d been holding in. I laughed.


“He’s wrong!” I said. “They don’t know anything! They’re just joking around!”


Relief made me giddy. What had I been worried about? This was some stupid radio show, not a team of hard-hitting investigative reporters.


Then I looked over at Mom. I wouldn’t have said it was possible, but her face was even paler now. Her lips looked gray. No, there was a thin line of bright red, too, where she was biting down so hard, she’d drawn blood. But she didn’t seem to notice.


“Mom?” I said doubtfully. I reached over and flicked off the radio. The sudden silence felt painful in my ears. Then a semi zoomed past, making the whole car shake. I jumped, all my fear returning.


“Mom, what’s wrong?” I asked. “Didn’t you hear—they don’t know where we’re going.”


But my voice sounded uncertain.


“I thought he was overreacting,” Mom mumbled. She seemed to be in shock.


“What are you talking about?” I asked.


Mom turned to face me.


“The lawyer,” she said. “Mr. Trumbull. He insisted on renting a second trailer. So we could switch. Overnight, when it was dark, while you were asleep . . . I did tell the U-Haul guy I’d be returning my trailer in Bradenton, Florida. Mr. Trumbull’s having someone else do that for us. To throw everyone off our trail. And Mr. Trumbull used a fake name, he paid in cash, so the trailer we’re actually using can’t be traced. . . .”


I squinted at Mom, my brain working at a snail’s pace. Daddy’s defense attorney, Mr. Trumbull, had known the U-Haul guy would recognize us. Mr. Trumbull had known the U-Haul guy would tell the media. Mr. Trumbull had saved us from being exposed before we even got to our new home.


“Why didn’t you tell me before?” I protested.


Mom winced.


“I didn’t want to scare you,” she whispered. “I didn’t think . . .” She glanced toward the radio I’d silenced. “I didn’t think it would matter.”


Another truck zipped past us, and this time Mom scrunched down in her seat as if she was trying to hide.


“What good is that going to do?” I snapped.


Mom didn’t answer. She just hit the accelerator, spun the steering wheel, and sped back onto the highway. She pulled out too close to a green minivan, and the driver blared his horn.


“Mom—watch out!” I screeched.


Mom sped up, struggling to keep control of the car.


“I should have done everything Mr. Trumbull suggested, right from the start,” she muttered. She hunched over the steering wheel and turned her face to the side, away from the minivan swerving past us. An exit appeared to our right, and Mom veered toward it. She barely managed to stop at the bottom of the ramp. She sat there clutching the steering wheel and gasping.


“We’ll take back roads from now on,” she said.


•  •  •


Miles later we came to a Walmart on the outskirts of a pathetically tiny town. Mom made me wait in the car while she ran in—her head down, her hair hidden by a raincoat hood, even though it wasn’t actually raining. Then we both sneaked into the filthy restroom of an ancient-looking gas station next door. Mom pulled out a box of Clairol Nice ’n Easy.


“What color is that?” I asked. “Dried mud?”


“It’s something that won’t look too weird when it grows out,” Mom said. “So I won’t have to keep buying hair dye.”


Did she mean this was her natural hair color?


I reached for the Walmart bag.


“What’d you get for me?” I asked.


The bag was empty. Mom frowned apologetically.


“Mr. Trumbull said there were at least a dozen pictures of me floating around out there with the news articles about your daddy,” she said. “Remember—in Vanity Fair, in Time, all those online stories. . . . But they just kept using the same one of you over and over again. And—Becca? You don’t really look like that anymore, anyhow.”


I knew the picture she was talking about—I’d seen it with the news stories and spread all over the Internet and on TV, too. It was one that I’d kept as my Facebook profile picture for more than a year because I’d liked it so much. My friends and I had all gotten our hair cut and styled and then we’d gone for professional photos. The stylist had told me if I went supershort, I’d look like one of those perky, pixie-cute gymnasts in the Olympics. I’d look like a model. Everyone would want to look like me.


I glanced at myself in the hideous gas-station mirror with its scratched-off splotches and painted-over graffiti. Mom was right: I didn’t look perky or pixie cute anymore. My hair had grown out into a shapeless, untrimmed mass that hung down below my shoulders. In the fluorescent light, my skin was greenish, the unsightly color relieved only by the dark circles under my eyes.


Even I didn’t recognize myself anymore.


“But, Mom,” I protested. “Shouldn’t I dye my hair, too, just in case?”


Mom winced.


“We can only afford one box of hair coloring, okay?” she said. “We can’t use the credit card anymore. Gas is three cents more a gallon here than in the last town we went through, and we’re going to have to fill up at least once more. . . .”


She was serious. A cheap little box of hair coloring, three cents—things like that could ruin us. Without the credit card, we were that close to being penniless.


I turned my face toward the wall.


“Becca?” Mom said. “We’re going to be fine. There are thousands and thousands of Susan Joneses out there, probably almost that many Becca Joneses. Mr. Trumbull told me everything I need to do. I change my appearance a little; no one’s going to know who we really are. It’s true that we’re not going to have much money. But we can handle that.”


I made a sound that could have been a snort, could have been a gasp. Mom sighed.


“I needed to have this talk with you, anyhow,” she said. “Without a credit card, we won’t ever be able to buy anything unless we have the cash in hand. I know it’s not what you’re used to, economizing, but . . . I remember how it works. It’s how I grew up. And I survived.”


Mom’s stories about her childhood—about her entire life before she met my father—were about things like eating squirrel stew and being grateful for it, or about getting blisters on her feet from outgrowing her shoes, but not wanting to tell her parents because they couldn’t afford new ones.


I started to complain, “Mom, you were miserable growing up.”


Then I looked at her.


She had such a death grip on the Nice ’n Easy box that the sides were caving in. And her expression was resolute but hollow—her clenched jaw, pursed lips, and narrowed eyes might as well have been a mask. I could tell: All her determination was paper thin. If I said one thing wrong, just the sound of my voice could pierce her mask and her resolve and everything holding her together.


What if there’s nothing underneath? I wondered. What if there’s actually nothing holding her together except the mask?


“You survived,” I said, parroting Mom.


Mom rewarded me with one curt nod.


“We will too,” she said. “We’ll be poor but honest. Nothing wrong with that.”


Poor but honest . . .


The words struck me as strange somehow. No, worse than that—wrong. It was the “but.” “Poor” and “honest” seemed to go together fine. Of course, if you were honest, you’d end up poor. It was rich people whose honesty would be surprising. Most people couldn’t be rich if they wanted to be honest; most people couldn’t be honest if they wanted to be rich.


Oh . . .


Oh . . .


Oh no.


I was thinking the way Daddy thought, the way he’d taught me to think.


I was so horrified to find Daddy’s thoughts in my mind—practically his voice in my brain, doing my thinking for me—that I reeled to the side, hitting my head against the wall.


“Becca?” Mom said, panic in her voice, the mask slipping.


“I can be honest,” I said, as if clutching for a mask of my own. I might as well have been trying to hide behind tissue paper. I gulped. “But how can we keep Daddy a secret if we’re being honest?”


“We won’t lie,” Mom said. “I guess we just won’t talk much. Except to each other. We can say anything we want to each other.”


I was fourteen, remember? Maybe all mothers of fourteen-year-old girls want to believe their daughters can tell them anything. Maybe Mom wasn’t as blind as she seemed, huddled in a filthy bathroom, about to dye her hair the color of mud on our way to a new city and a new life where she thought we could start fresh, the past left behind and forgotten, our futures rosy, both of us bursting with joy at the thought of being poor but honest.


But maybe most mothers had always been their daughters’ favorite parent. Maybe most fourteen-year-olds and their mothers had used all those years to build up to the deep, important teenage confidences.


Me? I’d always been closer to Daddy.





Still Then



We crossed over into bland, boring Ohio on a one-lane, out-of-the-way bridge. I kept sneaking glances at Mom with her newly mud-colored hair. She’d also hacked a lot of it off. Considering she’d styled it using nail scissors in a gas-station bathroom, she didn’t look as bad as you might expect. But she didn’t look like herself. She just looked . . . wrong.


It felt wrong to be in Ohio, too. Back in fifth grade when we had to memorize the states and know how to find them on a map, Ohio was one of those states I always forgot.


But now I would be living there. That was where Mom had found a job.


It was late in the day when we arrived in Deskins, Ohio. It looked like it’d been built about five minutes before we got there. Everything in the downtown looked new, and many of the housing developments we passed were still just half-finished. In the dim light of dusk, it looked like the new houses were marching across the fields, taking over.


Nobody has any history here, I thought, and smiled.


“There’s the hospital,” Mom said, pointing at a shining glass building set far back from the street.


I squinted out the window. The concrete sidewalks around the hospital didn’t look dry yet; trees with their roots in burlap lay on the bare ground nearby, just a promise of eventual landscaping. The side of the hospital was still framed by scaffolding.


“Is it even open yet?” I asked.


“Last week,” Mom said. “But they’re doing a gradual start-up, so it will be a while before they’re at full capacity. That’s why they’re still hiring nurses.”


“Your job’s a sure thing, though, isn’t it?” I asked, suddenly anxious. “It’s not like they’ll suddenly decide you need another interview, only in person this time, or that you need to take some test, or—”


“Becca,” Mom said, and her voice was steely now. “All I have to do is fill out paperwork. I have good experience. They were eager to hire me.”


Mom had worked as a nurse until a few years earlier. Then she and Daddy had decided she didn’t need to work anymore, because his company was making so much money.


Of course, now we knew where all that extra cash really had come from.


The full meaning of Mom’s explanation sank in.


“Wait, Mom—your experience—you had to tell them where you worked before?” I asked. “So they know where you’re from? And—”


“Relax, Becca, they don’t know anything,” Mom said, waving my concerns away.


I grabbed her arm, my anxiety escalating.


“How can you be so sure? How—”


Mom pulled up to a stoplight. It had just turned red, so she had plenty of time to turn her head and look me right in the eye. But she didn’t. She kept staring straight ahead.


“Mr. Trumbull helped with that, too,” Mom said. “He said there are ways to deal with this, that women use when they’re trying to escape abusive relationships, and—”


“Abusive?” I shrieked. “Mom, Daddy never beat you! Or me! Anyway, it’s not like he could hurt us now even if he wanted to. He’s going to be in prison for the next . . .”


Ten years. That was all I needed to say to finish the sentence, but it was all too new and fresh, like a wound that hadn’t scabbed over yet. I couldn’t force the words out.


I wish I had. I wish I had said “ten years” in such a cold, clinical voice that Mom decided to treat me like an adult. Maybe she would have told me everything right then.


Instead, Mom reached over and patted me on the shoulder. She finally turned and looked me in the eye, but her expression was guarded. This time she was wearing a mask of concern and pity. When she spoke, she sounded like she was speaking to a toddler.


“Becca, we’re safe here. I promise,” she said. “You don’t have to worry about anything.”


Maybe that tone had worked on me when I was young, happy and secure and certain that, no matter what, Mommy and Daddy and everybody else would always love me. But I was fourteen and my whole world had just fallen apart, and I wasn’t certain of anything anymore.


How could I not worry? How could I ever feel safe again?


•  •  •


The new student orientation at Deskins High School was the next afternoon. We were lucky school started later in Ohio than in Georgia. Still, Mom and I barely had time to unload everything into our tiny new apartment, return the U-Haul trailer, and squeeze in quick showers before it was time to go.


“Mom, hurry up!” I yelled, banging on the bathroom door.


The door was flimsier than our doors back home. My third knock was too much for the latch, and the door swung wide open.


Mom was standing on the throw rug before the sink, having just stepped out of the shower. She was completely naked.


“I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” I cried, yanking on the door handle to pull it shut again, even as Mom grabbed a towel. “I didn’t mean to do that!”


“Becca, just wait! I’ll be out in a minute!” Mom called.


I leaned against the wall—also flimsy—and grimaced. Somehow it didn’t seem so horrifying that I’d seen her naked body, as that I’d seen her naked face. Freed (she thought) of the need to keep up appearances for me, she’d been leaning toward the mirror. And in the one unguarded moment before she saw me watching, I could have sworn that she’d been whispering to herself: “I can’t do this. I can’t . . .”


Mom came out of the bathroom, fully clothed in a classy dress with a light-blue sweater. I was wearing my favorite Abercrombie & Fitch shirt and my favorite jeans—I figured Abercrombie & Fitch and jeans were a safe bet anywhere. It hadn’t really been worth it to sell our clothes, the way we’d sold our furniture, so at least we could both still look good. Even her hair looked okay.


I decided I’d probably been wrong about what Mom was saying to the mirror.


“The school’s right across the street, so how long do you really think it will take to get there?” she teased.


If she wasn’t going to say anything about what she’d been whispering in the bathroom, I wasn’t going to either.


I dodged stacks of boxes and bounded toward the front door. Mom was still rifling through papers in her purse, so I stood in the doorway for a moment, looking out. We were in the last unit of the Whispering Pines apartment building, then there was the wide street called Chargers Way (Was the school mascot maybe the Chargers?), then there was an immense green yard, and then, at the top of a hill, Deskins High School loomed above us. The building was red brick and imposing, with a three-story portion in the center and two-story wings jutting out on either side.


Everything will be fine there, I told myself. I don’t know anybody and nobody knows me and that’s good. I’ll make a good first impression. I always make a good first impression. As long as it’s just me people are judging.


“Okay,” Mom said, catching up to me. “Let’s go.”


I glanced toward a paper sticking out of her purse. STUDENT INFORMATION FORM, it said at the top.


“What’s that?” I asked.


“Nothing,” Mom said. “Paperwork. If they ask you to fill out any other forms, just let me take care of it. I don’t think they will. They made a big deal on the website about how that was the parents’ responsibility, and—”


She stopped talking because I reached over and yanked the paper away from her.


The form looked a lot like the ones I’d handed in every August in elementary and early middle school, back home in Georgia. After that, the school had gone to having everything online, but I guess Deskins High School still liked old-fashioned paper. After the basic information about me, Mom had filled in her own name as “Teresa Jones,” as if she went by her middle name. That was weird, though I could understand why she’d done it. But then . . .


On the line labeled “Father’s name,” she’d written “N/A.”


“N-A?” I said, puzzled.


“Not . . . ,” Mom began. She gulped and finished in a faint voice: “Not applicable.”


I stopped in my tracks.


“Not applicable?” I repeated. “Like . . . like I don’t even have a father? Like he doesn’t exist? Like I never had one?”


“Becca,” Mom said. “You don’t want anyone to know who your father is. Or where he is. Right? What do you want me to put on that line? And on the ‘Father’s Address’ line right below?”


I gaped at her. I wanted to turn around and run away, not to have to deal with any of this.


No, wait. We already did that.


This was what we’d run to. This was our fresh new start where nobody knew us, and if I turned and ran or did anything else strange, I’d ruin everything. Especially since I could already see kids arriving at the high school across the street. And they could already see me.


“I don’t know,” I muttered.


“Look,” Mom said. “Lots of kids don’t have fathers. The school will be sensitive about it. They won’t ask questions.”


I gritted my teeth. I wanted to yell at Mom, “I thought you said we weren’t going to lie!” But, really, this wasn’t a lie. The school wanted both my parents’ names, so they’d know who to call if I started throwing up in biology class or broke my arm in gym class or some such thing. And Dad would never be available for any of that.


He really didn’t matter.


Do I believe that? Do I want to believe that?


I didn’t want to think about it. Not now, not when I needed to be plastering a calm, easygoing look on my face, not when I needed to act the same way I always did back home that made people like me, and made me have friends without even trying.


Before Daddy was arrested, anyway.


“Fine,” I snarled at Mom. I wasn’t calm yet, but I told myself I was getting the last of the anxiety out of my system. I shoved the form back into her purse.


“Becca,” Mom said pleadingly, reaching for my arm. But I’d already stepped past her, rushing forward again.


“Let’s get this over with,” I said.


We didn’t talk the rest of the way to the school, which gave me time to look over the kids streaming through the wide front doors of Deskins High School. I saw several Abercrombie & Fitch shirts and a few girls with the same kind of jeans I was wearing, so that was okay. One thing that was different from back home was that a lot of the kids with darker skin didn’t look African American—some of them were Indian, I guessed, others, maybe Arabic. And there was a sprinkling of Chinese-or Japanese- or Korean-looking kids too. If I’d stayed in Georgia and gone to Belpre High School, pretty much everyone would have just been black or white. Or a mix of the two.


What’s going on? Are people from all over the world running away and ending up in Deskins, Ohio? I wondered.


The thought made me smile. If there were a lot of different people here—and different types of people—then nothing would seem strange about me.


But how would I know how to fit in?


I stayed close to Mom as we stepped through the doors and moved toward a table where three women sat before laptops.


“My daughter’s enrolling as a new student. She’s a freshman. Becca Jones,” Mom said to the woman in the middle, behind the J–N sign.


The woman kept her gaze on the computer screen. I could see her starting to type, “J-O-N-E—”


“I didn’t fill out anything online. Everything’s right here,” Mom said, pulling the student information form out of her purse. She dug deeper in her purse and added a few other papers. “Here’s her transfer information too.”


The woman frowned, as if annoyed at having to deal with paper. I was annoyed too—why hadn’t Mom filled out everything online ahead of time? She was no computer expert like Daddy, but this was basic.


The woman pulled the papers closer and stared flipping through them.


“Okay, but we need all her records from her old school,” she said.


“Her homeschooling equivalency scores are there,” Mom said. “That should take care of everything.”


Probably I was the only one who heard the tiny tremor in Mom’s voice. The woman was still looking down at the papers, so I’m sure she didn’t see me whip my head toward Mom. I barely managed to keep from crying out, What? Homeschooling? What are you talking about?


I’d never been homeschooled. I’d gone to Apple Valley Elementary School and McCormick Middle School. And back at Belpre High School, back in Georgia, there was a thick file on me, with school pictures from kindergarten on and all my standardized test scores and my report cards and everything else the school system thought was important enough to keep. I knew it was there, because when we’d gone for eighth-grade visitation day, one of the guidance counselors had made a big deal about how your permanent record followed you, and how the records were sent to the high school right after school ended in May, and so all of us should keep our noses clean in eighth grade if we didn’t want to start high school with a bad image right away.


I hadn’t done anything to mess up my eighth-grade record. But did schools write down things like, “Becca’s father was arrested/Becca’s father was deemed a flight risk so he had to go to prison even before the trial/Becca’s father was convicted and sentenced and will be in prison so long she’ll have time to graduate from high school and college and maybe even grad school, too, before he gets out”? If they did, I didn’t want my permanent record following me. If they did, Mom was doing the right thing.


But if all my previous years of school were replaced by made-up numbers on a thin sheet of paper, then who was I?


Mom’s eyes were begging me not to make a scene. She leaned in close and whispered, so softly only I could hear, “I’m sorry. I was going to tell you but . . . the time never seemed right. I thought I could handle it while you were signing up for classes, and we could talk about it later.”


I opened my mouth, though I wasn’t sure whether I wanted to thank her or yell. Mom leaned toward me a second time.


“I didn’t say you were homeschooled, just that we’re using those scores to get you in,” she whispered directly into my ear. “And they match your real scores, so it’s accurate. They’ll put you in the right classes.”


The woman, ignoring us, was typing in my information. I was still standing there openmouthed. Behind me a loudspeaker crackled to life, and a man’s voice called out, “All new freshmen and sophomores, please report to room one-oh-six, by the guidance office. Juniors and seniors, go to room one-oh-two. Parents, please report to the cafeteria.”


I took a step back from Mom. Mom started to ask the woman at the computer, “Um, where—”


“Mom, it’s okay. We can just follow everyone else,” I interrupted.


I didn’t wait for her answer. I just turned and walked away. I saw where Room 106 was, but I purposely walked past it. I went to a drinking fountain outside Room 112 and bent over and pretended to drink while I pulled myself together.


Mom’s just watching out for you, I told myself, leaning my head against the wall. She’s just making 100 percent sure nobody knows we’re related to Daddy. So I can just be myself here. Isn’t that what I wanted? Isn’t that why we moved?


I straightened up and went back to Room 106. I made my stride casual and carefree; I smiled at the few kids coming from the other way. But I was the last one to step into the room. Only two seats were left: one beside a girl with red hair; the other beside a girl wearing a head scarf. I guessed she was Muslim.


Oh, I want a head scarf to hide behind! I thought. One of those full-body thingies would be even better—a burkah? Why didn’t Mom and I wear those in court?


I reminded myself nobody knew I’d spent so much of the summer in court. Nobody knew Daddy was in prison. And Mom had made sure nobody in Deskins ever would.


I eased into the seat beside the redhead.


“Hi,” I said, trying to sound just as cheerful and likable as the Becca Jones I’d been before Daddy was arrested.


Redhead turned reluctantly toward me. I realized I’d interrupted her flirting with the guy on the other side of her. He was a muscular hottie—either he was some big athlete or he worked out all the time or he was on steroids. Or maybe all three.


Redhead saw me checking out Muscle Boy. She started to narrow her eyes like I was competition. I made my eyes all wide and innocent and raised my eyebrows a little, hoping she’d get the message, No, no, I can tell you saw him first. He’s all yours. Good for you! I can play wingman—wing-woman—to help out. What do you want me to do?


This was the kind of thing that worked back in middle school in Georgia. I hoped the rules for getting people to like you wouldn’t be that different in high school in Ohio.


Redhead’s expression relaxed.


“Hi, I’m Shannon,” she said. She flipped her hair over her shoulder as if trying to attract the entire room’s attention: Are you watching this? See how everyone wants to talk to me? She elbowed Muscle Boy. “This is Brent.”


I lifted my eyebrows a little higher and thought at Shannon, See? I gave you an excuse to touch his arm!


“I’m Becca,” I said.


“I moved here from Marysville, and Brent’s transferring from Grove City so he can play football—did you hear about those schools canceling sports?” Shannon asked, loud enough to be heard two rows away. She was definitely trying to turn every kid in the room into her audience.


I concentrated on looking as horrified as she wanted me to and congratulated myself for figuring out Brent was an athlete.


But I should have braced for Shannon’s next question.


“Where are you from, Becca?” she asked.


I stared at her.


“I—” I began, and stopped.


Stupid! Didn’t you know if you talked to people, they’d ask that? Why didn’t you have an answer ready? Just make up something! Er, no, what if you name someplace that Shannon knows all about and she starts asking tons of questions and then she can tell you’re lying? Just say, “The South.” No—then she’ll say, “Where in the South?” and you’re right back in it. What if she knows all about Daddy, what if she remembers he was from Georgia, what if just saying “Georgia,” makes her know who I am, no matter how hard Mom worked to hide it. . . .


It was starting to look really weird that I hadn’t said anything after “I.” I could tell by Shannon’s expression that she was on the verge of switching her opinion of me from “friend potential” to “definite social liability.” And she’d been so loud—was every kid in the room waiting for my answer? Just to buy myself time, I started fake-coughing. I made the coughs sound deep and resonant and troubling, and I gestured at my throat and then out toward the hall.


“Got—to—drink—” I sputtered between coughs. And then I bolted from the room.


I hoped I was judging Shannon correctly, and she wasn’t the kind of girl who’d leave her seat beside a hot, muscular football player just because some other girl she didn’t even know was practically choking to death.


Out in the hall I found I couldn’t stop coughing, so I really did walk back to the water fountain I’d stopped at before. I gulped in the lukewarm water, which tasted like it’d been sitting in a rusty pipe all summer. The water made me cough more. I stood there, hunched over the fountain, coughing and gulping and thinking, You can’t even pretend you’re the same Becca Jones you used to be. You can’t be popular here. You have to make it so nobody notices you, nobody wants to ask you questions, nobody cares who you are . . .


I felt a hand on my back and heard a voice say, “Are you all right?”
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