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Praise for The Namesake
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“The story is powerful, and the plot is well crafted. . . . [A] thoughtful coming-of-age story.” —School Library Journal

“Parlato’s . . . ambitious, well-executed plot twists and nimbly handled cast make him a name to watch.” —Publishers Weekly

“A memorable, disturbing story, carefully wrought.” —Kirkus Reviews
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To Benjamin and Jillian, for your strength, your insight, your humor


“There is a crack, a crack in everything.

That’s how the light gets in.”

—Leonard Cohen, “Anthem”
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“You have been my friend,” replied Charlotte.

“That in itself is a tremendous thing.”

—E. B. White, Charlotte’s Web
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I don’t know if this is even my story to tell. Corey and I swore all those years ago we wouldn’t ever. But it’s starting to come out on its own now in all sorts of ways. So I’m kind of like, “F promises.”

Besides, it’s not as if we’re friends anymore. I haven’t even seen him since that summer we were seven.

And what’s a childhood vow worth at practically sixteen? Nothing? Everything?

My brain does this warp-speed thing, especially when I think about telling. But I should start at the start. I’m Teddi Alder. Ordinary.

Everything about me is halfway. Five six, I’m stalled between jockey-little and catwalk-tall. Sophomore year ended yesterday, so I’m officially midway through the obstacle course called high school. I’m also half a virgin. So.

About the story, I could say it’s a riddle wrapped in a mystery, some creature lurk-deep in the swamp of memory, but that’s a little too Stephen King. A little too Friday the 13th, and it’s not quite like that. Nope, not a horror story, not exactly. But horrible enough.

Shoot! My alarm’s about to bleat. Not sure why I even bother to set the freaking thing anymore. I haven’t slept a full night since I was about seven.

I slide through the curtains strung up in the doorway of my room. Polyester panels offer zero privacy, but at least they don’t creak the way a door would. Silence helps me slip undetected through my mother’s room to downstairs. No real challenge there. The woman slumbers deep as a dead thing.

I head to the bathroom for a quick whiz and parts-washing, drag a brush through my hair, swipe on deodorant, veto mascara. Snagging clothes draped on the bathroom door hook, I dress.

In the kitchen, Binks eyes me from stoveside. Tail beating half speed, he noses his squeak bone, gears up for a morning howl. Administering a preemptive ear scratch, I select a container from the cabinet. “Why can’t you eat the dry stuff?” Peeling back the lid, I hold my breath, dump moist chunkage into his bowl, and say, “Filet mignon, my ass.”

As he goes to town, I grab an apple from the basket on the counter. Bruised and a little mealy, but it’ll do.

One hand on the broad, metal handle of the front door, I pick with my fingernail for the millionth time at the PLEASE COME AGAIN! sticker, a vestige—like the heavy glass door itself—of our apartment’s former life as Mike’s Mart, the Alder family store. Leaning back against the door, satchel shoulder-slung, I scan the kitchen, extra shabby in the slatted morning light.

“I hate it here.”

Parting the ancient venetians, I peer across the driveway. The pool won’t open for hours, so all’s quiet; just Jimmy the Park Guy, spearing chip bags and assorted crap from the grass.

I step out, relishing the blast-furnace pulse on my face. Summer vacation has begun.
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Today’s slated to be another 90-plusser. God must be going for a record. I can’t recall it being this hot as a kid. Then again, when I reflect on kidhood, I remember every summer the same: scorch-sticky, alive with insects. Limitless. At fif-nearly-sixteen, it’s different. Now all I see are limits. But I thrive on heat.

Summer’s my favorite. Partly because I have a late July birthday, but I also love the heaviness, that sense you could bite the air. The dusk-whirr of insects. Sparklers. And I’m not the type to moan about humidity frizzing my hair (that’s why God invented bucket hats), especially since there’s currently no particular boy to impress. So, my status as a demi-virgin appears secure. Which should make Brenda heave a brew-infused sigh of relief.

Brenda’s my mother. Her greatest unspoken fear—though she speaks it loud and often—is that I’ll follow her footsteps to the maternity ward before I hit eighteen. Bio-Dad was some stoner with a hyperactive groin.

I was almost one—right after Mom’s high school graduation—when he took off. Along with a lifelong habit and a memento named Teddi, Papa left a Dear Brenda card containing 200 bucks. Mom handed most of it over to Daddy’s dealer, spent the next couple of months in a haze.

When the paternal grands booted us from their basement rec room, we landed in this apartment in the partially reno-ed Mike’s Mart. Mom’s folks let us live here, though they considered me proof of their daughter’s failure. We never quite bonded. When they kicked it a few years back, we weren’t exactly broken up. Always seemed like us against them.

When I was tiny, Mom taught me to call her Brenda, so people would think we were sisters. Now I mostly do it to annoy her, my not-too-subtle challenge to her authority. I’ve also given multiple assurances her life trajectory is not one I wish to emulate. But my very existence is a reminder of her questionable choices, so these declarations have little impact.

She now follows this unswerving schedule: Work. Drink. Snooze. Drink. Work. No illegal substances, at least. Booze is now her mood-altering agent of choice.

I opt for coffee.

I’m at Java Jill’s, my town’s chuckle in the face of corporate takeover. Those pink-and-orange coffee huts sprout like crabgrass on every corner, but JJ’s continues to do a jamming business, in spite of the caffeine-homogenization of Everytown, USA. Willa and I have a dramatic personal impact on Jill’s financial solvency; we subsist on their “Rockin’ Shockin’ Turbo Brew.”

Solo today, I sip my jumbo iced, with amaretto syrup and double espresso shot, a frosted brownie on the side. Tastier than a caffeine drip.

Surprising there aren’t more kids here, this being our first day on academic parole. Median customer age has to be about eighty. Dentures castanet-clack as the elders slurp hot coffee and gossip-swap.

I’m trying to decide what the day holds. The thing about summer freedom is the inertia. Given a span of unscheduled days and infinite possibility—small-town infinite—I’ll end up lying in bed ’til noon, baking in the sun, doing nothing. And though summer is the season to veg, I’ve vowed this year will be different.

I’m craving change, and for once, I’ve decided to do something about it. The challenge is choosing. Downtown Players is holding auditions; this summer’s classical, some Shakespeare romp. But the library’s hosting SUMMERTEENS: A Youth Writing Intensive. I’m officially torn.

I’m not exactly aching for a summer stage return. I was a Lullaby Leaguer in a production of The Wizard of Oz when I was five; Corey was one of those Lollipop kids. But that was a lifetime ago.

Still, writing’s too much work, especially after an essay-heavy school year. Sadly, these appear to be my best options. This town’s no cultural cornucopia, and I’ve got to get occupied, if only to keep my mind from racing.

I’ve vowed not to waste summer crashed in bed. My default setting—scoff and roll over—nearly kicked in this morning, so I’ve landed at JJ’s first thing, hoping caffeine plus change of scene might equal motivation.

There is also the ARG Factor.

As I said before, there’s “no particular boy,” but that’s no reason not to dream. Aidan Robert Graham just finished junior year at my school. Generously muscled, he’s intense, but with a swoony, white grin and precise stubble dispersal—a dusting across the chin, a shadow above his upper lip. Best to forget those lips. He is, after all, mere feet away, wearing a mug-shaped button that reads TRY ME!

Aidan and I have a passing acquaintance. Translation: I’m fine with the fact that he just called me “Terry” while serving my beverage.

All right, I’ll admit to a level of interest beyond passing. We’ve small-talked here and in study hall. And we shared a bleacher—and meaningful eye rolls—during spring assembly. Though not soul baring, these interactions prove Aidan is aware of my existence.

But it’s decision time. Theater or writing? Library or community center? I’m about to choose the way I make all important decisions, with a coin toss, when I’m interrupted by the arrival of brooding muscle. Mr. Delicious stands beside me.

Determined to appear unruffled, I study Washington’s profile, eyes affixed to the quarter in my palm.

Aidan knuckle-taps my tabletop. Treating me to that blinding smile, he says, “Hey. I’d ask if you come here often, but we both know you’re here practically as much as me. Mind if I sit, Terr?”

He’s getting warmer. If he’d shave a couple more letters, he’d be set. I could learn to answer to “Te.”

Not waiting for my reply, he slides onto a chair, planting elbows on the table.

“Where’s your friend?”

“Willa? I’m guessing in bed. I’ll tell her you asked.”

“God, no. Don’t encourage her.” He tilts back his chair. “This way we can talk without her gawking.”

I swish my coffee, suppressing a blush.

“Summer plans?”

“Funny. I was just having a passionate internal debate on that exact topic.”

“What do your folks say?”

“That’d be folk. Singular. Just my mom, Brenda.”

“Lucky you.”

“Lucky?”

“Yeah, half the surveillance, half the expectations. My parents demand nothing short of perfection.”

“Well . . . that shouldn’t be a problem for you.”

His chair legs drop. Eyes clouding, he drums the table and says, “My father’s quick to point out I’m far from perfect.”

Unsure how to respond, I feel guilty noticing he even frets handsomely.

Finally, he says, “So, your parents are split?”

“Not exactly. It’s been just Brenda and me as long as I can remember. My bio-dad was sort of perma-fried, took off when I was a baby. But I did have a pseudo-dad for a while.”

“Pseudo?”

“Peter was rehearsal pianist for this production of The Wizard of Oz when I was a kid. Not sure what he saw in Brenda, but they were happy for a while.”

Aidan thumbs through the sugar packets.

“Sorry. I don’t know why I’m telling you this.”

“Maybe you need to.”

“Maybe . . . They were even engaged, ’til Brenda botched it. Papa Sperm returned when I was six. The allure of ‘true love’ proved too strong for my mother. She broke Peter’s heart. And mine. He moved out of state. I hear from him at Christmas.”

“That’s rough.”

“Worst of all, when Mister Soulmate left after a week, he took my Dora DVD player, my state quarter collection, and Mom’s engagement ring. He also pocketed whatever self-esteem she had socked away.”

“Wow.”

“Oh, God. Did I seriously just spew childhood humiliation all over you?”

Nodding, Aidan says, “Clean up at table three.”

“Okay, quick change of subject.”

“You working?”

“No.” I blush—Damn!

“How’re you going to afford a new DVD player?”

“Very funny. I won’t be sixteen ’til the end of July, so . . .”

“A baby, huh?”

“Hardly. But with no summer job, I’m trying to decide whether to try out for the play. Or join a writing group at the library.”

“Writing in summer? No way. You should definitely audition. It’s a cool group. I used to be involved. Kissed a few leading ladies in my day.”

“I’ll bet. So are you auditioning?”

“Nah, too busy. No time to memorize all those lines. But I could totally picture you in that play. I heard they’re doing Twelfth Night. You’d kill as Miranda.”

I almost correct him—Miranda’s from The Tempest—decide it doesn’t matter when he’s not even certain of my name. “Seriously?”

“Yeah, you should audition with that Papa Sperm story. It’d be memorable, for sure.”

“Oh.”

“And Miranda goes undercover as a guy, doesn’t she? With the right lighting, you could be a convincing dude.”

“Excuse me?”

“Wait. I just meant . . . it’s . . . you’re not into the whole hair and makeup thing. Most girls would get all iced before coming to see me. But not you. That’s . . . gutsy. Real, y’know?”

Heat rising in my cheeks, I regret my careless morning prep. “Wait. You thought I came to see you? I’m just here for coffee.”

“If you say so.” His wink is less than charming. “In that case, can I get you a refill?”

“No. Thank you. And, Aidan?”

“Yeah?”

“My name is Teddi. NOT Terri. T-E-D-D-I. TEH-dee!”

He shrugs. “Anyway, I’d definitely cast you. You should audition. TEH-dee.”

“Awesome, thanks.”

“No prob. Sure you won’t take a refill?” With the marker from his apron pocket, he crosses out TERRY, writes TEDDI on my cup, and says, “My treat. For luck.”

“I’m all set.” Snatching the cup, I dump it in the trash. Then, as he heads behind the counter, I say, “Viola!”

An old lady in the next booth drops her bear claw and stammers, “Y-Yes?”

Striding toward Aidan, I repeat, “Viola. The character in Twelfth Night is Viola. Not Miranda.” Enunciating, I finger-jab his left pec on each syllable: “Vi!”—poke—“Oh!”—poke—“La!”—poke. I won’t lie; I can’t help admiring how his chest stands up to the pressure.

Without another word, I tromp out of JJ’s. Decision made, I hook a hard left toward the library. SUMMERTEENS, here I come.
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Honestly, this place has always skeeved me. Head down, I cross Literate Green, the park that rings the library. Bordered by overgrown azaleas, it might’ve been charming last century; now, it’s Drug & Thug Central. On warm evenings, you can stroll at your own risk through a field of discarded panties, liquor bottles, and syringes. Brenda probably hung here, back when.

Downtown Players offers a free matinee at the library band shell every August. Willa and I went once. The audience rewarded their labors with swearing and periodic cigar-butt flinging. Yet another reason not to audition.

An adjective reverbs in my head as I pass through the automatic door: grim. Sure, cozy spaces abound: cubby-style workstations; a large oak table with brass lamps; cushy, threadbare chairs for reading. The kid’s department flaunts colorful cutouts—beach balls, suns—courtesy of the slave labor of Hopeville Elementary.

Plus, if this paper-plastered community arts board is for real, they’ve got a lively roster on tap: poets, local actors. According to one flyer, a Scandinavian crochet master’s scheduled. The accompanying headshot—mongo cleavage—borders on lingerie catalog photo. Kid art and alluring speaker pic aside, the overall effect remains cheerless.

Sure, I’m an avid reader, but I don’t come here unless it’s a necessity. I tend toward Hale’s, the indie bookstore across the street, with their gluten-free, vegan cupcakes and Live Jazz Saturdays. Occasionally, I’ll hit the mega-chain bookstore/café/office supply/music/toy and hobby/literary-licensed trinket hub next to Foundry Hill Commons, our mall.

According to the SUMMERTEENS flyer, the writers’ group meets in L718, but there’s no indication where that is. Nice way to perpetuate info desk job security. I walk over and “Ahem” to the least bookish library employee ever.

He springs up, a spooked herd animal, his camouflage an eclectic style fusion: Urban Care Bear T-shirt, pierced eyebrow, pea-green asymmetrical buzz. Demeanor more jarring than ensemble, he’s no docile grazer. He leaches aggression. As he rears to full height, I notice his name tag. Unsettling, it says JOY.

I think better of calling him that, or of drawing attention to the tag. Maybe Joy’s short for something super manly, maybe it’s a mix-up. Ironic commentary on his disposition? Whatever. Not my business. I squelch the urge to chew my thumbnail—my go-to tension habit. Instead, I take a deep breath and, feeling like a billy goat addressing the bridge troll, I begin.

“Hi. I need some information.”

He scowls. Not my day for meaningful intergender communication.

“So. I guess you get that a lot.” I fake laugh.

Cricket. Cricket.

“Oh. Was that supposed to be a joke?” He yawns, covers his mouth with a tattooed paw.

“No, not really. I . . . I’m here for the teen writing program.”

Fully disregarding me, the troll pretend-examines some papers. I wait. He organizes the pens in the Snoopy mug on his desk. I wait. Completing a respectable 200-count as he thumbs a copy of Library Today!, I repeat, “Yup, SUMMERTEENS Writers. That’s what I’m here for.”

With a constipated smile, he says, “Well, you’re about thirty-two hours early.”

Glancing at the big clock above him—it’s 10:04—I do some quick head-math. “Okay, so tomorrow at . . . six p.m. Got it. But you haven’t told me where. And before you say ‘L718,’ I’ve got the room number. Your job is to tell me where the room is.”

“Oh, so you really are using me for my information. I thought we were more than that.”

The guy’s brutally deadpan, but I detect a smile behind the challenge. Deciding turnabout aggression is fair play, I half-cheek it on his desk and say, “We so could be.”

He does a reflexive You-shitting-me? double take. Then he stutters, “Uh, s-sorry, I’m spoken for.”

“Your loss. But for reals, Joy, where the heck is L718?”

He looks puzzled; then, glancing at the name tag, he says, “Ha, Joy! That’s not my name. I wear whatever tag’s handy. It’s a privacy thing. With our lineup of unpleasant patrons, I never use my actual name. Yesterday I was Wendell.”

I don’t mention that so far he’s the most unpleasant person I’ve encountered in the library. Instead, I say, “Well, you’ll always be Joy to me.” Then I risk asking, “But what is your real name? Or do I qualify as one of the Unpleasants?”

He says, “Look, you seem nice, but I really do have a girlfriend. Her name’s Glade.”

“And I really do just want to find L718.”

“Follow me.”

Standing again, he’s less imposing, actually pretty skinny. Sans hostility, he seems younger, too, a bit older than me. And this time, his smile’s not constipated at all. It lights his hazel eyes.

Still, I hang back ’til he stage-whispers, “Come on,” and trots down the steps. Following, I avoid touching the railing, which looks as if its last wipe-down was pre-Clinton era.

He says, “Watch your step,” pointing toward loose vinyl stair covers. Sliding the last length of rail, he lands, high-tops thudding. I join him in the dim, fluorescent-jittery hallway.

Trailing, I ask, “How long you worked here? Or am I getting too personal?”

“I started volunteering freshman year for community service credit, decided it was cool. They hired me when I turned sixteen. This’ll be my final stint before heading to school in the fall. Not a bad summer gig. Pays better than drive-thru duty, and they have great events.”

“Scandinavian crochet?”

“Uh, no way. Not that one.” He smirks. “I’m more into Bolivian tatting.”

At a loss for a textile-based comeback, I watch as he slips into a room marked EMPLOYEES ONLY. Ignoring exclusivity—the lounge is as grimy as the rest of this place—I follow.

Bank of smeary cabinets above a far-past-stainless sink. Counter piled with books, vinyl records. Heaped dish rack: mugs, plastic utensils, Tupperware. Alongside, a goldenrod fridge crowned with National Geographics. A Formica table and castoff chairs waiting dead center.

Joy roots briefly in a sink-side drawer. “Crap. No keys. Ah well, best laid plans.”

Heading to the hallway, he leads me past a towering oak-and-glass bookcase. Just beyond, he points toward a metal door with a brass plaque. Bingo: L718. SUMMERTEENS HQ.

“It’s locked, but you can take a peek.”

I lean past him; disregarding the musty smell, I press my cheek to narrow glass, surveying shadows. The room fits the rest of the library, shabby minus chic. More mismatched seating, of the folding variety, plus basement-rec-room-quality upholstered chairs. A lopsided plaid sofa. Decrepit school desks.

“Inviting.”

“It’s not five-star, but creative mojo’s what counts, and they say this place oozes mojo.”

“It’s oozing more than that.” I gesture to a vaguely human-shaped ceiling stain.

We “eeeewww” in unison.

Ending a prolonged pause, I say, “So, you never did tell me your real name.”

“Why don’t we wait ’til tomorrow, introduce ourselves officially in group?”

“Um . . . what?”

“The writers’ group, remember? The reason we’re down here.”

“I get it. I just didn’t expect you’d be part of it.”

“Is that a problem?”

“Course not. Just a surprise.”

“Well, I hope it’s not an unpleasant one.”

“We’ll see.”

With that, I follow Joy the Troll upstairs to register for my SUMMERTEENS adventure.
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Sylvan Park is a rainforest tonight, temp hovering mid-80s, the air alive with night sounds: frogsong, crickets, intermittent yowls from some distant cat tryst. Binks snuffles maniacally through damp grass as we crest the hill on midnight poop maneuvers.

Brenda may not be home for hours. On night maintenance at the community college—mopping, wiping whiteboards—she generally hits Spanky’s for a few brews with her coworkers, Mandy and Dev, after clocking out.

Plagued with reluctant rectum, Binks does his “urgency dance,” trotting, whirling. Mid-squat, he stops—I swear, he shrugs—and drags me several yards for another attempt.

I don’t mind. I love roaming on nights like this. Admittedly, not the safest pastime, but I’ve got my mace-blaster flashlight and my cell in case any weirdoes emerge from the leafy dark.

Sylvan sprawls a mile-plus long, at least a half-mile wide, with a ball field, playground, and a wooded section with a series of ponds, in addition to the pool. Dense trees frame the park on three sides, and our street, with the rather obvious name, Parkview, borders the fourth.

We live just past the pool house, the perfect locale back when our building was a store. There was a snack bar with umbrella-ed tables in the driveway. Brenda remembers working there as a kid, spending summers reeking of fryer oil.

The store and snack bar are long gone, but swimmers still mob the pool from Memorial to Labor Day. Corey and I swam there when we were little. Until he moved. It was no fun going alone. These days if the lifeguards are especially chiseled, I’ll take a book, pretend-read, and scope them out. Rarely do I dip more than ankle-deep, even on the hottest days.

Not a big swimmer. It’s not fear, exactly, but ever since I slept over at Willa’s at nine and her older brother forced us to watch Jaws, well, sometimes, even in a pool, I end up searching the water, scouting fins. Never underestimate the effect of a giant neoprene fish on an impressionable, young mind.

Pool season changes our neighborhood. It’s normally dull, a commercial/residential mix, but hot weather brings an influx, rowdy pool-goers who park in our driveway and parade their oiled flesh. June through August, the calliope tunes of Mister Melty’s truck are inescapable.

Every summer we call the cops about a hundred times. There are constant daytime fights; at night, kids climb the chain link, or savage it with bolt cutters, and sneak in to swim.

Nothing tonight. Cops did a sweep earlier, loaded a noisy bunch into their patrol van. An arrest usually translates to a peaceful night or two.

“Any luck, buddy?”

Binks plants himself in the grass, glowers like I’ve insulted him. Then he rolls belly up for a scratch. The damp delivers a welcome chill as I sit and strum his wooly ribs. Stretching, I squint at weak city stars, just visible through humid haze.

My mind spins through thoughts of Aidan’s Miranda remark, Joy smiling. Why am I nervous about this writing group? Just a dumb summer activity. To stay busy.

Rolling onto my side, I gaze down the bank at the pool.

The spotlight paints the surface, illuminating each ripple. The filter purrs. Water like undulating glass, so clean I can read depth marks on the bottom even from this distance. Almost looks inviting, makes me wish for my own bolt cutters. Then, several years of sleepless nights crashing down, I close my eyes. Picturing Aidan with Joy’s green hair, I smile.

Binks nudges me alert, his nose to my chin.

“Ah, Binksy, what am I going to do with you?”

He stares intently, sad cockapoo eyes seeming to reply, Keep me. Then, sitting at attention, he growls low and bolts for the woods, leash snapping free.

“Shit, Binks! Get back here!” Last time he ran off, we suffered skunk stink for a week.

As I jump up to chase him, my sneaker skids. I yelp, airborne. Slamming flat, my head whiplashes, whams against a grass-sunk stone. Teeth clacking, the wind oofs out of me. Lying stunned, I try to find my breath.

Whether from the damp ground, or my shock at falling, I shudder. Goose bumps rise. The frog symphony abruptly cuts off. Noiseless, the one sound’s internal, this seashell shush in my ears. How hard did I whomp my head? Slipping my hand up under my nape, I run fingers through the waves there. No blood. Small favors.

I breathe deep to shake this peculiar dread.

When I hear it—Splishoosh—I sit up quick, suffer a dizzy disconnect. Sparks flick the edge of my vision. Squinting, I face the pool. Nothing. Then . . .

A small figure, thigh-deep on the stairs. I don’t consider how a child got in the pool, but the kid’s too young to be there alone. In the middle of the night. When I call, “Hey!” the kid turns toward me. Though I can’t see features, I sense a smile, the slope of the head somehow familiar.

“Corey?” Can’t be.

Rushing the fence, I yell, “You shouldn’t be in there! Where’s your mom?”

No answer, just a tinkling laugh.

Remembering my flashlight, I push it through the fence gap, catch the tiny form in its beam. Hands lift, shielding the face. Flimsy sundress, tangled hair, a daisy pendant draped against her chest. Giggling again, she slips beneath the surface.

The spotlight doesn’t reach this end. I can just trace the trickle trail as small feet flutter-kick to the far side. Minutes lumber. I pace the fence. Then, wedging my sneaker through the taut grid, I raise my body a few feet to see into the water. No sign of her. Rattled, I drop to the grass and race along the fence, yelling “Little girl!”

No response. No head breaking the surface. Yanking off my sneakers, I mount the fence. Halfway up, I hear my name. Tightening my hold on the chain link, I swing my head around to find Aidan on the grass.

Grasping my calf, he looks like he’s spotted some exotic animal, perhaps an alien—rather than an everyday crazy person—dangling above. Extra reasonable, he asks, “What are you doing?”

Jerking my leg free, I strain toward the top rail, and shout, “There’s a kid in the water!”

“Seriously? Shit!”

The fence sways, nearly jolting me off, as Aidan rises. Joining him, I’m unsure how to make it past the barbs. Jamming the toe of his left sneaker through the fence, he steadies, swings his right leg over. Straddling the top, he stands, as if riding a unicycle. Gripping the top bar, he does a shaky handstand and vaults over. He hangs for a moment before dropping to the deck, sneakers slapping cement.

I follow his lead, swinging one leg over the fence, but, attempting to clear the points, I slip. Screeching, I lose balance, spiked metal jabbing my thigh as I fall. Luckily, my cutoffs snag on the barbs, and I’m suspended—upside down. Hearing my squeal, Aidan turns to help, but I shout, “I’m okay! Find her!”

Depositing wallet and phone on the deck, doing a quick visual sweep, he dives. I track his underwater progress, his body eerily elongated against glowing turquoise.

I do a mid-air crunch. Clutching the fence again, I wrench free, tearing a strip from my shorts. Hardly aware of the pain as my bare feet smack the deck, I run, training my flashlight on the shallows.

Beam skimming the murk, I search for signs of a submerged child. Nothing. Thinking she may have slipped from the pool during our frenzied climb, I sprint the perimeter, beam bouncing. There’d be tracks if she’d left the water, so I fan my light across the deck. Dry. Except for a small puddle from Aidan’s splash.

Surfacing mid-pool, he strokes to the ladder, hoists onto the deck. Doglike, shaking water from his hair, he bounces, unblocking his ears. Striding from the pool edge, he says, “There’s no one in the water.”

“But . . . I saw her.”

On the edge of anger, he asks, “Was this some frigging joke?”

When I don’t answer, he stomps past me, pissed. Bending to retrieve his phone and wallet, he grumbles about losing his contacts in the pool. Then, without looking at me, he says, “Can you make it back over on your own?”

I stay silent, and he turns toward me.

He can tell from how I stand, tears filling my eyes, this is no prank. Tension in his jaw easing, he approaches.

Taking my hands, he asks, “Teddi, are you all right?”

“I’m sorry about your contacts. But I saw something, Aidan.” Inhaling deeply, I add, “Honest to God, I did.”

“Right.”

Shivering despite the muggy night, I step toward the pool. Unsure why my next question feels so important, I ask, “Do you believe me?”

“Well,” he hedges, “I believe you believe you saw something.”

“Which translates roughly to ‘let’s not upset the crazy girl.’ Right?”

“Not exactly.”

“Well, what then?”

“Isn’t it possible you just thought you saw someone? Like a . . . mirage. It was pretty dark.”

“Great theory, but we’re not in the desert, it wasn’t a palm tree, and I’m not in the habit of hallucinating mischievous children in peril.”

“Look, I won’t pretend to have a better explanation. But if a kid was in the pool, she must’ve dissolved.”

“We should call 911.”

“And say what? We saw an evil night creature?”

“I never said she was evil.”

“What then, an apparition? A mergirl? We’d just score a ride in the back of a cruiser.”

He’s probably right, but I know what I saw.

“So that’s it?”

“For now. Look, Teddi, all I’m saying is tomorrow, in the bright of day, things might make better sense.”

It’s already starting to seem unreal. Could I have imagined it? Could the little girl be some kind of insomniac delusion? A result of the bump to my head?

“You must think I’m a total nut.”

He shakes his head no.

“What then?”

“You’re brave, Teddi. The way you went over that fence—”

“I don’t feel brave. I feel stupid.”

One hand on my shoulder, he brushes the hair from my eyes and says, “Don’t.”

“What?”

“Put yourself down.”

“Why not?”

“You’re pretty fierce, Teddi.”

“Aidan, what were you doing in the park, anyway?”

He doesn’t answer. Instead, leaning closer, he cups my chin with his right hand, lifts my mouth toward his.

I barely have a chance to process the kiss—soft, mildly chlorinated—when I hear a familiar, low jingle, a license plus vet tag ting-ting, followed by harsh panting. Binks skids, stopping short of the fence. Black lips rippling, he launches against chain link.

“Yikes! Talk about evil creatures! Who do you suppose owns this little fucker?”

“Um, that’d be me.”

“Oops.”

Laughing, I kneel and, fingers through the fence, tousle Binks’s fluffy bangs. He calms. I’m about to stand when I notice it: a painted daisy pendant dangles, clinking gently against chain link. Afraid to touch it, I force myself to twist it free and slip it into my pocket. Somehow, I’m sure it’s best not to show it to Aidan.

As he walks me home, I say, “You never did tell me what you were doing in the park.”

He hesitates. “Just taking a shortcut home.”

“From?”

“My girlfriend’s house.” Breaking into a grin, he says, “I’m busting you, Teddi. I was just out wandering. Thinking.”

We cross my driveway in silence. It’s shattered by Binks’s wailing when I shove him inside. As we move toward a genuine lip link beneath my outside light, a moth invades Aidan’s ear.

He fidgets like a little boy as I remove the fluttering intruder. Then, smiling, he says, “Well, this was . . . unusual.”

“But nice?”

Leaning against my building, he says, “I don’t suppose you’d invite me in? You know, for a closer look at my ear.”

“Bad idea. Enticing as I find your ear, my mother will be home soon, and—”

“It’s okay, Teddi.” Wrapping me in a quick hug, he says, “It’s pretty late, anyhow.”

When I say, “See you around?” he makes an X over his heart and answers, “Count on it.”
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I’ve barely made it inside, can still see Aidan heading down Cedar, when a single headlight plays across the multi-bay garage behind our place.

Spying through the blinds, I watch Dev’s cycloptic Saturn rumble up the drive, burping smoke from tailpipe and passenger window. God, I hate when Brenda smokes! Of course, she denies it, claims I’m smelling Mandy’s secondhand.

I debate dashing to my room, playing possum, but it’s not as if I’m a kid caught past curfew. Instead, I open the fridge, grab the nine-grain, some ham and Swiss, the mayo jar. It’s a given she hasn’t eaten anything beyond stale popcorn, a couple hot wings, and it’s my job to keep some meat on her bones.

Binks stands sentinel by the door. You’d expect he’d arf himself silly, but he’s used to the noisy drop-off signaling Brenda’s arrival. Dashing past me, he snags a favorite squeak toy, Cinnamon Girl, and flies back to his post. In quizzical pup mode—head cocked, eyes twinkling—he chomps his plush girlfriend with anticipation.

I can gauge Brenda’s condition based on her struggle inserting key into lock. Tonight it takes three instances of keychain hitting asphalt, and a stream of PG-13 language, before she gains entry.

I make no move to intervene. She gets pissed if I offer help, says the implication is she’s incompetent. I’d go beyond implying. Besides, the correct term is shitfaced.

Once she’s in and sunk into the living room chair, I approach, sandwich in hand. I always lead with food. Though she initially balks, I can usually get her to eat at least half a sandwich. As she does, I unlace her sneakers and ask about her night.

Her mood is decent, sadly owing to the fact that she got “those elevator doors gleaming.” But who am I to judge her accomplishments? I mean, what have I done lately—other than possibly hallucinate a child in peril and, oh yeah, potentially score a hunk? Hmm, not bad.

Speaking of hunks, I commit to sharing my Aidan news. I doubt Brenda will greet my proclamation with enthusiasm, but coming clean is preferable to creeping around. Besides, the whole boy talk thing is supposedly crucial to the mother/daughter dynamic.

Sitting next to her on the chair arm, I adjust my mental posture, straightening inwardly, preparing for her reaction. I just get out the words, “So, I’ve got someth—” when Brenda’s features do this stuttery jig, her eyes spilling tears.

It’d be alarming except I’m used to her moods. She can go from chuckle to despair in a wink; life with her is a nonstop ride on the Emo-Go-Round.

“Oh, Brenda.” I pat her shoulder in a “there, there” gesture that succeeds in making her bawl harder. Binks huffs; appalled by sloppy melodrama, he slouches kitchenward.

Contributing a huff of my own, I ask, “What is it?”

“Oh, Teddi.” She mashes my cheeks in a fish-face squinch. “You deserve better than this!”

Banking on sarcasm as mood enhancer, I reply, “Well, duh. You’re not just figuring that out?”

Her eyes puddle again, the tears joined by a thin drizzle from her left nostril. My humor’s a total fail. Momma has officially entered the Cave of Sorrows.

“I’m so lonely, Teddi. It’s obvious Dev’s not interested in me, beyond work buddy. I caught him kissing Mandy in the adjunct copy room tonight.” She cracks her knuckles. “I’ve been thinking a lot about Peter.”

I strive to formulate a response that’s not blatantly unkind. Failing to produce one, I zip it, letting her slip neck-deep into regret. Part of me—I’m ashamed to admit it’s a large one—thinks she deserves it.

Still, she’s my mother, so, priming my sympathy pump, I eke out a cupful of compassion. Hand on her back, I say, “It’ll be okay, Mom. I’m here.”

Stifling a teary burp, Brenda snatches a fist of tissues from the coffee table, honks into it, wipes her eyes. Then, announcing how “freaking pointless all this is,” she unleashes a lament over the details of her cursed love life. I stop her when she strays onto sexual frustration terrain. Sex is a topic best left untackled by Brenda and me.

She eventually settles down/sobers up sufficiently to recognize me as more than a giant ear. Finishing her sandwich, she smiles, blots her mouth, and says, “That hit the spot, Teddi. So. Sorry for steamrolling you. How was your day?”

I toy with “Good” or “Nothing new,” but stick with the plan to share my romantic dispatch. Foolish choice, especially when she’s spent the last forty minutes bemoaning her own relationship woes.

“I met a guy.”

The minute I say it, I wish I hadn’t. Before I can continue, Brenda cuts in with a four-word interrogative: “Are you shitting me?”

“Technically we didn’t just meet. I know him a little from school.”

Ratcheting up the hostility, she repeats, “Teddi, I said, ‘Are you fucking shitting me?’ ”

Delicate flower, my mom.

Though impossible to laugh it off at this point, I can never forego a last shot at humor. I say, “Oh, Mother, you’re making Binks blush.”

“I’ll tell you one thing! I forbid you to see this boy, whoever he is!” Standing, she wings her sneakers toward the front closet. Binks springs up from his bed and yips.

Screaming, “Shut up, Binks!” she storms into the bathroom, slams the door, runs the exhaust fan.

I may not have inherited her lack of discernment or affinity for mind-altering substances, but Brenda and I share a more-than-passing resemblance when it comes to temper. Pounding the door, I yell, “His name is Aidan. He works at JJ’s, but I find it pretty frickin’ hilarious, you even imagining you have a say in this!”

Barely muffled by the buzzing fan, she shouts, “I’m trying to protect you, you dumbass!”

“I don’t need your protection. I have better judgment than you ever will, with or without your perpetual beer fog. And Aidan happens to be amazing. He vaulted over the pool fence tonight to save a little girl!”

After a protracted pause, during which I hear her pee and brush her teeth, she emerges. She’s also managed to morph her features into those of a reasonable human. She regards me with mild eyes, no hint of anger.

Considering her mood shift an invitation, I risk continuing. “He’s a good guy, Mom.”

“I don’t care if he took a bullet for you, Teddi. I am your mother, and I say you’re not ready to date. Case closed.”

I watch in disbelief as she heads upstairs. When she hits the top step, I shout, “I’m nearly sixteen! You’re okay granting me adult status when it comes to managing things around here. I’ve been running this place since I was twelve. But any time I mention boys, you go ballistic. Can we just have a normal conversation for once?”

“Well, if I’m recalling correctly, the last time you were interested in a boy, things didn’t go so smoothly.”

“Oh. My. God. Are you kidding me? We were just talking, Mom. And Ryan barely touched me. For the millionth time, it was not necessary to call the cops.”

“He was five years older than you, Teddi. And since when is it necessary to remove clothing to have a conversation? You realize I could have pressed charges, right?”

Since she’s rolled out the heavy artillery, I follow suit. “What you’ve conveniently forgotten is I never would have met Ryan Hecht if not for you.”

Even from the bottom of the stairs, I see her swallow hard, as if I’ve backhanded her. This is treacherous territory, but I’m past caring.

“Teddi, don’t.” It’s plea more than command; the weakness in her voice makes me go for the kill.

“I’d have had no reason to be at an Alateen meeting if not for your lousy parenting.”

Curious fact about the Alder women and deliberate cruelty: rather than deflating, it has the power to inflame us. Brenda’s on me before I can blink. She blows down those stairs like something out of a Japanese horror flick.

But then—due to latent maternal instinct, or Binks’s frantic yapping—she stops short of cuffing me. Instead, smoothing the hair from my forehead, voice flat, she says, “My issues may have led you to that meeting, but it wasn’t me who got you in the backseat of that boy’s car. That was your choice, Teddi. And it makes me question whether you’ll ever be anything but a worthless slut like your mother.”

With that, she turns and heads back up to her room. Binks glowers as if to say, That last bit was totally uncalled for.
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