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  Caleb




  Some people are damn lucky. Unfortunately I’ve never been one of those people. In fact, I think I’m one of those guys destined to

  always be caught in the crossfire. As I sit in the back of a squad car with handcuffs digging into my wrists, I think back to the first time I got arrested, almost two years ago.




  I’d been drinking.




  I was wasted.




  And I was arrested for a crime I didn’t commit.




  Didn’t matter, though. I got locked in juvie for a year anyway, mostly because I pled guilty to the hit-and-run drunk driving charges.




  This time I’m getting arrested for drugs. Except I didn’t smoke, inhale, ingest, snort, shoot up, or buy the shit. Okay, I admit I was living in a drug house. It was either keep a

  roof over my head and ignore the illegal stuff going on around me, or live on the streets.




  I chose the roof. Looking back, maybe it wasn’t the wisest choice. Living on the streets sounds mighty tempting right now. Nothing is worse than being locked up like a caged animal and

  relinquishing control of your own life. Being told when to shit, shower, shave, eat, and sleep isn’t my idea of paradise. But then again, Paradise, where I grew up, wasn’t paradise

  either. I’m wondering if paradise is just some word in the dictionary with the definition: this doesn’t fucking exist.




  I lean my head against the back seat of the squad car, wondering how I’m gonna get out of this. I have no money, no real friends, and my family … well, I haven’t had any

  contact with them since I left Paradise eight months ago.




  When we arrive at the police station, the cop escorts me to a lady who has the exciting job of taking my mug shot. Then the cop orders me to his desk and introduces himself as Lieutenant

  Ramsey.




  “Don’t try anything stupid,” he tells me as he unlocks the handcuff on my right wrist and secures it to a metal hook on his desk so if I wanted to flee I’d have to lug a

  fifty-pound desk with me. Needless to say, I’m not going anywhere.




  After asking me a bunch of questions, he leaves me alone. I look around for Rio, one of my five roommates. We all got busted at the same time, when Rio and another one of our roommates were

  selling a crapload of meth to three guys who, if you ask me, looked like undercover cops who were just dressed up as badass gangsters. I think it was the gold tooth on one of the guys that gave it

  away. It looked like it’d been glued on and I could have sworn it became loose at one point and he swallowed it.




  That was right before they pulled out their guns and yelled for us to kneel on the ground and put our hands on our heads. I’d been watching some reality show about a pawn shop, because the

  last thing I needed was to be involved in Rio’s business.




  Rio had asked me to help him make some runs a couple times, and I did. But I don’t get off on selling drugs to guys who’re so desperate to get high they’ll give me their last

  dime to get it. The last time I was supposed to sell drugs for Rio, it was to a guy with three kids. He brought his three kids to our house, and when I saw their long, drawn faces and their ragged,

  torn clothes, I couldn’t do it. I refused to sell him the stuff. Not that that makes me a good person or anything, especially because I know if I didn’t sell it to him someone else

  would.




  “Listen, Caleb,” Ramsey says as he opens up a file folder with my name on the tab at the top. “You’ve got yourself in big trouble. Chicago judges aren’t lenient on

  repeaters, especially when they’re living in drug houses with over fifty thousand worth of meth and Z-tabs.”




  “I’m not a dealer,” I tell him. “I work at Chicago Recycling.”




  “Just because you’ve got a job doesn’t mean you don’t deal.” He picks up his phone and hands me the receiver. “You get one phone call. Tell me what number to

  dial.”




  I put the receiver down on his desk. “I waive my right to a call.”




  “Family? Friends?” he suggests.




  I shake my head. “Don’t got any.”




  Ramsey rests the handset back on the phone. “Don’t you want someone to bail you out? The judge’ll set bail later today or tomorrow. You should be prepared.”




  When I don’t respond, he flips through my file. He looks up after a couple of minutes. “It says here Damon Manning was your transition counselor.”




  Damon Manning was supposed to make sure I stayed out of trouble back when I got released from juvie. He was a big black guy who scared my mom to death when he walked in our house during his

  scheduled visits. Damon assigned me my community service job and constantly drilled me on how to transition from being in jail to being back at home. He wouldn’t take one-word responses or

  silence for an answer. The guy was a hardass who didn’t take shit from anyone, and whenever I fucked up he let me know I better shape up or he would be personally responsible for telling the

  judge to lock me back up. I had no doubt that he’d do it, too.




  Ramsey jots a number down and sets it in front of me.




  “What’s this?”




  “Damon Manning’s phone number.”




  “And why would I want it?” I ask him.




  “If you don’t have family or friends to bail you out, I suggest you call him.”




  I shake my head and say, “No way.”




  Ramsey pushes the phone toward me and leans back in his chair. “Call him. If you don’t, I will.”




  “Why?”




  “Because I read Damon’s reports on you, and he’s rarely wrong about his assessments.”




  “What did he write?” That I was a complete fuckup who deserved to be locked up permanently?




  “Why don’t you call him and ask him yourself? You’re in big trouble, Caleb. You need someone on your side right now.”




  I look at the phone and shake my head in frustration. Ramsey doesn’t look like he’s giving me a choice. I pick up the phone and dial the number.




  “This is Damon,” a deep voice answers.




  I clear my throat. “Umm … this is Caleb. Caleb Becker.”




  “Why are you callin’ me?”




  “I kind of got in trouble,” I say, then clear my throat. I take a deep breath and reluctantly blurt out, “I need your help.”




  “Help? I didn’t know you knew that word.”




  I briefly explain the situation. He sighs heavily a bunch of times, but says he’s on his way over to the station. After my call, I’m escorted to a holding cell and wait for him. An

  hour later I’m told I have a visitor and am led to what I assume is one of the interrogation rooms. Oh, man. If things weren’t bad enough, I have a feeling they’re about to get

  worse as a very pissed-off Damon walks through the metal bulletproof door.




  “What the hell did you get yourself into, Becker?”




  “A shitload of trouble,” I tell him.




  Damon crosses his arms on his chest. “I could have sworn you were a guy who made one mistake and was going to turn his life around.” He gets a distant, almost sad look on his face,

  but it’s quickly masked. “I got to admit you reminded me of myself when I was your age.”




  “Yeah, well, you were obviously wrong.”




  He narrows his eyes at me. “Was I?”




  This isn’t the way it was supposed to be. I left Paradise to make everything better, but all I’ve managed to do is fuck things up for myself. I look Damon straight in the eye.

  “I didn’t do it,” I tell him. “I’m not a dealer.”




  “Why should I believe you?”




  “Because it’s the truth.” I let out a breath, knowing it’s a lost cause to plead my case but doing it anyway. “I don’t expect you to believe me.”




  “Have you lied to me in the past?”




  I nod.




  “About what?”




  I close my eyes and shake my head. I can’t tell Damon that I wasn’t the one who hit Maggie. I told Leah I’d take that secret to the grave. I can’t betray my own twin. Not

  now, and not ever. “Forget it.”




  “You’re on the wrong path,” Damon tells me.




  “I didn’t have a choice.” I let out a long, slow breath and decide to level with him. About some stuff, anyway. “I found out my mom was addicted to meds. I think me being

  home made it worse. She kept expecting me to fake it that everything was okay. My entire family went along with the bullshit. I couldn’t. Maggie was the only one keeping me sane, but I

  couldn’t see her without getting shit from the cops, my parents, her mom, and even you. You once said I should get out of Paradise instead of getting close to Maggie. So now I’m

  here.”




  “Living with a drug dealer isn’t a better option,” Damon says, stating the obvious.




  “It was a roof over my head.”




  “There are always options other than living with thugs,” Damon tells me.




  “Yeah, right.” I look down at the red mark the handcuffs left on my skin. I seem to be all out of options right now.




  “I’m really disappointed in you.”




  Disappointed is better than angry. I’ve seen Damon angry. He stiffens up like a bull with a thorn up his ass. Hell, when I got suspended from school for fighting, Damon looked ready to

  single-handedly kick my ass. The guy is huge and must weigh close to two-eighty. I’m not a lightweight, but he could sit on me and crush my bones.




  “I’ll be right back,” Damon says, then leaves me alone in the room.




  Ramsey comes back a half hour later, with Damon following in his wake. The officer sits on the edge of the small table in the room and looks down at me. “You’re lucky,

  kid.”




  I’m about to be tossed in jail. I’m not feeling lucky right about now.




  “I just talked to Judge Hanson,” Damon says. “You’ll have your arraignment this afternoon, and I’ll pay any bail set. I’m friends with the district attorney

  who’ll help you.”




  “Why would you do that for me?” I ask.




  “Because someone did it for me a while back. There’s one condition,” he says.




  Here it comes. The ax is about to fall. “What?”




  My ex–transition counselor has a stern look on his face. “You join Re-START.”




  “What’s that?”




  “It’s a group of kids whose lives have been affected by reckless teen driving. We’re traveling for a month together, and each participant shares their story with various groups

  of kids in the Midwest. We’ll be roughing it, so don’t expect fancy hotels or the royal treatment. We’ll be staying in dorms and campgrounds. This arrest isn’t about drugs,

  Caleb. It’s a direct result of your accident in Paradise. Join the program and help others. If you don’t agree to come with me, I’m out of here. If I leave, I have no doubt

  they’ll lock you up for good and throw away the key. You’re eighteen now. If you thought juvie was awful, I guarantee that adult lockup will be one hundred times worse.”




  “So I really don’t have a choice?”




  “You do. Stay here and enjoy the fine hospitality of our state prisons, or get off your ass and follow me.”




  So there isn’t a choice. One of the options is something I’d do practically anything to avoid. Even if it includes spending time with my old transition counselor.




  We don’t speak much the entire one-and-a-half-hour drive out to Redwood. He tries to ask me questions and I do my best to dodge them. When we pull up the driveway of a one-story duplex, he

  explains, “You’ll sleep at my place tonight, and meet up with the rest of the group tomorrow afternoon.”




  Inside, I drop my duffle next to a faded plaid couch. On the mantle above the empty fireplace is a picture of Damon with a little boy, about eight years old, in a Little League uniform.




  “Is he yours?” I ask him, wondering how this guy ended up living alone in a small town in the middle of the boondocks of Illinois. Paradise isn’t too far away from here.




  “Yeah.”




  It’s obvious from the look of the place he lives alone. There’s no artwork on the bare white walls. The place isn’t like my house back in Paradise—it’s too plain

  and too unused, like he just comes here to sleep and that’s it.




  “You divorced?” I ask.




  “You gonna stop asking questions? I think I liked you better on the ride here, when you didn’t talk at all.”




  After Damon makes a surprisingly good dinner of chicken and rice that reminds me of my mom’s cooking, he heads down a narrow hall to bed. It’s quiet in the house. I’m not used

  to this much silence. At Rio’s place, there were always people partying or coming in and out at all hours. I didn’t mind, because I don’t sleep much anyway.




  I turn the light off although I know I’m not going to get much sleep tonight. It’ll be like usual … every fifteen minutes I’ll wake up and stare at the ceiling and pray

  for sleep to come. It does, but in such short spurts I wonder what it’d be like to get a full night’s sleep with no interruptions. That hasn’t happened for years … since

  before the accident.




  In the morning I’m eating some healthy whole-grain type of cereal when Damon walks into the kitchen. I can’t help but ask, “Why did you help me?”




  “Because I think you’re a good kid,” he says, his back to me as he stands in front of the stove and fries some eggs. “You just have to make better choices.”




  In the late afternoon, we throw our bags in the car. Damon stops off at the Redwood community center, where a big white van is waiting for us. He gets summoned into the building and tells me to

  hang by the van and introduce myself to the rest of the group. There’s two other guys and three girls standing there waiting with their baggage.




  When one of the girls moves aside and I get a glimpse of the person she was shielding, my entire body goes numb.




  Maggie.












  TWO
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  Maggie




  I watch my protein bar fall onto the blacktop in slow motion, and the bite in my mouth tastes like dust. What is Caleb doing here? Where

  has he been the past eight months? He left town without a trace after our brief and crazy relationship. Why didn’t he try to reach me, or at least give me a sign that he’s alive?




  He’s got those same blue eyes, that same chiseled face, and those same lean muscles peeking out of his T-shirt. He’s real, and live, and walking right toward me.




  I can’t look away, even though I desperately want to.




  He lets out a slow breath and says, “This is kinda awkward, huh.” His voice sounds familiar but different. It’s got an edge to it that wasn’t there the last time we saw

  each other.




  “Yeah,” I manage to squeak out. Umm …




  “How’ve you been?”




  I can’t answer that question. It’s too fake. If he cared how I’ve been, he would have figured out a way to see me or talk to me. He left me before Christmas, before New

  Year’s, before Valentine’s Day, before my birthday, before prom and graduation. Before I got the news I’d have a permanent limp for the rest of my life without any hope of a full

  recovery. “What are you doing here?”




  He shrugs. “I was asking myself that same question this morning.”




  One of the other guys standing with us, the one with long curly hair that falls in his face, farts. What’s worse is that he makes a big show of moaning and pushing it out, like a little

  kid.




  “Dude, do you mind?” Caleb asks.




  “What?” the guy says, unfazed. “I had to let it rip.”




  “Let it rip when you’re alone, man. Don’t be a fuckin’ prick.”




  “What are you, the fart police?” the guy says, stepping toward Caleb. Caleb stands tall, as if he’s been in a lot of fights and isn’t afraid of adding another one to his

  tally.




  This is unreal. I can’t feel my toes because I’m in shock, and Caleb and this guy are going to get into a fight over … farting?




  “Cool it, guys,” bellows a rough voice. A tall black guy with a clipboard points to me. “Maggie, can I have a word with you for a minute? In private.” He points to Caleb.

  “You too, Becker. Now.”




  I follow the guy away from the van, painfully aware that Caleb is following close behind. I’m tempted to turn around and demand to know where he’s been, but I don’t even know

  if I could get the words out.




  The guy stops at a picnic table and drops his clipboard on it. He introduces himself to me as Damon Manning, the senior leader and chaperone of our group, then looks pained as he says,

  “Obviously, you two can’t be on this trip together. Maggie, I had no idea my assistant put you in as the replacement after Heather dropped out.”




  “I’ll drop out,” Caleb offers eagerly.




  “The hell you will, Becker. You’ve got no choice but to do this.”




  That means Damon expects me to drop out. If I was the old Maggie, the one who was afraid of the least bit of conflict or confrontation, I’d drop out in a heartbeat. But I’m stronger

  now, and I don’t back down from anything. Even Caleb.




  I turn to Damon with determination. “I’m not dropping out.”




  “Maggie, I’m sorry but it’s not going to work with both of you—”




  “I’m not leaving,” I interrupt.




  Damon rubs a hand over his bald head and sighs. I can tell he’s wavering … at least a little bit. What can I say to convince him I don’t have to quit the trip just because

  Caleb happens to be on it? Truth is, being with Caleb will be a challenge—a huge one I hadn’t expected. But I decide I’m going to prove it to myself and to him that I’ve

  moved on. I don’t let the past dictate my life anymore. We’re both eighteen now, both considered adults in the eyes of the law.




  “This is a bad idea,” Damon chimes in. “A really bad idea.”




  “Can I talk to Caleb alone?” I ask him.




  Damon looks from me to Caleb. “Okay. You’ve got five minutes.”




  When Damon walks away, I swallow hard and force myself to face Caleb. He looks worn out, but at the same time a fierce strength radiates from him.




  I used to think he was everything I wanted and needed. If I had Caleb Becker at my side, my life would be okay. And it was, for a little while at least.




  “It’s been eight months,” I say in a small voice. Thinking of how much I’ve missed him makes my eyes well up. I blink and pray my tears don’t fall. Not now, when I

  have to stay strong. I say something, anything, so I don’t lose it. “You missed graduation.”




  “I missed a lot of things,” he says, then slowly starts to reach out his hand before he shoves both hands in his pockets.




  I know I probably look pathetic. I feel pathetic. But I’m sick of feeling sorry for myself. I’ve had to move on. I’ve gotten stronger every day. I can’t get

  sucked back into the soap opera of Caleb’s life. I won’t let that happen.




  I look at the big white van that’s supposed to take us on a four-week trip together. We’re going to share our stories publicly, hoping to prevent others from experiencing what

  happened to us. I bite my lip at the irony. How can we do that, when the truth of Caleb’s and my accident is still buried?




  I kick at some loose pebbles of tar on the blacktop. “He said you have no choice but to go on this trip. Why?”




  Arms folded, Caleb leans against the picnic table and sighs. “Okay, here’s the deal. Big surprise: I got myself in trouble again. It’s either this program, or I go to jail. The

  ball’s in your court, Maggie. You want me to quit, I will. I’ll take the consequences.”




  The last thing I want is Caleb back in jail. I’m afraid to ask for details of how he got into trouble, so I don’t. If he wants to tell me, he will. But I know he won’t because

  he doesn’t know how to trust anyone, least of all me. I might have been a part of his life once, but now I’m not. I’m a stranger to him, and he’s a stranger to

  me.




  “It’s only four weeks,” I tell him. “I think we can handle it.”




  “Four weeks stuck in a van together, and then you never have to see me again.”




  I close my eyes when he says that. He shouldn’t disappear again. His sister needs him, and his mother struggles every day with her prescription drug addiction. “After the trip, you

  should go back to Paradise.”




  “Not gonna happen, so get that thought out of your head.”




  Forgetting my sadness and gathering courage, I stand up straight and look him in the eye. “You know what I think?”




  “What?”




  “I think the tough and stoic Caleb Becker takes the easy way out.” There, I said it.




  “My life is a lot of things, Maggie, but easy isn’t one of them,” he says. He clears his throat. “And if you think seeing you right now is a piece of cake for me, guess

  again …” His voice trails off.




  “Maybe this was fate giving us a second chance at saying goodbye. You know, before we both go our separate ways again.”




  “That must be what it is,” he says sarcastically. “So you’re absolutely cool with going on this trip together?”




  I clear my throat and look over at the van. “I’m cool with it as long as you are.”




  Pushing himself away from the table, he walks away from me and heads over to Damon. They talk for a second, then Caleb tosses his duffle in the back of the van and climbs inside.




  “Caleb said you worked it out,” Damon says to me when I limp over to the van.




  “It’s only four weeks. It’ll be fine.”




  Damon looks about as convinced as I feel, but I assure him the past is behind us and we’ll get beyond it. I really hope I’m not lying to myself.




  In the van, the two girls who I met this morning are sitting in the front seat. The girl named Erin has a pierced nose and lip and has tattoos running up and down her bare arm. She’s

  reading a book while leaning against the window. The other girl, Trish, has long, really shiny blonde hair and could definitely pass for one of the popular cheerleaders back in Paradise. She has

  dark makeup on her eyes and wears light pink lipstick. It looks good on her.




  I purposely avoid even glancing at the rear bench—I’m not going to look where he’s sitting—and slide next to Matt on the middle bench. I know Matt from physical

  therapy, since his appointments are usually after mine on Wednesday nights. Matt lost three quarters of his left arm, and his right arm is scarred, but I’m not sure exactly what happened.

  I’m sure I’ll find out once we share our stories.




  Matt gives me a friendly but reserved smile. “I didn’t know you’d be here,” he says.




  “It was a last-minute thing,” I tell him, eyeing Trish and Erin in the seat in front of us and wondering if Caleb will decide to ditch the trip at the very last second. Part of me

  wants him to leave, but the other part wants him to stay so I can prove to myself that I’m truly over him, that the pain that lingered after he left is gone.




  My pulse quickens when I hear Caleb shifting in his seat behind us. It’s not a good sign that I’m hyper-aware of his every movement. I’m probably in for four weeks of real

  torture—maybe even worse than the year of physical therapy after the accident.




  Never mind how I felt when Caleb abandoned me. In the weeks and months after he left town, I prayed that he’d come back. I used to keep my light on at night, so if he came back he’d

  see it as a sign that I was waiting for him. He lived next door, so I would gaze out my window for hours on end, hoping to see the light on in his room. My fantasy was that he would tell me he made

  a huge mistake by leaving Paradise.




  But he never did.




  In the end, I realized I had relied on him too much.




  Damon gets into the driver’s seat and turns around. “Well, guys, this is it. Our first stop is a camp-based summer school for teens. We’ll be sleeping in cabins at their

  campground tonight, and you’ll be expected to share your stories with them. Tomorrow we’ll leave and head to our second gig. But right now, take a second to introduce yourselves while

  we’re waiting for Lenny. As y’all know, I’m Damon Manning and I’m your chaperone.”




  “I’m Trish,” Trish says, with an edge to her voice that implies don’t talk to me unless I want you to.




  Erin doesn’t look up from her book as she says in a small voice, “I’m Erin.”




  Matt clears his throat. “I’m Matt.”




  “I’m Maggie,” I say, unable to resist a glance at Caleb.




  He looks like he’d rather go diving in shark or piranha-infested waters than be in this van. He stares at the floor mat. “I’m Caleb.”




  “And I’m Lenny,” the guy who passed gas says, practically bouncing into the van and slipping into the spot next to Caleb.




  Caleb winces. “Dude, if you fart again I’m gonna kick your ass.”




  “Caleb, no threatening the other members of the group,” Damon orders from the front seat. “Lenny, let’s keep it flatulence-free for now. Cool?”




  I stifle a nervous giggle.




  “I’ll try,” Lenny says, giving Damon a thumbs-up. But as soon as we turn out of the parking lot, I hear Lenny say to Caleb, “Wanna pull my finger?”




  I have to look. Instead of pushing Lenny’s finger away from his face or, better yet, ignoring him, Caleb grabs Lenny’s finger and bends it back.




  “Stop it,” I tell Caleb as Lenny winces and tries to wrest his hand free. “You’re hurting him!”




  What happened to Caleb to make him lash out so quickly?




  Caleb releases Lenny’s finger. Lenny shoots Caleb a look that says he’ll retaliate later, then scoots to the other side of the bench.




  “You asked for it,” Caleb says smugly as Lenny examines his bruised finger.




  “I’m gonna sue you if it’s sprained,” Lenny warns. “I play the guitar, man.”




  Caleb smirks, then looks at me shaking my head. “What?”




  “Nothing,” I say.




  I turn back around. I won’t look at Caleb again. Not until I have to, at least.




  Next to me, Matt pulls out his cell phone and starts texting with his one hand. His palm cradles the phone while his thumb taps the keypad. I can’t imagine it’s easy for him, but he

  seems to be managing fine.




  I lean forward, placing my hands on the seat in front of me. I’ll make small talk with Trish and Erin. Anything is better than wondering about Caleb, and because we’re going to be

  living in close quarters for the next month, I need to make friends with these girls. But I realize, pretty quick, that they don’t want to chat. Trish puts headphones in her ears and lifts

  her hoodie to hide her face. Erin is so engrossed in her book I’m not sure she knows that real life is going on around her.




  I slump back in my seat and stare out the window. The cornfields and farms outlining the Illinois landscape are a blur.




  “Yo, Matt,” Caleb says.




  “Yeah?”




  “Switch seats with me.”












  THREE




  [image: ]




  Caleb




  I think Maggie still has her mouth open in shock when I climb over the seat and Matt changes places with me. I don’t like seeing another guy

  sitting next to her. I know it’s stupid that I feel possessive when I have no right.




  Damon glances back. “Caleb, stay in your seat.”




  “I was getting carsick,” I say. “It’s either switch seats or puke all over Maggie and Matt.”




  I look over at Maggie, who doesn’t look too happy. She scoots further away from me when our knees touch, but she meets my stare with her own.




  “I was carsick,” I say dumbly. “And Lenny smells like shit … literally. I can’t take it.”




  “I heard that,” Lenny says.




  “Good,” I say back.




  Maggie flips her light brown hair back with a confidence I only got glimpses of when we were together. She tosses me a sideways glance. “Why are you trying to start a fight with

  Lenny?”




  “I’m not. He started it.” I sound like a little kid, but at this point I don’t care. What does Maggie think, that I’m perfect? She should know by now that

  I’m far from it.




  “You’re being confrontational.”




  “What’s wrong with being confrontational?” I ask.




  Maggie puts her regal nose in the air. “I’m sure you can figure that one out on your own.”




  “Everything okay back there?” Damon pipes in.




  “My finger hurts,” Lenny blurts out. “I need an ice pack.”




  I roll my eyes as Damon asks Lenny what happened. After a slight pause and a warning glare from me, Lenny says it’s nothing.




  Maggie takes out a travel guide of Spain and puts on a pair of wire-rimmed glasses. They must be new, because I haven’t seen her with glasses before. She turns away from me and focuses on

  her book while chewing on the middle of her pencil. I watch as she makes circles on some of the pages and dog-ears others.




  “Planning a trip to Spain? Again?” I ask. Right before I left Paradise, she’d said something about changing her mind and not taking her spring semester abroad after all.




  She closes the book and shoves it and the gnawed pencil in her backpack. “Yes.”




  That’s it. No details, no explanations. Not that she owes me any. She obviously doesn’t want to talk to me, or look at me for that matter.




  After two hours, Damon parks the van at a rest stop. “Everyone out. Go to the bathroom and stretch your legs. We’ll be eating a quick dinner here.”




  While we’re waiting for everyone else to come back from the bathroom, I walk up to Maggie, who’s standing over by the vending machines.




  “What’s up?” I ask, trying to act normal.




  She gives me a look of both disgust and surprise. “What’s up? Are you kidding me, Caleb? You disappeared for eight months. You’ve kind of passed the what’s

  up stage by seven months.”




  Shit. I have a feeling nothing I say will be good enough, but I give it a try. “Sorry.”




  “I’m sorry too.” Maggie turns and walks away, her limp a stark reminder of that fateful night two years ago. For a semi-crippled girl, she sure limps away fast. I jog to catch

  up to her, because I’m stupid and can’t leave well enough alone.




  “You telling me you haven’t thought about us while I was gone?” I ask her.




  She shrugs. “I’ve thought about you. And then I thought about how you left me.”




  “It wasn’t about you, Maggie. You know that.”




  “I don’t want to rehash it,” she says as she nears the van. “I’ve moved on.”




  I step in front of her, stopping her before she gets too close to the rest of the group. They don’t need to know our private business. “You can’t ignore me forever.”




  She shakes her head and pushes me away. “No, I can’t ignore you. I couldn’t even if I wanted to. But don’t try and make me talk about … us.”




  She whispers the “us” as if it’s a big secret and she doesn’t want anyone to know we had a relationship that went beyond a simple friendship.




  Back in the van after dinner, she puts her hands in her lap and stares straight ahead as Damon drives us to the campground. After a while, I notice her eyes starting to close.




  “You can lean on me if you want to sleep,” I offer. “I promise I won’t, like, touch you or anything.”




  “No, thanks. I brought a travel pillow.” She reaches into her backpack and pulls out a plastic blow-up fluorescent green airplane pillow. She puffs air into it and wraps it around

  her neck, just like the Maggie I used to know. Emotional, self-aware Maggie.




  She falls asleep almost instantly, and an hour later, everyone except Damon and I are asleep. The girl with the headphones is snoring so loud I wonder if Maggie and the tattooed girl will have

  to get earplugs before this trip is over.




  “Take a nap, Caleb. We’ve still got a ways to go,” Damon says.




  “I stopped taking naps when I was two years old,” I tell him, stealing another glance at the sleeping Maggie.




  I blow out a frustrated breath, then stare at my knee. I’m bouncing it up and down to the rhythm of the van’s engine. I’m anxious and don’t even know why. I wish I could

  get up and walk off this nervous energy, or run until my body screams for me to stop. Instead, I’m stuck just sitting here, thinking.




  When I was in juvie, I had too much time to think. Thinking too hard and too long is dangerous for anyone with demons they’re trying to fight off.




  While Maggie sleeps, I envy her. I’m glad she’s moved on, but I’m not sure I have. I left Paradise, but I’m the same guy in the same predicament I was in then.

OEBPS/images/image3.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
RETURN TO
PARADISE

SIMONE ELKELES

SSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS





OEBPS/images/image2.jpg
RETURN TO
PARADISE





OEBPS/images/image1.jpg
RETURN TO
PARADISE

SIMONE ELKELES

SSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS





