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For Mom, Megan, and Aunt Cathy—my childhood superheroes—with endless love and appreciation.

And for the Emmas and Hannahs of this world. I see you.

I hear you. I believe you.






You remember the beginning

You remember your childhood as remarkably unremarkable. Though you lived in a big city, you were educated at home by your mother, so you’d grown up a bit sheltered and socially awkward.

Then, on the verge of adolescence, you remember the day a scandal drove you and your family from San Francisco up to rural Oregon and a town called Prosper. There, in the vastly different landscape of small-town public school, you did not fit in with your new classmates, possessing neither the right surname nor the code to unlocking the secrets of local etiquette—or so your peers were quick to inform you.

You remember how, for two long years, your only friendship came in the form of the countless fairy tales you devoured, all the while convincing yourself that you preferred the company of bound books to that of your schoolmates anyway. Thus, your life remained remarkably unremarkable…

Until several weeks into high school, when new girl Hannah Garber—older, bolder, unapologetic—blew into your life.

You remember that, despite the twelve months and grade level separating you two, your connection with Hannah was immediate and fierce, outsiders united. At long last, you had a true friend alongside whom to navigate all the beauty and cruelties of the world, a kindred soul so entwined with your own, it was as if you had both spent the whole of your lives searching for each other.

You remember strolling the high school courtyard arm in arm like royalty, ignoring the pitiful murmurs that had once dragged you down, all while vowing to each other—through bonds of breath and blood—that your friendship would last forever.

Forever, you whisper-promised. Forever.

And you remember that, for much of that first year in each other’s company, this was how it remained: twin souls cultivating a remarkably remarkable coexistence together, both of you unwavering in your certainty that nothing could tear you apart.

Until the day everything changed.






arrest

Friday

It’s the white Nissan that does it, waiting at the high school’s curb when I get out of class. Something’s wrong. Sure, not finding Hannah at her locker where we had agreed to meet felt off too. But it’s the white Nissan—Mom’s old white Nissan, parked where Hannah’s mom’s charcoal-gray SUV should be—that twists my guts into an inky black snake.

I stand motionless in the middle of the patchy lawn, a group of upperclassmen whooping as they file past, their jackets pulled tight against the foggy chill. Everyone’s eager to clear school grounds on this early-release Friday, like the teachers might change their minds and pull us all back into class. But my eyes see only Mom’s Nissan and its embarrassing layer of dirt and pollen, idling where it shouldn’t be.

As I near the car, I check over my shoulder for anyone watching—or Hannah, as if she would magically reappear after being called from our third-period geometry class and never returning despite promising me she would—but none of my schoolmates pay me any attention. I glance at my phone. No new messages, not even from Hannah.

Mom blares the horn and I flinch, nearly dropping the phone.

As I open the car’s rear door, the snake in my belly coils tight, its bloodred eyes alert and dangerous. Something’s most definitely wrong. I feel it hanging in the air, heavy and perfectly still. My brother, Kyle, peers at me from his booster seat, still in his Star Wars pajamas from this morning, his small face as white as a sheet. Kyle’s much younger than I am, made more obvious now by his innocent eyes, the size of half-dollars, and the line of thick yellow snot trailing from his nose. In the rearview mirror, Mom’s gaze reflects back at me, all puffiness and smeared mascara. Frozen tear streaks have cut pearl-colored tracks through her usually pristine beige foundation, and she’s still in one of her work shirts—a ruffled, floral blouse. My insides thrum with heat, hand suspended on the door handle. I glance again behind me, but no one’s looking. No one’s coming.

“Get inside, Emma. Close the door,” Mom snaps, her voice strained and hoarse.

But I remain frozen in the mist, a cold chill creeping under the collar of my fleece. “What’s wrong?” I ask.

A pause that lasts forever.

“Your father’s been arrested.”

The words wrap around my throat and squeeze.

Is this real? Can it be?

“Don’t ask questions,” Mom adds.

But a question slips from me anyway. The wrong question. “What about the party?”

Today’s the Friday before Easter, the annual Cats Club egg-dyeing event. It’s tradition for our small community service group to dye boiled eggs after school, then meet again Easter Sunday morning to hide them for the town’s big egg hunt. Of course, it’s also just an excuse to throw a party. Named after our high school mascot, the Bearcats, Cats Club is mostly made up of uncool freshmen like myself who didn’t have anything else to do when the school day ended, plus nerdy sophomores who couldn’t find a better alternative to put on their résumé—or whose parents couldn’t. Hannah’s the obvious exception to that, of course. As an outgoing sophomore who couldn’t care less about people’s opinions of her, she could be popular if she wanted.

And then there’s Justin, my crush since last year, a gorgeous guy in Hannah’s grade whose mom helps run the group and who’s drop-dead hilarious. My heart flip-flops at the thought of him—his smooth brown skin and tight dark curls. Truth be told, this afternoon is not just a party to me. Sure, the prospect of getting to spend a whole afternoon around Justin is always welcome, but also, and more important, I finally get to hang out with Hannah again, since she’s been so busy lately. I’ve already packed a mini duffel of treats to share and planned what I’m going to wear.

What about the party?

My brain repeats my question, one I immediately regret saying aloud but can’t swallow now.

“Honestly, Em,” Mom splutters, “what’s wrong with you?”

I absorb the question in the center of my chest. Bull’s-eye. She’s right, though. To just find out Dad’s been arrested, then ask about a party? Linger over thoughts of Justin and Hannah? What is wrong with me?

Making as little noise as possible, I slide in next to Kyle and click my seat belt shut, choosing as usual to sit in the back next to him over taking the front seat. Kyle had stayed home sick from first grade today because of his cold, and Dad had stayed with him while Mom had gone to work. So did the cops come to the house, then? Had Kyle seen Dad get arrested? Who’d called Mom? I want to know all this and more, but I don’t dare ask.

I eye Benny, the astronaut LEGO guy, gripped fiercely in my brother’s small fist. I know I should talk to Kyle, comfort him, tell him stories until his fist relaxes and the color returns to each tiny finger, but the image of Mom’s eyes, raw and undone, keeps me silent. Instead I stare out the window and cover Kyle’s closed hand with mine, squeezing it to tell him everything’s okay, even though it’s clearly not.

As we pull away from the curb, my gaze snags on a figure outside—my homeroom and Honors English teacher, Ms. Saeed. She’s standing in a swarm of students on the school lawn, almost exactly where I’d stood just a second before, the brilliant canary-yellow of her sweater contrasting like sunshine against her olive-brown complexion and raven hair. And yet, the last glance I’d had of Ms. Saeed before rushing out of class was of her settling behind her desk, ready to tackle several stacks of homework. So what’s she doing out here now?

A breath later, I have my answer. The mass of students shifts, and a woman standing next to Ms. Saeed emerges into view. She’s got a small top bun of mousy blond hair perched on her head, and her white face is flushed Froot-Loop pink in the cold. Drawing even more attention to her brilliant cheeks are the purple jacket and bright scarf she’s wearing.

Beside this woman, Ms. Saeed’s gaze scans the departing cars before locking her eyes on our passing Nissan, which she points out to this plum-jacket-wearing woman. Plum Jacket Woman follows Ms. Saeed’s pointed finger before taking a single step toward our retreating vehicle. Inside, I duck a little, even though I don’t know if either of them can see me through the car window. Still, I feel oddly exposed as this stranger rakes us with her stare.

Mom takes no notice, her glare fixed dead ahead, one foot pressed firmly against the accelerator.

This woman’s looking for us—for me?—I’m pretty sure, but I don’t risk pointing that out to Mom, afraid to stir her wrath but also because something about the woman’s stare makes me not want to be found.

Still, who is she? What does she want?

Your father’s been arrested.

Your father’s been arrested.

It’s the phrase my mind has latched on to this time—to torment me with all the way home like an evil curse until this inconceivable fact has properly sunk in. I must need this reality check, though, because as we turn onto Main Street, my mind starts attempting to conjure an absurd fairy tale in its place, one where we’d get to drive home with my mother’s mascara still intact. And before she’d even fully park, I’d bail out of the car and race up to my room to grab my mini duffel. Then, by the time I’d return back outside, Hannah’s mom’s clean SUV would be freshly idling in the driveway, an impatient Hannah yelling out the passenger window for me to hurry my ass up even as I’d hop in, dragging my duffel behind me, before we’d zoom off to tonight’s party.

The fairy tale dissipates as reality sets in once again: Dad’s been arrested. I’m not going to any party.

I picture that duffel now, resting parallel to the wall of my immaculate bedroom, just where I left it: navy with wide purple flowers, the inside already stuffed with Chips Ahoy cookies (Justin’s favorite), caramel squares (Hannah’s), and Sour Patch Kids (mine), all of which I would’ve pretended I just had lying around. Resting at the bottom are old sheets the club parent leaders had asked us to bring to cover tables while egg-dyeing, and above that sits the best part of all—my carefully folded, brand-new, official concert T-shirt featuring Corey Starr, Hannah’s and my favorite musical artist. On the graphic, still stiff and pristine, Corey stands in profile, holding a mic, head bent low as if in prayer, hair falling in dramatic slashes across his forehead. Across the back is every tour stop he’s hitting on his upcoming REVOLT Tour, including Portland, which is so close to us I can taste it, even if we hadn’t managed to get tickets for the show.

In spite of this, Hannah and I had still bought the shirts, specifically to wear together this afternoon, in an unspoken agreement that Justin would tease us for it, both for matching and for Corey Starr’s boy-band face on the front. She’d picked them out and ordered them. I’d just needed to scrounge up enough cash for my part.

Hannah: my very best friend—my only real friend—ever since she moved here at the beginning of the school year. Dauntless and daring. My whole world.

Hannah: who was supposed to meet me at her locker after school, who never came back after third period, who’s been strangely too busy to hang out, apart from at school, for weeks.

Hannah: the ghost haunting the stillness of this car and lurking in every shadow of my house.

Your father’s been arrested.

Your father’s been arrested.

As the scarlet-eyed snake settles, heavy and slimy in my belly, I realize suddenly that everything’s changed, that somehow I maybe even feared today would come. Because I’m positive, without daring to ask, that Hannah’s absence and Mom’s presence—that Dad’s arrest—go together like fingers intertwined.






You remember a good father

You remember, many years back, when you could hardly wait for your father to come home from work so he could play with you. And when that front door opened, you wouldn’t even let him set his briefcase down before you leapt into his arms. You would boast to him that you’d learned to spell the word “tomorrow”—two rs but only one m—as you presented your latest masterpiece, a Technicolor rainbow butterfly you had created with Wikki Stix, cupped in proud, sweaty hands. Then you’d drag him out to the shared courtyard of the apartment complex in San Francisco where you lived back then, showing him the Robinson Crusoe fort you’d erected in the giant guava tree, complete with a blanket canopy and metal bucket hanging from twine to “carry supplies” up and down. You’d make him stand next to the tree, placing item after item into the bucket so you could demonstrate just how well your pulley system worked.

And when it got dark outside, after you’d been called in for a dinner of creamy tuna-fish casserole with peas and crunched-up potato chips on top, you remember feeling scared and not wanting to go get your blanket down from the tree, where you’d forgotten it. What if a monster got you? You still needed that blanket to fall asleep, even though your mother insisted you were far too old for such childishness. And even though Dad could have made you go get it yourself, he’d venture out into the unknowable night to retrieve it, every time.

You remember snuggling under the covers, breathing in the cold, foreign scent of your newly rescued blanket as your father settled next to you on your bed, a stack of books between you. And when you picked up Calvin and Hobbes, you would take turns reading the captions until it got to a Spaceman Spiff page. He would read those ones because they had such big words, and your father did the best alien and Spaceman Spiff impressions anyway.

And when you were through reading parts of every last book in the stack, he would rise from the bed, kiss the top of your head, and tell you how much he loved you. Then he would turn on your globe night-light, shut off the lamp, and close the door behind him, leaving behind only the impression his body had made on the comforter, still warm.






seized

The state of our house steals my breath. I take a shaky step in retreat onto the back porch before Mom pushes at my backpack, propelling me forward into the entryway. The screen door bangs into place behind us, pressing Kyle into Mom’s legs as I stand transfixed, taking in the chaos.

Our house is never sparkling clean, even at the best of times. And on the rare weekend I do invite Hannah over, I usually spend hours beforehand washing dishes plastered with days-old food, wiping grime off countertops and dead horseflies from the windowsills, and sweeping clouds of dust bunnies from filthy corners. Luckily, though, we live far enough outside of town that Hannah coming over is often out of the question, so I rarely have to make excuses. In fact, it’s a relief we almost always wind up at her house—or, at least, we used to, up until recent weeks.

I push away the panic slithering through me at the thought, the one that’s been eating at me lately that I haven’t allowed to take full shape till now. Hannah not meeting me after school like she said she would, disappearing from class and never coming back… This is not the first warning flag, just the biggest. It’s tied to feeling that, in the last few weeks, Hannah’s been pulling away—always having something going on outside of school so I can never go over to her house, but also not wanting to come to my house either.

I get why she wouldn’t want to come here given how much nicer her place is in comparison, but even last week, when I grew desperate enough to ask her over because I wanted to make sure she and I were okay, Hannah had made every excuse in the book not to come, though she hadn’t been able to look me in the eye as she did.

So maybe it’s not my dirty house she’s been trying to avoid.

Maybe it’s me.

But this time, my house isn’t just messy; it looks like it’s been ransacked. To my left, kitchen drawers have been ripped free and placed in haphazard stacks on the floor, their contents tumbling down the sides. Cupboard doors hang open with boxed pasta and canned green beans scattered across the counter. To my right, the dining room table’s been pushed off-center, chairs askew. And in front of me, the medicine cabinet outside the small bathroom has barfed tiny pill bottles and boxes of Band-Aids onto the floor.

I slip my hand into Kyle’s, who’s scooted in close.

“What happened?” I ask, and thankfully Mom’s need to talk overrides her annoyance at being asked another question.

“Bad men,” Kyle whispers, at the same time Mom answers, “Police search. Don’t know what they think they were looking for.” Her lips are thin, and I realize I haven’t seen my mother this unmade since the last time she’d stayed in bed for over a week. That was a few months ago, when I’d only catch glimpses of her holed up in my parents’ bedroom, her washed-out face and sad eyes trained on yet another episode of Outlander when she should’ve been at work.

Mom runs Shazam!’s makeup counter, at the local beauty supply store in the next town over, which means that showing up with a full face of makeup and selling it is quite literally her job, one she usually takes very seriously. But this last time—just like every other time when I’d start to get more worried and think she wouldn’t get better—she had once again reemerged, all done up. I’d never felt so relieved to see that many shades of pink.

I realize I’ve been staring when Mom snaps, “Don’t just stand there. Help clean this mess up.”

“Do I have to?” Kyle asks, his large eyes staring up at me. I want to run and get him a tissue, but I’m strangely nervous to move, like this is a crime scene and I’ll destroy evidence of a break-in. But of course, it’s the police who made this disaster, so there’s no one to call and report this to.

The sharp lines of Mom’s face soften as she looks down at Kyle. “No, sweet. Why don’t you go play with your LEGOs, and Em will bring you a snack in a bit, okay?”

Kyle releases my hand with a soft “Yeah, okay,” then runs his sleeve across his nose, smearing the snot before shuffling away. Kyle never shuffles, usually hurtling himself around like a pinball, but the whole house feels stifled somehow, like having our possessions tossed in all directions has dampened everything.

Watching him retreat, I hear Kyle’s “bad men” response echo in my head. So he was in the house when the police came.

“They must’ve just left,” Mom’s saying about the cops, one hand on her hip, the other pushing hair from her eyes. “God only knows what they took,” and I recall the way she’d searched the driveway when we’d pulled in.

My insides warm. Who’d been through our house, then? Just the police? More people? They must’ve seen how filthy it is. I hadn’t known they were coming, hadn’t cleaned anything…

It’s an absurd thought, which registers immediately. The police tore apart our house and arrested my father. Our home’s level of tidiness hardly matters. Still, I can’t shake my lingering embarrassment.

Gesturing at my backpack, I mumble, “I’m gonna…,” then wait till Mom nods.

“Hurry up,” she says.

As I make for my room, I pass through the dining area. The doors to the hutch stand open, the dishes shoved aside. Even the silverware drawer looks attacked, forks tumbling into the spoon section. The small bookshelf where the mail lives has been pushed away from the wall, exposing cobwebs and piles of dust that make my skin crawl. The metal doors of the wood stove also stand open, dusty ashes from inside now scattered across the dining room floor.

What were they looking for? I step around the ashes and right the candle in the center of the table before glancing through the doorway into Mom and Dad’s room. I pause midstep. A blank space yawns where Mom’s home computer usually sits. My heart, already weighed down by all the chaos, grows as heavy as my backpack. The police took it?

On the far corner of the dining table, I find my answer on a sheet of paper with the Prosper Police Department crest on top and a list below labeled ITEMS SEIZED.

The paper trembles as I scan the list:


	—1 desktop computer (Dell), plus monitor, owner: family

	—1 cell phone (iPhone), owner: Brian Clark

	
—1 laptop (HP), owner: Brian Clark

	—1 tablet (iPad), owner: Stirling Community College; user: Brian Clark

	—19 file folders, contents writing and paperwork of Brian Clark



So they’d also been in Dad’s upstairs office and taken all his things.

Then, at the bottom of the page, the last item steals the warmth from my bones:


	—1 diary, owner: daughter



Two thoughts rise in a bubble of dread: Diary? What diary? and Did they not know my name or just couldn’t remember it? As if that’s even the point.

Then the image of a journal flashes in my head, the one my aunt Jane gave me two birthdays ago.

Oh no.

“What’s that?” Mom demands from behind me.

I jump, jamming the police form into the front pocket of my jeans where it turns into a spiky wad. “Nothing, just trash. Um, I’m gonna go put down my backpack.”

She crosses her arms. “You said that already. So hurry up.”

“Yeah, I did! Be right back!” My voice is too high, false-bright, but Mom doesn’t comment.

My journal can’t be gone. Still, I need to make sure.

Sprinting away, I pass the living room with two couches’ worth of displaced cushions and an upended rug whose corner’s been flipped in a loop. My fingers itch to fix the cushions, flatten the rug against the floorboards, but I fly past, the balled-up list in my pocket pressing with insistence against my thigh. I blow past Kyle’s room, where, startled, he looks up from his LEGO pile, a spaceship and Benny frozen in his grip, but I’m already taking the stairs two at a time before hauling left and catapulting through my doorway.

I skid to a stop on the smooth, varnished floor that’s unique to my room. Easing my backpack to the ground, I take in the space—the slanted ceiling where it hangs low over my bed, then rises at a steep pitch across the room; the furniture and floor—before finally locking eyes on the far wall where my Corey Starr concert poster hangs. Hannah gave it to me for my half-birthday in February, something she insisted we celebrate for each other since we both have August birthdays and she hadn’t moved here till early September.

This room is my space. My safe space.

Someone’s been in here, too.

If the open dresser drawers aren’t evidence enough, my bedding gives it away, comforter loose and crumpled, though I’m absolutely certain I’d tucked those bedsheet corners in snug before scrambling to catch the bus this morning.

My bookshelf’s been messed with as well, the books I’d so carefully alphabetized no longer in order, instead stuffed back in at random, now perpendicular to the still-shelved ones. The potted succulent Hannah had also brought to school for my half-birthday—that we’d named Hector and I’d carried with embarrassed pride from class to class all day—sits in a pile of spilled sand.

Yet, unlike downstairs, whoever was in here had tried, if in haste, to piece the plant back together, close dresser drawers, and remake my bed. I picture a cop bumping the small gold pot, then throwing out a Hail Mary hand and catching it right before it could explode across the floor. In the process, they’d sent loose sand flying in all directions, sand that’s now scattered across the floorboards, piled deep in the cracks and overflowing in parts like small mounds of dusty Sahara. It’s also covering the top of the bookshelf, finger marks raked through the half-swept sand. I try to scoop some of this sand back inside the pot, but most of it rains onto the floor. Do succulents need their roots covered to survive?

My bones hum with panic. It’s so filthy in here. Everything is. Crap all over the place. It’ll take forever to clean. Just my room, let alone the entire house!

At least Hector’s safe, I tell myself, squeezing the gold pot to my chest so I don’t start crying. My gaze drifts to my window past the scratchy tree to the muddy cow fields surrounding the house.

Swallowing my dread, I turn, nudging my backpack aside with my foot. My mini duffel’s no longer parallel to the wall, zipper only halfway up. From across the room, I can tell by the lumps inside that it’s also been rifled through, not carefully packed like how I’d done it when I’d placed each item inside one by one over the past week.

Setting Hector down, I crouch beside the duffel, running my fingers over the soft fabric of my Corey Starr concert T-shirt that’s sticking out. I’d saved up over three months’ allowance for this shirt so Hannah and I could match, and yesterday after school we’d done a small dance together over FaceTime, celebrating the small miracle of them arriving just in time for the egg-dyeing party. Last night I’d cut off its price tags and gently removed the poke-y plastic bit stuck in the fabric, setting the pieces in my otherwise empty trash can. Below the shirt, I hear the crinkle of the candy bags and cookie package, then Justin’s gorgeous, smirking face appears in my mind. Guess they’ll all have a great time tonight without me.

Will Hannah be there? Will they all know why I’m not coming?

Tears spring to my eyes as I drop the shirt and rise to face my rumpled bed, then my nightstand. Though the top drawer is mostly closed, a traitorous inch proves the drawer’s been opened because I’d never leave it like that. Gaps creep me out, along with cracks or bizarre clusters of holes like honeycombs. On top of the nightstand, my lamp sits at an odd angle, the seam of the lampshade now facing out. My book, Grimm Tales—an illustrated collection of original Brothers Grimm fairy tales—is no longer parallel to the nightstand’s edges like I’d left it.

Closing the distance, I rotate the lampshade and straighten the book, then pull open the drawer.

It’s just as I feared. My mini book lamp, metal pencil tin with its rainbow of highlighters, pens, freshly sharpened pencils, and army of bookmarks all look disturbed, moved, touched.

I slam the drawer shut, moving on to the next one. It’s the same. Though my stack of library books and tiny glass bowl full of paper clips and thumbtacks are still inside, it’s all been touched.

Most important of all, my journal’s gone, the one the police called a diary.

But it’s just full of random fairy tales I wrote. Nothing important, I tell myself, even as my stomach churns with heat. And the pages I ripped out… But they can’t possibly know.

Despite the fact that it’s clearly gone, I dig through the nightstand anyway, then cross to the dresser, searching every disheveled drawer before returning to my bed, straining to lift the mattress to eye level and in the process almost whacking my head on the sloped ceiling. It’s not there. My journal is gone. The police really did take it, then.

I think back, knowing the offending pages don’t exist anymore, that there’s nothing besides the gaping hole of torn paper, but maybe the police could somehow know what those pages had held, what I’d written, and that’s why they’d taken the journal as evidence. Or—panic descends from the sky—maybe they’d somehow thought the fairy tales were true.

But they couldn’t think that. Even so, I search back in my mind over the many months of writing out draft after draft of each fairy tale onto scratch paper, then carefully transcribing the perfect final copy into the journal, word by precious word, before tossing the latest rough draft in the trash as shredded confetti.

They’re fairy tales, nothing real.

The panic’s smothering me now, and I drop the mattress I’m still holding. Something clatters to the floor by my pillow, and only then do I remember what I’d hidden under there.

Oh my god.

Scooting the bed away from the wall, I’m for once not concerned about scraping my varnished floors as I dive behind the bed and grope around. At last, my hand closes around the plastic hilt, and I pull it free, examining the serrated blade of the small knife I keep under my pillow. They didn’t find this. They wouldn’t know. How could I have explained?

My vision darkens, and I fight to suck in air. The room spins—my beautiful, immaculate room with its glistening floors and neatly packed drawers, all torn up because the police were in here searching, taking computers and journals full of ridiculous fairy tales that weren’t theirs to take.

And Hannah…? Where’d she go today?

Hot tears squeeze from my eyes. She just disappeared and didn’t return, so Mom came instead with her unmade eyes and Kyle gripping Benny too tightly. Now Dad’s in jail and the inside of my house looks like a bomb went off.

I squeeze the knife as the tears come fast.

Hannah, where’d you go?

Pressing my eyes shut, I gulp in huge pockets of air, trying to steady my ragged breath and shove away the crowding thoughts, but they’re coming so fast.

The doorbell rings, and my eyes fly open. It rings again, and I hear the distant crack of floorboards as Mom heads to answer it. I dash across the room and shove the knife deep into my duffel, then spread the Corey shirt back over the top for good measure. Dragging my fists across my eyes, I wipe them free of all traitorous tears. I take one more glance at the impossible mess surrounding me, then hurry for the stairs.

Because anyone coming over right now can’t be good.






You remember life before Hannah

You remember almost three years ago when you moved to Prosper and became the new girl in a claustrophobically tiny junior high. Though you had no previous schools to compare it to, unlike the bustling sea of the city, here you were a small fish in an even smaller pond.

You remember that first day when several of your seventhgrade classmates surrounded you at lunch and rapid-fired questions at you—Where are you from? What’s San Francisco like? What street did you move to?—but after that first day, their interest in you had evaporated like raindrops on a hot sidewalk, and they’d deemed you no one special. Back then you’d had such high hopes for junior high: to be surrounded by kind, like-minded peers who’d accept you, admire you, even. Yet the one person you hung out with was another outcast named Robyn, though she wasn’t in any of your advanced classes and you had little in common.

But then you remember the day your only friend, brimming with excitement, told you her family was moving to Idaho. Her words pounded over you, heavy as a raging waterfall.

You remember the first lunch without Robyn, the sinking feeling in your gut when she wasn’t waiting for you near the painted eagle mascot, and you remember thinking you would’ve done anything to see her face once more. Each lunch period, as everyone else claimed their picnic tables, you remember settling beside a spidery cinder-block wall and reading every fairy tale retelling you could get your hands on from the dusty library on Main Street.

But then you discovered the school library—a shared building between the junior high and high schools.

You remember the first time you wandered past the library door and saw kind, elderly Ms. Patterson sitting at her desk. And when she caught you staring, you remember how she had beckoned you inside, beaming her radiant smile at you. You remember how, from that moment on, the library became your lunchtime refuge, how Ms. P was always waiting an extra fifteen minutes to see if anyone—you—would wander in again. And since you always did, she’d stay at her desk with you and eat the food she’d packed instead of leaving for the teachers’ lounge.

Then you remember when, at the beginning of freshman year, Ms. P was out sick for a week, and her substitute had locked up the library during lunch. You remember pulling hard on the door like a little kid, but it wouldn’t budge, which made your chest squeeze with a tight pang of panic that felt like a heart attack.

You remember wandering back outside, the heavy weight of your bagged lunch and the school library book you’d wanted to exchange weighing you down, feeling pathetic for once again having no place to go. You were in high school now. The landscape of the school grounds had changed—different picnic tables—as had your rank as freshman, but really, nothing else had. Again, you wondered, had homeschool truly been so bad?

At last you remember sitting by a small crab-apple tree next to a trash can and trying to pretend like you didn’t mind the smell of sunbaked garbage or the fact that everyone was staring—especially after you put your hand through a rotten crab apple and several girls from your advanced biology class had erupted in laughter.

You remember that week of school being torture without Ms. P, even though you knew that, as kind as she was, she didn’t quite count as a friend—the whole week dragging by like a recurring nightmare…

Until that unassuming Thursday when she showed up: Hannah Garber, the newest new girl.

Your savior come at last.






stranger

The color purple is the first thing I notice about the person standing at our front door. It’s Plum Jacket Woman from the schoolyard, I realize, the one who’d watched our car drive away. Here she is again with the same flushed cheeks, except now she’s wearing a calculating expression as she peers at Mom like a barrier she’ll need to puzzle her way around.

It’s begun to rain. Dark spots mark the woman’s coat, and her hair bun is beaded with droplets, but if the tension in Mom’s shoulders is any indication, this woman won’t have any luck entering our house today.

I should’ve known it was a stranger because only strangers come to our front door. It’s made of solid oak and swells more with every rainstorm, which is almost constantly in our damp, foggy town, so the door’s near impossible to open and close well. And given the overgrown grass and scraggly plants choking the brick stoop—not to mention the explosion of spiderwebs across every pane of glass lining either side of the entryway—it should be obvious that this isn’t our main entrance.

I step off the last stair and, behind the cover of the front door, gently close the door to Kyle’s room without looking in. This reappearing woman can only mean more trouble.

“Kathleen MacNamara.” The woman emphasizes her name, as if repeating herself. “I’m a social worker here in Stirling County, and I’m here to speak with you and your children, Emma and Kyle?” Her gaze flits past Mom and around the door to where I stand, frozen.

A social worker here to talk to us. Definitely not good. My thumb runs over the front pocket of my jeans, feeling the bulge of the crumpled police form, which I only now realize I forgot to hide.

Kathleen’s eyes haven’t left me. “In fact,” she continues, “I tried to catch you and Emma before school let out today, but I must’ve just missed you both.” She smiles pleasantly, holding out what I realize is an ID badge, though Mom doesn’t take it.

Mom’s return smile looks strained, but maybe it’s because I know what to look for. “Now’s not a good time.” Mom tries to close the door, but Kathleen stops it with a dainty-looking shoe before it can shut. Still, I’m shocked. I’ve never seen Mom shut the door in anyone’s face before. Artificial smile or not, she’s normally much better at performing in front of strangers.

Into the gap, Kathleen says, “I’m sorry to do this, Mrs. Clark, but I must insist. I have a court order signed by a judge, allowing me to enter your home and speak with you and your children. Now, if you would please let me in?” It’s another one of her question-not-questions, which Mom must hear, because she releases her hold on the door with a tired sigh. Then Kathleen’s inside our house, closing the door behind her, though it takes a few tries because of the swollen doorframe. When it’s at last shut and we’re all crammed together in the small entryway, I’m beyond regretful at having come down to investigate.

It begins to rain in earnest outside as Kathleen produces a folded sheet of paper. She hands it to Mom, who frowns down at it while Kathleen takes in the living room mess. I notice how well her manicured nails match her jacket, how the scarf she’s wearing looks like a falling-leaves speed-painting project, and how tightly her leather briefcase is tucked under one arm. She turns to me then, her face breaking into another warm smile, but I don’t trust it. I don’t want her here witnessing my house in this condition, let alone following me home from school like a spy and cornering us like this. What information is she trying to gather with her court order? More important, what information would she be willing to use against me, against my family? My instincts say: everything.

Be careful.

“Emma?” Kathleen asks, though she must already know it’s me. I nod once while in my head I command, Don’t drop your guard for a second.

Mom passes the paper back to Kathleen. “Well.” Mom’s tone has shifted to almost cordial, and I realize with relief that she’s at last registered the severity of all this. “We can talk in here.” Mom’s gesturing to the living room disaster with a huff of a mirthless laugh. “If we can find somewhere to sit.”

But Kathleen’s already shaking her head. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Clark, but I must speak to the children individually. First Emma, then Kyle, then you. All right?”

Mom’s expression hardens even as Kathleen adds, “It’s all part of official protocol, I assure you.”

Mom turns her dark gaze on me, but Kathleen speaks first. “Emma, let’s talk in your room, if that’s okay with you?”

The knife. A jolt of alarm zaps through me before I remember it’s hidden. Kathleen can’t possibly know where, let alone that it even exists. Then I feel the weight of the police form in my pocket. I need to get rid of that as well, just in case. Give her nothing.

I realize Kathleen’s waiting for a response, so I jab a thumb behind me. “Um, sure. It’s up here.”

I know good manners would dictate climbing the stairs together, me a few steps ahead, but I don’t have that luxury. Instead I turn, heart thundering, and race up the stairs two at a time. They’re old and narrow and slippery as hell, so I know it’ll take her a bit longer to make the journey, which should buy me a few extra seconds.

Bursting into my room, I shove the balled-up form into my duffel, then zip it all the way shut, squeezing the zipper with my fingers as it closes to minimize the sound. I drop the duffel just as Kathleen’s head surfaces from the stairwell, face turned in my direction, hand sliding gingerly up the handrail. Her shiny shoes look even more delicate against our rough wooden floors as she clears the landing.

I wish I’d thought to close the other doors in the hallway as I watch her take in the surrounding rooms, a horrifying mess even before what the police did to them—the bathroom a heap of toiletries and towels, Dad’s office with his laptop gone and his filing cabinet a wreck of drawers, and the guest bedroom with its unmade bed clearly visible.

I kick the duffel against the wall for good measure, then hover, feeling awkward. By now, Kathleen’s replaced her observing face with her pleasant one as she nears my room.

Sand sticks to my shoes, the grit making me shudder, as I back up, letting her enter. “The police,” I say, crossing my arms and hunching in on myself as we both look around. “It’s not normally this dirty.” I pray she notes that in her report.

Kathleen eyes the room, surprise lighting her face. The walls are bright lavender in here, unlike the dingy wallpaper everywhere else that’s bubbled and torn from the foundation settling. And whereas the rest of the house has dull, splintered floors, mine are sanded smooth and glossy with varnish.

“May I?” Kathleen gestures to my rumpled bed. “May I sit down?” she clarifies.

“Oh. Uh, sure.” I’m hovering again, wondering if I should close the door or sit next to her on the bed. Clearly Kathleen wants to talk in private, but I don’t want to shut us in my room, and sitting beside her would feel far too intimate.

“Emma,” Kathleen begins, settling onto my comforter while leaning forward because of the slanty ceiling. “Do you know why I’m here?”

I glance toward my duffel once, twice, before giving up and sitting cross-legged on the floor next to a small Sahara sandpile. “Because my dad got arrested?” Saying it aloud feels harsh and still so unreal. Turning away, I focus instead on my fingers plowing sand into the nearest floorboard crack even though it means I’ll have to vacuum out every grain of it later, at least once. I also know I should be salvaging as much sand for Hector as I can, but I can’t stop myself now that I’ve started.

“That’s part of it, sure,” Kathleen says, matter-of-fact. “I’m a social worker. Do you know what we do?”

“You… help people?” I say it because I know it’s what she wants to hear. I’m rewarded with an earnest nod.

“That’s right, and I’m here to help you. Your father’s been arrested, and because of the nature of the allegations against him, I need to ask you a few questions. Though some of these questions may be uncomfortable to answer, understand they’re important and that I have to ask them. That there’s a reason I’m asking them, Emma, okay?”

“And I have to answer your questions?” I blurt out, heat flooding my face. Why would I ask this woman that, with her court order and badge? Of course I have to. Besides, do I want her to file me as “uncooperative” like she may already do for Mom?

I glance up, expecting a frown, but her pleasant expression hasn’t changed.

“Yes, legally you do have to answer,” Kathleen says, “and I ask that you cooperate fully so I can help you, okay? I can only help if you let me.”

I try not to notice her elbow on my nightstand that’s pushing my book off-center, but my eyes fixate on it, even as she pulls a folder and pen from her briefcase, consulting some papers.

“Okay, Emma, let’s start with your father. What’s your relationship with him like?”

I swallow hard, stomach lurching.

“Uh, good,” I say, sounding like Kyle, which is to say six years old.

She nods, encouraging, but I don’t elaborate. “Could you expand on that, please?” she prompts. “How does your father treat you?”

“He treats us great,” I say too loudly, too quickly. “He’s a great guy, a great dad.” Could I say “great” any more times?

She pauses, making some notes on her paper, seeming to wait for more. When I don’t offer anything up, she asks, “And your mother?”

Pause. “Mom’s… harder to warm up, but she cares about me. Me and Kyle. She’s so good with him. Very loving.” I only hope the answer doesn’t sound forced, because it’s true. Mom’s a good mom. She tries.

More nods from Kathleen, and then she leans forward. “Emma, have either of your parents ever hurt you or Kyle? Verbally, physically?” Her eyes find mine on the last word, her expression unwavering, and I tear my gaze away.

Be careful, my brain repeats. She’s monitoring. Every. Word.

But it’s more than that. Kathleen looks like she already knows the answer. Or thinks she does, at least, which sends sparks of annoyed panic through my blood. Because how could she possibly?

In a sudden rush, I wonder if Hannah’s talked to Kathleen too. If Hannah’s told her anything, like about the splinter incident. Because it wasn’t like that. Not like Hannah had made it out to be. My dad was just trying to take care of me—to be a good father—and he had, no matter what Hannah thought.






You remember splinters

You remember the summer before you started seventh grade, just after you moved to Prosper. You’d rushed barefoot up the stairs and skidded to a stop in your room, where a thick splinter the size of a toothpick pierced your big toe, driving in a full inch. Hot with shock, you dropped to the floor and stared in horror at the sliver of wood pushed deep under your skin, only just visible like a rigid worm.

You remember hobbling downstairs, calling out in desperation for your father since your mother and little brother had gone out. As you did, blood surged across the upturned pad of your foot and dripped down the side, marking a small trail behind you. Your father, meanwhile, had sprung from his room where he’d been napping and rushed into the dining room to meet you. There he held your foot, examining the wound as you sat in a chair and shivered from the blossoming pain.

You remember his words: This is going to hurt, and his forearm pressed tightly against your calf, pinning your foot against the table. All the while, you faced away, gritting your teeth and trying to balance like a clumsy flamingo. You remember him dipping an X-Acto knife in rubbing alcohol, and then, with the concentration of a true surgeon, slitting open the skin of your big toe along the length of the splinter. You remember his painstaking gentleness as he extracted the thick shard of pine from the cavernous cut, working to remove any remaining fragments.

Even though the extraction had hurt much more than you would ever admit, you remember the deep sense of gratitude you felt for your father, who had known just what to do: disinfect the wound, run a line of ointment across the gauze square, and press the large Band-Aid in a firm but gentle hand around your toe so that you hardly even flinched, following it all up with several lengths of medical tape.

You remember him helping you mount the stairs and slip your injured foot into a sock. Only after he’d done this did he survey your room and the offending floor with crossed arms and the proclamation: This floor’s not safe. We’ll need to get you a rug.

And even though, days later on YouTube, you found a more permanent solution with floor sanding, you remember how much his concern had meant to you. Because in his actions and his words, all you could hear was the promise behind them:

I am your father. I will always keep you safe.






accusations

Have either of your parents ever hurt you or Kyle?… Physically?”

I shake my head fast at Kathleen’s question, even as the memory flashes through my mind—of Hannah’s face twisting in horror when I told her about Dad removing the splinter on his own. Up to that point I’d been proud of his response, but her expression had wilted the boast right off my face. Why didn’t he bring you to the doctor? she’d asked, horrified.

Sure, a doctor’s office—bright, clean, and full of numbing creams—would have been preferable, but it wasn’t a visit we could easily afford. Besides, Dad had taken care of it, and wasn’t that all that really mattered? And yet, if even Hannah hadn’t understood that he was just doing his best, how am I supposed to make Kathleen, an adult stranger, see that now? What chance do I have to convince her that he’s a sound father, that he’s innocent, especially with the possibility that Hannah may have already convinced Kathleen that he’s not? Can’t any story—any memory—be twisted to make the person in that memory look bad?

“No, Mom and Dad have never hurt us,” I say in a steady voice, hoping to erase any doubt and trying like hell to squash the irritation-edged fear in my voice. “Verbally or physically.”

Kathleen nods, writing something down, then directs her next question to her papers. “Do you understand the nature of the crimes your father has been accused of, Emma?”

I almost nod, but then I realize no one’s actually told me anything definitive, only what I’ve sort of pieced together myself. I think of Mom’s bloodshot eyes in the rearview mirror. “Not really. Mom’s been too upset to talk about it.”

“That’s understandable.” Kathleen leans forward. “Well, Emma, your father’s been accused of being ‘inappropriate’ with a minor, touching them in a sexual and criminal way. Were you aware of this?”

I still, insides thrumming with heat, then shake my head hard.

She scribbles something. “Okay. Has your father ever been inappropriate with you, Emma?”

“No. Never inappropriate,” I say, feeling suddenly dizzy from all this head shaking.

“Are you sure, Emma? This is very important. Do you understand how important this is?”

“Yes,” I say, firm. “I understand. And I’m sure. Very, very sure.”

Kathleen nods again, but it’s a disbelieving sort of nod, and in a flash I hate her. Why ask all these questions if she’s not even going to believe me when I answer her?

“Okay,” she continues, oblivious to my inner outburst. “Have you ever witnessed your father behaving inappropriately with anyone else? Acting in a way he shouldn’t?”

For the first time since Mom told me he’d been arrested, I imagine Dad sitting in jail and wonder if he’s sad, if he’s wearing an orange jumpsuit or his regular clothes. The image overwhelms me. “No,” I choke out, just above a whisper. “Never.”

Kathleen pauses the length of a mile, and I know I’m not doing enough to persuade her. But, at last, she moves on to her next question, asking if I’ve ever felt scared or nervous around my parents.

I tell her no, that I never have, that they’re amazing parents, very caring. “She’s just really stressed,” I say regarding Mom, and for some idiotic reason I almost tear up. All I want is for Kathleen to know that Mom’s not a bad mom, that even though our house isn’t sparkling clean, Mom tries. She does. “She yells sometimes,” I add, because no parent is perfect. Because whose parent doesn’t have a temper that occasionally trips over itself and rages out of control? “But not all the time,” I insist, hoping I haven’t gone too far.

A sudden fear strikes me. Is Kathleen here to take Kyle and me away?

I hesitate, trying to figure out how to shape this into a manageable question. “What’s going to happen to my dad?” I blurt out instead, a fear that’s been hammering my brain all afternoon, but one I knew better than to ask Mom.

Kathleen takes her time answering, readjusting her scarf, her hair bun dangerously close to the slanted ceiling. “Well, right now he’s going through the booking process at the county jail. He’ll be fingerprinted and photographed, and presumably meet with a lawyer. Then he may be released on bail and, in that case, get to come home, most likely tonight. That’s why I’m here. To make sure it’s okay that he comes home, though of course he wouldn’t be allowed to enter either your room or Kyle’s, and he couldn’t be left alone with either of you, along with some other rules.”
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