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For Avery and Addison, my muses. 



 

 

 

1. 
 

 

 

 

 

It was in the early hours of my sixteenth birthday that a thought rolled around in my head, 

keeping me awake until I was willing to accept it—that I, Clara Gaber, was completely average 

in every way.  

Mediocre at best, I was a solid C+ student that could occasionally reach a B depending 

on the subject matter or the help I got from my parents or friends that week. Dull brown hair 

without any natural highlights and a mother who believed in emphasizing natural beauty rather 

than salon visits. Skin with two tones: pale and sunburned.  

I rolled a lock of hair between two fingers until a single strand hung out beyond my 

fingertips. With my free hand I reached up and carefully pinched the hair, and used the other to 

grab and peel back the split end like a microscopic banana. Whether it was merely a habit or 

some personal grooming instinct didn’t matter to me. It was comforting, and better than chewing 

on my hair like some others who had already solidified their high school classification of 

“freak.” 

Laying flat on my back while peeling away at the split ends, I first wrestled with the 

thought of my mediocrity but then grew to enjoy it. I thought about the year before, after weeks 

of busting myself with homework and studying, I had somehow miraculously gotten an A for my 

end-of-semester project in English. It was during the fall semester and I had come into the school 

year determined to earn my spot in Hunter High School—to show all those brainiacs I belonged 

there just as much as they did even though they tested in and I was grandfathered in from Hunter 

Elementary.  

I wanted to prove that I could do what they did so naturally.  

So I committed myself. Sure, I missed out on time with my friends, every television 

show I liked, and basically dropped off the face of the earth for the better part of the season, but I 



earned that A. I did mental victory laps all through the holidays, and watched as my parents put 

my report card up on the fridge and, for the first time ever, I didn’t take it down immediately.  

I left it up until the first day of the next semester. I had walked into English class and 

realized for the first time that teachers swap stories with one another. When Ms. Hutchinson 

called my name and I responded she looked up, nodded and said, “Ah, Miss Gaber. I’ll be 

expecting A’s from you every time, now that we know your capability.” 

Screw that, I thought. I took the report card down immediately when I got home. 

“Clara, what’s wrong?” My mom was sitting in the kitchen sketching something when I 

less-than-smoothly removed the card and sent magnets flying like shrapnel.  

“Nothing, lets just forget this ever happened, okay?” I lifted the report card up, neatly 

folded it and then placed it in the trashcan.  

“Okay,” she said as I walked out of the kitchen and back to my room without a single 

shred of intention to do homework.  

For a few weeks my work in class came back with both grades and commentary. “You 

can do better than this,” “Disappointing,” “Put some effort in,” all written in red and circled near 

the top of the page. Then finally, they disappeared and only the red C or C+ remained. 

Sometimes even a B, but Ms. Hutchinson had already learned not to get her hopes up with me.  

I lay in bed, peeling back as many split ends as I could find as the muffled sounds of 

Central Park West coming alive reached my 18th floor window. The yellow light was spreading 

across my bedroom floor when I realized there was nothing wrong with mediocrity. We can’t all 

be special or excellent or within the highest percentile. That would throw the whole high school 

intellectual caste system off. And who wants that?  

I was average, and that was okay. That meant no one would expect much from me. And 

I could live with that.  

The more I rolled the thought over my tongue, the better it tasted. My parents never 

pushed me too hard at academics, so they wouldn’t care. The only people who pushed me were 

myself, teachers unfamiliar with my work, and my friend Alli. She had her mind made up that 

we were going to go on to be college roommates and lifelong friends. The chink in that chain of 

thought was the fact I was never going to get into the type of college she intended to apply to. So 

she pushed. She would call it “supporting” or “encouraging”, but those with the best intentions 

tend to put that sort of spin on it.  

 A string of hair came loose and fell from my fingers straight into my eye, making me jerk 

up into a sitting position. I lifted my eyelid while wiping a finger on the opposite leg to clean it 



off before sliding it across the swampy surface of my eyeball. I got the hair and a strand of eye 

goober.  

 “That’s hot,” I said, shaking my head a bit. 

Speaking of which: My focus wandered to my opened laptop across the room. I 

stumbled over and tapped it to wake up. I thought of a better way to start the first day of my 

sixteenth year. Dave Shaw… who was not at all mediocre. 

I tapped in the first few letters of the URL and my Internet browser did the rest from 

memory. I went straight to Dave’s Facebook page, which had changed a bit since last night.  

His new profile pic was blurry and cast with deep shadows and highlights emphasizing 

the sharp turn of his angular jaw and the deep creases his cheeks formed when smiling—a 

rebellion against dimples.  

 At the top of the page was a new comment left in the middle of the night. “Hey, Hotness! 

What are you up to this weekend? –Trisch” 

 Trischa Fitzgerald always signed her posts even though it was completely redundant. But 

that’s what Trischa was, redundancy manifested in the form of a blonde and bronzed beauty 

somehow excused from the pit falls of puberty. She was beautiful. She was worshipped. She 

probably didn’t have split ends. And she was endlessly coming onto Dave.  

 I hated her.  

 Just below her comment was a new link to Dave’s blog, which I also frequently e-stalked. 

 A new video clip was posted, along with a moment-by-moment recap of the Mumford 

and Sons concert from the night before. Dave and his best friend Cole somehow got into these 

shows despite the fact they were both underage and the shows usually fell on school nights. They 

were passionate about music and documented their finds and evolving tastes on Dave’s blog.  

 The post started with a video clip undoubtedly recorded with Dave’s phone.  The video 

bounced with the jolts of a nearby crowd and rhythmic kicks of a bass drum. I sunk into it, 

imagining what it would be like if I had been there with him, being consumed by the music. I 

imagined his body heat and how closely the crowd would pack us together. It was a fantasy I 

allowed myself to roam freely through on a daily, sometimes hourly, basis.  

 But that’s why I spent so much time on his page or blog, and downloaded the music he 

seemed passionate about—to help populate the fantasy since in reality someone as average as 

myself could never make the social climb up Hunter’s hierarchy to reach Dave, let alone 

experience him in person. Even if I did get close to him, I wouldn’t know what to do with 

myself. I always buckled under pressure. My throat would clamp down on my breath whenever I 

felt put on the spot. My muscles would lock and I would suddenly feel woozy.  



 It was undoubtedly a built-in, protective measure my body took to prevent me from ever 

rising to the occasion or coming to anyone’s rescue, including my own. In the context of High 

School, it kept me invisible for the most part. 

Invisibility was a gift though, in my opinion. Others wanted the limelight or to be within 

the revered inner circle of popularity. They would trip over each other to get there, day in and 

day out. But the thought of having everyone’s eyes on you every time you walked down the hall, 

noting what you were wearing, who you were walking with and either trying to mimic it or tear 

it down… that all scared the crap out of me.  

 For every moment one girl in our class sat at the peak of popularity, there were at least 

three girls plotting how to make her fall from it and take her place. The thought of ever actually 

making it to the peak and having so much attention on me behind my back seemed way too 

creepy. The thought made me cringe. 

 Granted, that was the only way to Dave, who rested at the peak naturally since really it 

was the girls—their jealousy and desire—that ran the popularity machine. Elevate a guy enough 

and suddenly he’s unattainable for the rest of your friends. It’s a “If I can’t have him, you can’t 

have him either,” mentality. Little did Dave know he had the Sophomore class girls (and some 

Juniors) to thank for his single status, which was fine by me. 

A muffled whispering and laughter floated under my door from the hall as I heard the 

knob turn and the door creep open.  

 “Wake up, Caterpillar… Oh.” My mom’s head came in from the opened door looking for 

me. “Clara, how long have you been awake?” 

 Without looking, I closed the tab to hide Dave’s blog. 

 “Awhile… Algebra… I, uh… hadn’t finished it and…” I didn’t even need to complete 

the lie since Mom’s focus drifted quickly. 

 “Clara, your room is disgusting. How you can live like this is beyond me.” 

Light from the hallway spilled into my room as she opened the door all the way. She 

scooped down and picked up a few scattered items of clothing off the floor, clean or dirty was 

anybody’s guess. I had a tendency of leaving a trail in my wake wherever I went.  

 “I’m almost too embarrassed to let your…” 

 “Hey, Sweet Pea!” 

 “…Aunt see your room in this state.” 

 I jumped up from my desk at the sight of Aunt Grace’s head popping out from behind the 

doorway. She had lived with us for over a year when I was younger, so I grew up thinking of her 

more as a sister than an aunt. But now she was constantly traveling and although she never called 



to confirm a visit, it had become a pattern that she would, at some point, materialize around my 

birthday. 

 Her smile stretched her curved lips in a big grin, and her arms opened wide for me. 

Whenever we hugged, she would squeeze just a bit tighter than most and pick me up slightly. It 

always reminded me of when she would lift me up into the air by my underarms as a kid before 

pulling me into a hug. 

 “But something tells me if she had a room of her own, it would look similar to this,” 

Mom said, still wandering around the room picking up stray clothing, giving them a quick sniff 

to decide whether they were going on top of the dresser for folding or straight in the hamper.  

 I let go of Aunt Grace and pulled back, looking at her new, cropped hairstyle. “This 

seems a little tame for you.” 

 She grinned as she pulled her hand through her straightened, chestnut hair, which fell 

right back into place.  

 “Yeah, well… sometimes it’s better to blend into the background a bit more,” she said, 

tussling my long brown, ratted hair.  

 Mom flipped on a few lamps around the room and then I caught it, a glint off the side of 

Aunt Grace’s face as the light bounced and swam back into the room. 

 “What’s this?” My tone was teasing as I flicked the side of her nose. “Dad’s gonna be 

pissed.” 

 “And that’s exactly what I thought when the guy was piercing me… anything to piss 

Chris off.” 

 “It goes well with your tattoo, though.” I poked my finger at the barcode tattoo she had 

on the inside of her left arm.  

 “Yeah, well… your Dad can’t really judge that since your Mom has one too.” 

 It was true. Both Aunt Grace and Mom had similar barcode tattoos on the inside of the 

left arms, seemingly uncharacteristic for my mom, but totally appropriate for Aunt Grace. When 

I asked Mom about it as a kid she just laughed and said they were both young when they decided 

to get them.  

 Her arm was around my back as we both turned to Mom and gauged her reaction. She 

was smiling, but wearing her best version of the stern-mother look. 

 “Don’t you dare get any ideas, Clara,” she said. 

 “In two more years you guys won’t have any say,” I said. 

 “That’s exactly what your father is worried about.”  



 “Don’t worry, Claire… it’s all just a tease until then,” said Aunt Grace, letting her arm 

fall from behind my back as she walked into the room.  

 Mom and I shared a name, sort of. She had been named after her mom, and I after her. 

Both her parents and Dad’s parents had died before I was born making the idea of “extended 

family” completely foreign to me, but there was a certain pride I took in carrying on the name. 

As if that small connection brought me closer to the larger family I was meant to have. 

 “Clara, this is gross.” Mom’s tone had changed dramatically from playful to disgusted. 

She leaned down hidden from view by my bed, the week’s worn and rejected outfits still 

dangling in a ball under her arm. She floated back up holding the cold, half-eaten piece of pizza 

for me to see. 

 “I was up late doing homework and got hungry.” It was all I could manage, feeling a bit 

embarrassed not only by the piece of pizza but also by the pair of underwear I caught a glimpse 

of under her arm.  

 “Come on, Claire,” said Aunt Grace. “She was doing homework.” She winked at me, 

then swaggered to my desk taking a seat in front of my laptop.  

 “Clara, we have people coming over later.” Mom’s voice took on a pleading tone, 

worried about what people would see when they came by later for the dinner party she planned. 

Just a couple of my friends from school and their parents were coming. Nothing big, but Mom 

still liked to put her best foot forward, and far too often I wasn’t that foot.  

 “I was going to clean up after school. Seriously, Mom, I was just doing homework and 

stuff late last night and I got hungry.” 

 “You will clean this up when you get home today. I’m not doing it for you.” But even as 

she said it, she launched the wad of clothes under her arm into my open closet. 

 “Well hello, homework!” 

 My head snapped in Aunt Grace’s direction. She was staring at my laptop, and the 

Internet browser I had left open.  

  She leaned back a bit to give my Mom a clear line of sight to Dave’s page with a smirk. 

Mom seemed to laugh a bit and shook her head before going back to cleaning my room. Aunt 

Grace sat up straight and crossed her legs taking on a serious demeanor. 

“Clara,” she said with an over-emphasized nod. “I approve.” 

 I rolled my eyes and blushed at the thought of how long it would take this revelation to 

die around the dinner table. That was the downside to having an aunt who seemed more like a 

big sister—she behaved like a big sister. 

 “Alright, Grace,” said Mom, coming to my rescue. “Let it go.”  



 “No really… he looks smart,” she said, her tone becoming increasingly more teasing. I 

walked over and reached across her to close the laptop. 

 “Is he a good kisser?” she asked with a whisper. 

 “Gracie…” Mom was behind me then, still holding the paper plate and pizza remains in 

her hand. “…I think that’s our cue to leave.” 

 “Claire, that didn’t look like your run-of-the-mill Hunter High School book nerd. That 

there was some bona fide Lower East Side bad boy.” Aunt Grace’s eyes glowed with victory as 

she said it.  

 “There’s no need to sell it, Gracie. She already likes him apparently.” 

 “I don’t like him,” I said, pulling at straws to play it cool at that point. 

 There was a silence as Grace turned to Mom and then back to me. 

 “Oh, okay. Then you wouldn’t mind if I …” 

 She opened the laptop again, closed the browser, reopened it and typed in “W”. My 

browser history revealed my secret. She clicked on the first link, which took her right back to 

Dave’s page. With a grin and an overly dramatic swivel, she turned back to me. 

 “Sure you don’t.” 

 She got up, soaking in her small victory and made her way to the door.  

“And if you need me to take care of that Trischa girl, I’m all over it.” 

 Her voice muffled as Mom got to her and playfully shoved her the rest of the way into the 

hall. She turned back to face me pulling the door closed with her free hand. 

 “Get dressed, babe. We’ve got pancakes in five,” Mom said. I could hear my Dad’s 

irritated voice from somewhere in the apartment. 

 “Claire, where are my glasses?” 

 She turned to look down the hall and I saw it—that look. It only appeared on her face 

when she spotted him—a warming of her eyes and cheeks. She took a deep breath in and exhaled 

before turning back to me, the matter at hand. 

 “Don’t make too big of a mess getting ready, though I doubt it would make much 

difference. You will pick all of this up when you get home today.” 

 “Right, I know.” 

 “And, Clara?” 

 “Yeah?” 

 “Happy Birthday, Caterpillar.” 

The nickname had gotten its roots when I was younger and Mom would read me a copy 

of Alice in Wonderland all the time. 



For years Mom would crawl into my bed read to me. I remember the first time she came 

in with the copy of Alice in Wonderland. It looked so different from all the other books. It had a 

hard cover wrapped in red linen fraying at the edges. The title was an aged gold, with bald spots 

sprinkled throughout the lettering where the sparkle had rubbed off completely.  

The pages were thin and delicate, and smelled of moss and rain. The book rested in her 

open palms, tucked under her thumbs as she carried it. It was the most beautiful book I had ever 

seen. It sat in my Mom’s lap like a third person in my bedroom, and as she opened it I could see 

the illustrations. Small drawings that looked as if someone had taken a very sharp pencil to the 

pages in that very book and laid out the girl’s story.  

She read it to me at least a few times a year, but never placed it back on my bedroom 

shelves like she had with the others. Each night when she left my room after tucking me in, the 

book would go with her, cupped in her right arm like a baby. 

At some point during the readings she began calling me her Caterpillar, and the name 

stuck. 

The blast of my alarm shook me out of the memory and I lulled across the room to shut 

it off before fumbling around a bit to find an outfit that passed my smell test. Then I headed to 

the bathroom to take care of my morning breath. I pulled my hair back in a ponytail and, as 

usual, leaned in close to the mirror to inspect the freckle-to-blackhead ratio across the bridge of 

my nose. It appeared to be not so bad. Not so great, but not so bad.  

Moving back a step or two from the mirror I looked at myself, the whole of myself, for 

the first time under my new philosophy on mediocrity. My lips were a little plump like Aunt 

Grace’s, my cheekbones higher and more defined like Mom’s, and my eyes, with all their golden 

specs in hazel pools screamed of my Dad.  

One strand of hair slipped out of the ponytail and whisped down as I let out a sigh. I 

checked it for split ends out of habit. 

“Good enough,” I said to myself in the mirror. And I meant it, which brought a smile to 

my face. This was me, and I was happy with it.  

Outside the bathroom door I could hear Dad still shuffling around while Mom and Aunt 

Grace’s voices carried from the kitchen. 

“…he’s only doing what he thinks is best, Grace…” 

“…I was over there for months and couldn’t find anything that would help…” 

“…you should cut him a little more slack…” 

“…and he acts like that’s my fault. Slack? Claire, you must be kidding…” 

“… again he’s only doing what he believes to be best, Gracie…” 



“… his best is a buck short and a day late last I checked…” 

I went back into my room to gather up the books and folders I needed for the day and 

headed down the hallway, walking slowly to try and pick up a clue from their conversation.  

 “…I don’t need body guards, Claire…” 

 “…you can’t blame him for taking that precaution…” 

 “…who else is there to blame? I can handle myself…” 

 “…but can he handle himself when you’re away?” 

 “…Claire, he’s the one who gave me the assignment…” 

 “…shush…” 

I had crossed the foyer down the single step into the living room, which gave me away. I 

quickened my steps and crossed the living room through the archway into the kitchen, welcomed 

by the sent of pancakes and brewing coffee. 

“Well hey there, ninja,” said Aunt Grace, turning on her swivel stool to face me. Mom 

was across the granite island mixing pancake batter.  

I let my backpack slip down my arm to the floor and hopped up on the stool next to Aunt 

Grace watching Mom pour pancake batter over the stovetop griddle.  

With Mom’s hands occupied, Aunt Grace reached across the countertop and dipped a 

finger into the mixing bowl and brought up a droplet of batter, tucking it into her mouth before 

Mom’s hand shot up to slap it.   

“Gracie, stop that.”  

“I’m just doing my job as Clara’s personal quality control manager, and Ms. Clara will 

need you to go ahead and add chocolate chips,” said Aunt Grace.  

“Oh, well pardon me, Madame Quality Manger,” said Mom as she headed over to the 

pantry and grabbed a bag of chocolate chips. “Clara, I’m going to pick you up from school 

today.” 

“Aren’t I a bit old for that now, Mom?” 

“I want to take you somewhere special.” 

“Where?  

I leaned across the counter with my finger extended toward the bowl. Mom pushed it out 

so I could reach. At this, Aunt Grace’s arm shot up with an open palm gesturing to my batter-

dipped finger.  



“What’s this, Claire?”  

“Oh shut up, Gracie.” 

I made it sound like I was enjoying that little bit of batter more than any person in the 

world has ever enjoyed a little bit of batter just to taunt her. Grace made it easier to be an only 

child.  

“Mom, where are we going after school?” 

She flipped three pancakes off the griddle onto a plate and poured three fresh, wet circles 

of batter out, then turned to pull a traveling coffee mug from the cabinet and filled it to the brim 

with coffee. It was then that my mind registered Dad’s footsteps coming down the hall from their 

bedroom and bouncing down the foyer landing into the living room.  

His face was all smiles when he strolled into the kitchen, his leather messenger bag 

already swung over his shoulder. He walked right to me and gave me a kiss on the forehead and 

then went around the counter to Mom, taking her in both of his arms.  

“I see you found your glasses,” she said with a smile between small kisses he planted on 

her. For a moment they looked deeply in each other’s eyes. They were so in love.  

From the corner of my eye I saw Grace stiffen in the shoulders and turn away from the 

display of affection. 

Dad pulled away from Mom and squared his shoulders in my direction. 

“Claire, I think I’ve forgotten something important. I feel like there was something about 

today that was important to remember but I just… can’t… seem… to…” Squinting his eyes, he 

went on with his performance trying to make me believe he forgot my birthday.  

“Did you have a deadline?” Mom pulled tighter at his embrace before slipping away to 

grab his coffee mug.  

Dad worked in advertising, and was late for work by my estimation. The fact that he was 

always on one deadline or another made us all grunt a bit at Mom’s question. 

“It was something else,” he said, drawing out each word. “I wonder what it was.” 

“It’s your only daughter’s birthday. Way to go, World’s Best Dad,” said Aunt Grace, 

grabbing her own cup of coffee and taking a swig.   

“Grace, always nice to see you,” he said with a nod.  



“Clara, for future reference. It’s not like that.” Aunt Grace nodded her head in Dad and 

Mom’s direction when she said it. 

“What’s not like what?” I asked. 

“Love. Take those two with a grain of salt. It’s pretty much never like that.” 

“It can be,” Mom said swiftly and sternly.  

It was uncomfortably quiet as the two stared at each other until I couldn’t take it 

anymore. 

“Uh, okay. Grain of salt… check.”  

Dad came to life when I said it and broke up the moment by grabbing his mug from 

Mom and readjusting the bag on his shoulder. 

“Right, well… I’m off,” he said, planting one last kiss on her lips. He made his way 

around the counter to give me a hug. 

 “Happy birthday, sweetheart,” he said, leaving me with a kiss on the forehead.  

“Thanks, Dad.” 

“And, Grace… I presume I’ll be seeing you later.” 

“Yup.” She didn’t look him in the eye.  

“Right. I’ll see you guys later,” he said as he took off under the archway toward the 

foyer. 

“No staying late tonight. We have guests for dinner,” Mom called after him.  

“Right, right,” he said. The click of the front door and the pads of a slight jog down the 

hallway to the elevator let us know he was gone.  

Mom turned back to the pancakes and flipped the golden circles onto the stack that sat 

waiting.  

“Mom, answer my question.” 

“What question?” 

“Why are you picking me up from school? I thought we were past the whole parental 

escort service thing.” 



Her eyes flipped to the clock above the microwave. “Clara, you better start eating. You 

don’t want to leave Alli waiting for you.” 

Alli, or Allison, lived a few blocks south of us and would meet me every school day at 

the corner of 97th and Central Park West to walk to school together, and then back home at the 

end of the day. 

My eyes flipped to the clock and then to Mom. Her bracelet glimmered as she flipped a 

few pancakes onto a plate and placed them in front of me.  

She always wore it, no matter if she was wearing her running pants and a t-shirt at home 

or in one of her fancy dresses when going out. It was a long thin chain that she wrapped around 

her wrist as many times as she could. It was long enough to be a necklace, probably. A single 

charm hung on the white gold chain—a beautiful skeleton key that shot out a sparkle when it 

caught the light.  

Mom said I used to play with it when I was a baby. I would grab onto it with my little 

hands each time she fed me a bottle or turn it in my fingers as I lay with her before bed.  

“Mom,” I said with a little impatience to catch her scattered attention. “What’s going on 

after school? Where are we going?” 

Her eyes didn’t meet mine, but I saw her shoulders rise as she took a big breath in and 

held it.  

“Grace and I are going to take you to Central Park for a bit of an adventure,” she said 

while still busying herself with the tasks in front of her.  

Grace sat up a bit and looked stunned, setting her coffee mug down in front of her and 

then crossing her arms over the countertop. 

“We are?” All joking or sarcasm was gone. 

“Yes, we are,” she said looking Grace straight in the eye. “There’s something we need to 

show her.” 

Mom turned off the stove and I heard the key around her wrist clink up against the oven 

handle and the click of her hand turning the dials off. I took a bite of the stack in front of me and 

immediately realized how hungry I was.  

“Isn’t it still a bit too soon for that, Claire?”  



Aunt Grace followed Mom with her eyes as she grabbed two plates with the forks on top 

and walked around the counter. Aunt Grace slid off of her stool right in front of Mom and lifted 

her hands up to take the plates from her.  

Both of them held on for a moment just looking at each other. 

“Claire, he’s not going to like this,” said Aunt Grace. “He doesn’t like surprises.” 

“He’s only doing what he thinks is best,” she said, her eyes dropping to the space 

between them. “And that’s all I can do… what I think is best.” 

“You sure?” 

“I’m sure.” 

“Who’s ‘he’?” I swallowed the mouthful of pancake after I asked my question. “Who 

are you guys talking about?” 

Aunt Grace let go of the plates and crossed her arms over her chest, looking at Mom 

with raised eyebrows and a tilt to her head.  

Mom ignored the gesture, but turned over her shoulder without looking me in the eye 

and said, “Just eat your breakfast, Clara.” 



 

 

 

2. 

 

 

 

 

 

I crossed over 98th street and saw Alli up ahead, tapping her foot. I was late, but only by a few 

minutes. And in my defense, I was usually late. 

 My pace quickened as she turned and spotted me. She pulled her white headphones out 

and swung her bag around to her front and reached inside, pulling out a wrapped box finished 

with a neat bow. She even took a second to straighten the ribbon before presenting it to me. 

 “Happy Birthday,” she said, with a big smile. 

 “Thanks.” I cringed at the sound of my voice. It cracked a bit when I said it, but that’s 

because I noticed a few people looking at us as they passed. I was terrible when put on the spot.  

 “It’s just something small. I saw you eyeing it the last time we went to downtown.” 

 Afternoons wandering the city were usually chaperoned by our moms who had become 

friends by proximity. They did, however, allow us the illusion of freedom by waiting for us in a 

nearby café as we strolled the streets.  

 With Allison it was always easy. Our friendship, I mean. Neither one of us carried the 

popular genes that just seemed to come naturally to some, but we didn’t carry the outcast genes 

either. We both floated somewhere in the middle and therefore took the ride together, helping 

each other along the way and sometimes coming to the other’s defense.  

 There was one time in our first year at Hunter that a guy, Jason Wheeler, picked her out 

of the lunchroom crowd to tease, making jokes about the neatly wrapped sandwich and note her  



mom had included in her lunch. Allison’s head had gone down immediately, prepared to take the 

verbal beating and hold her tears for the girls’ bathroom afterwards.  

 I was generally a pretty quiet kid, but something new burned in me that day. As Jason 

and the other bullies laughed and surrounded Allison, something ached in me to save my new 

friend and put this jerk in his place.  

 I took a moment, concentrating on my conflicting wants of helping Allison and remaining 

outside Jason’s sphere of focus, and then this other awareness crept in. It encircled the edges of 

my thoughts, foreign to my own memories but somehow there. I could see a living room that 

wasn’t my own. I could hear the echoes of a couple arguing over antiques broken by a basketball 

thrown in the house, an expensive work of art ruined by their son’s artistic interpretation with 

markers, and in later years sneaking out at night and late-night calls from the police.   

 I could feel the boy’s motivation—attention. But I could also feel his guilt and regret 

when he thought it was his behavior that disintegrated their marriage. I felt the weight in his 

chest and burning behind his eyes as he listened to his Dad pack an overnight bag and leave, 

knowing he wouldn’t be coming back.  

 Without really thinking about it or making sense of the thoughts, I allowed my mouth to 

open and the words blurted out before I could think better of it.  

 “Maybe her mom’s grateful she didn’t chase away her dad. Maybe that’s worth a note in 

a lunch.” 

 His eyes met mine for a moment as his group of followers turned to him waiting for a 

response. I saw the breaking in his eyes, the heartache renewed and immediately felt bad about 

the words I had allowed to slip out. But I held my ground and tightened my hands into fists to 

disguise their shaking as strength and not fear. I knew nothing of his life and could make little 

sense of what I had seen in my mind a moment ago—images as if cast from my own memory. 

Part of me tensed, preparing for the backlash. If all I could offer my new friend was a distraction 

of her attackers, then that was the best I could do.  

 But the anger behind Jason’s eyes took a turn and shifted from fire to water as his eyes 

glistened over at the edges. For a moment, I thought I saw his chin quiver. The sight broke my 

heart and sent it soaring with victory all in the same breath.  

 “Yeah, well… you better watch yourself, newbie.” His eyes flipped back to anger as he 

said it, but at least they didn’t trail back to Allison. As he stomped off, the rest of his followers 



turned to me, looking me up and down with equal parts confusion and irritation, and then 

followed their master to the next table of fresh victims.  

 Both Alli and I had mostly been left alone in the coming years at Hunter, though we 

made a few good friends through different classes and clubs. We were both active members of 

Chapter 11, the school’s satirical publication. 

 As the two of us walked through the winding paths of Central Park on our way to the East 

Side, we chatted back and forth about the upcoming issue and our respective assignments. As we 

were walking with the Reservoir to our right, joggers dodging in and out of our peripheral vision, 

I couldn’t help but notice the massive, dark-skinned man sitting on his usual bench.  

 He was there every day, it seemed. And if he wasn’t on this particular bench he was 

sitting somewhere nearby. The repetition had caught my attention sometime last year and I was 

all the more shocked to see him again when the school year started back up. 

 “Do you notice that guy is always there?”  

 Alli turned around looking for the man I was referring to. I motioned with my hand, but 

pulled it down immediately when I saw his eyes slide up from the newspaper he was reading and 

look directly at us.  

 “Him? Yeah. I mean, we’ve passed him a couple times,” said Alli, brushing off the 

encounter with more ease than I could muster. 

 “Every day, Alli. We pass him every day.” 

 “Clara, it’s New York City. People have their daily rituals. It’s a park, he’s allowed to sit 

there.” 

 He seemed to follow us with his eyes as we kept walking. I risked one quick look over 

my shoulder and saw he had turned back to the paper in his hands. He was smiling. 

 “Oh man, I had so much trouble with that Algebra assignment. It took me hours,” she 

said. Alli was really good about redirecting conversation when she had an agenda, but she was 

terrible at lying. I heard the unspoken intent of her comment. She was checking up on me to see 

if I needed any assistance in the last remaining minutes of our walk to school.  

 “It wasn’t so bad.” I lied. 



 “Yeah?” Her eyes were asking me the real question on her mind, which was whether or 

not I was lying and, conversely, whether she was allowed to stop worrying about my math 

grades.  

 “Yeah, it was total cake. I’m sure you’re fine.” I couldn’t help but laugh a little to myself 

at this game of trying to make her feel better about it. She was fine. I knew that. And she 

certainly didn’t need to be worrying about me. Allison would carry me all the way to Columbia 

University if she could. But the likelihood of me ending up there was getting more and more 

grim with each assignment that was passed out, so the time had come for me to begin letting her 

off her self-imposed hook.  

 “Good,” she said, with both relief and enthusiasm. “I knew it, Clara. This is totally our 

year.” 

 She was looking straight ahead allowing herself to wander through her mind into her own 

dreams. We didn’t talk much about my obsession with Dave, or her obsession with Cole, but we 

both knew the score. So I could only imagine where this dreamlike state was taking her, but I 

would bet it had a lot to do with Cole asking her to Homecoming, and reaching the highest GPA 

in our class. Because that was Allison—her mind was somehow able to split itself fully between 

boys and grades.  

 We exited the park on 5th Avenue and headed south, crossing at 95th Street and heading 

towards the Brick Prison, a nickname given to Hunter High School for years. It was a massive, 

nearly windowless building. The former Armory, as someone had mentioned years ago. Its red 

brick façade took the shape of a castle with a few modern additions made throughout the years.  

 We passed professionals skirting ahead of us on the sidewalk with the clappity clap of 

their fancy shoes while other teenagers adorned with bulging backpacks maneuvered at our same 

meandering pace; none of us too anxious to get to class. 

 After we piled in through the back doors within the swarm of teenagers, we climbed the 

stairwell to the third floor and followed the turn of the pale green linoleum floor to the 

Sophomores’ hall. 

 Alli gave me a go-get-‘em-kid look and then took off to her first class, mine being in the 

opposite direction. There wasn’t enough time to stop by my locker and drop off the surplus of 

books I wouldn’t need until later hours. Instead, I headed straight to first hour math and awaited 

my fate.  



 I passed my homework up the row where it was collected by Ms. Dallacqua at the front 

and settled back in my seat with every intent of paying full attention to the lecture, but that never 

really happened. 

 My mind began to drift off, first to Dave, to my jagged fingernails, then back to Dave (of 

course). But as Ms. Dallacqua’s honey-infused voice warmed the air, I settled more deeply and 

the daydreams became more real.  

 I was in the field I had found myself in time and time again—both a recurring dream and 

daydream of mine for as long as I could remember. It varied in some ways, but in others always 

remained the same. I was always in the same spot looking out over the field with rolling green 

hills in front of me, and there was always a tree back towards the horizon. The tree seemed old, 

its core winding upwards towards the sky with a thickness that seemed intimidating even from 

faraway. Sometimes the tree was full with a green canopy, sometimes its blossoming took on 

autumn colors or vivid greens. But always, the tree was there. 

 This time, there was the boy ahead of me, just beyond the tree. When he was present, 

which wasn’t often, he stood silently. As I aged, he aged. I remember the first time he appeared 

in the vision, just a young boy no older then six years old. But at that time, I was no older than 

five or six myself. He was a mirror image of myself, yet opposite. A reflection. 

 I could make out the blonde of his hair and his stocky build, but if ever I moved toward 

him in the vision, he moved back—never by moving his own legs to take the step, but rather as if 

my vision couldn’t make out any detail of him closer than that perspective. I never got any closer 

to him, so I eventually stopped trying. I just stood still, taking in the scene having grown 

accustomed to his observing presence, and observed him back.  

 “…Miss Gaber?” 

 Oh crap. Ms. Dallacqua’s voice calling my name snapped me out of the field of my 

imagination and back into the claustrophobic, windowless classroom. She must have asked me a 

question, but there was nothing I could do to pull that question or its answer from the air. There 

was no other choice rather than to own it at that point. 

 “Uh, yeah?” 

 The class snickered at my faux pas, while a peppering of hands shot up to the ceiling, 

welcoming the chance to answer a question correctly and outshine a fellow classmate in one 

swoop.  



 Ms. Dallacqua eyed me as she called on Joy Hart, in the front row, to answer her 

question.  

 “Z equals X plus five,” said Joy, taking the opportunity to both shoot a smile oozing with 

confidence to Ms. Dallacqua and turning to shoot the same smile to me, but with an added squirt 

of snarkiness. 

 “Very good, Joy,” said Ms. Dallacqua, her eyes never leaving mine. “Others would be 

advised to pay attention. Now, if Z equals X plus five and…” Her back was turned to the class 

again, and immediately I was gone into my thoughts. That’s how fast math repelled my attention.  

 The day passed pretty quickly as I floated in and out of daydreams during class and 

lounged in the Sophomore hall with friends during breaks. At lunch they took me out for ice 

cream a block away from school to celebrate my birthday. On the way back, conversations and 

people weaving in and out on the sidewalks broke us down into pairs. Alli and I chatted about 

classes and the party later that evening.  

 “So… did you see the post from last night?” Alli was a regular reader at Dave’s blog, 

though for different a different reason. Cole. 

 We were crossing the intersection back to Hunter in a wave of other students returning 

from lunch. I was trying to think of a way to avoid the question when someone came to my 

rescue.  

 “So, see you guys after school?” It was Scott Braden, who had been following closely. 

He was tall and lanky with an off-balance smile. A bit quiet but really hilarious once you got to 

know him. He was Chapter 11’s editor.  

 “Crap, I totally forgot. I won’t be able to make it today. I can email you my rough draft 

though, if that helps.” 

 He smiled shyly trying to cover up that he was disappointed.   

 “No problem. I guess I’ll see you at 7,” he said. 

 “Yeah, definitely.” 

 Finally, the last class of the day came. Art—my sanctuary. I couldn’t have asked for it to 

be at a better time, either. It was the perfect way to end the day, like taking a bath to wash off the 

dirt and grime struggling through the other classes left on my skin.  



 I was taking a stab at photography for the first time, and looked forward to the solitude of 

the darkroom. I noticed myself moving a little faster as I gathered up my film, trays and 

chemicals and headed off. When I heard the click behind me I let out a big sigh and felt as my 

shoulders relaxed for the first time that day.  

 Everyone else rushed through their darkroom work in the first week of school to get to 

digital photography, but not me. The darkroom was so quiet. I loved the solitude. That was the 

crazy thing about New York City. Even at times I was by myself, I never felt completely alone. 

For some reason the only two places I felt like I had complete privacy were in the darkroom or in 

the shower.  

 I got to work printing negatives where I had left off the day before. I had shot a roll of 

film over the weekend, just around the house so every image included my mom pretending to not 

notice. Her annoyance came through in a few of the pictures. 

 It was an image of her I was waiting to see float up from the bottom of the basin when I 

heard the outer door open and close behind me. 

 “Oh, sorry. I didn’t realize anyone was in here.”  

 My spine stiffened at the sound of his voice. I didn’t need to turn to know who it was. All 

of my limbs froze in place as my inner monologue begged me to play it cool, to say it was 

alright, to ask how he was doing, to tell him I loved him, to speak at all. 

 Instead I just shrugged and kept my eyes planted on the photo in front of me without 

turning. I heard what sounded like the thump of a book bag hitting the floor. Then a zipper was 

undone and some shuffling. 

 “You like Mumford and Sons?” 

 I felt the heat cascade under the skin of my cheeks and air catch in the back of my throat 

suddenly making my mouth dry. I was busted. 

 All I could think to do was try to cover. 

 “Should I know what that is?” 

 He laughed just a few small pops rooted in his chest, my eyes and face still locked on the 

chemical basin in front of me. I listened as he crossed the small room to my left. Through the 

corner of my eye I watched as he docked his phone into the stereo system and tapped away to 

select a playlist. 



 “I think you’ll like them. At least I hope you do,” he said. 

 My cheeks blazed with heat then and I turned away from him to block my face from 

view, then turned back again as he crossed behind me back to his backpack. 

 Why did he hope I liked it? Why hadn’t I just said I knew who it was and pretended to be 

a huge fan? I could be a real idiot sometimes.  

 “Um… why?” 

 “Cause I don’t see myself printing in silence or giving up rights to the stereo,” he said, 

coming up on my right side. Within such close proximity I became super aware of how perfectly 

I would fit under his arm. I was just the right height for my cheek to rest comfortably along the 

curve of his collarbone. The thin hairs at the nape of my neck stood up straight as I pictured it 

from every possible angle. His golden brown eyes seemed black under the red lights, but it only 

seemed to intensify him. 

 Crap. Too much silence had passed. It must have sent the wrong message because he 

took a step back and spoke with more softness in his voice.  

 “Unless you really don’t like it, I mean. I was just kidding.” 

 It was the same song I had listened to that morning on his blog. The thumping bass drum 

with twanging guitar and banjo. Without thinking, I turned to him and saw the shadows of his 

angular jaw cast in red.  

 “No, it’s fine,” I managed. “I mean, it sounds good.” 

 The deep lines I knew so well became visible, growing deeper and more present like a 

developing photo as his lips turned up in a grin.  

 “Great,” he said, holding my eyes for just a second. “Then we should get along just fine 

this semester.” He reached up and gently pinched my elbow between two of his fingers as a 

gesture of… what exactly? I had no idea, but the room started to swim at his touch and for the 

first time I looked straight into his eyes. They seemed familiar, as if I had been staring into them 

for years.  

  “Cool.” That was it. That was all I could come up with. I tried to shadow his pinching 

gesture, but my arm got half way out, decided it was too far and then retreated back, clinging to 

the side of the large chemical sink.  



 “Cool,” he mimicked with a half smile, following the path of my hand with his eyes. 

“Looks like that got a little overcooked, but nice shot.” 

 Then he turned and walked back to his spot as I looked down and saw the over-

developed, darkened image of my mom glancing at me sideways with an accusatory look in her 

eyes.  



 

 

3. 

 

 

 

 

 

Walking through the hall to my locker after class felt like floating. People bumped into me every 

few seconds, but I didn’t care. I just kept walking forward, my mind still back in the darkroom.  
 “What happened to you?” 

 And suddenly my feet were firmly planted back on the floor at the sound of Alli’s voice. 

She was standing in front of my locker with Scott. I tried to regain some element of composure, 

not wanting to spill every detail of my art class adventure in front of him. Every now and then I 

got the feeling he liked me, and though I didn’t want to encourage it I certainly didn’t want to 

hurt his feelings. 

 “Nothing. Just excited about tonight, is all,” I said, opening my locker and stuffing books 

into my bag even though it was unlikely I would get to any homework that evening. 

 Alli raised an eyebrow obviously not buying my excuse, but then she seemed to realize 

our additional audience and let it drop.  

 “Okay, so we’ll see you at 7, right? Do you want me to come over earlier?” Her eyes 

traveled to my locker at the exact moment I was pulling my Math book out to add to my bag. 

 “You can come over whenever, I guess,” I said. “Well, I have to do some cleaning before 

or my mom won’t let anyone in, so maybe just come at 7.” 

 “No problem. See you later!” 

 Allison turned and started walking towards room 222 where Chapter 11 met. Scott stalled 

for a moment, his hand raising and lowering from his pocket to the back of his neck. He let out a 



slight laugh and shook his head. He seemed to be struggling with something, his mouth opening 

a couple times but never forming any words. 

 “What’s up, Scott?” I closed my locker and swung the weighted bag over my shoulder. 

 He took a deep breath in and then exhaled. Generally, Scott always looked panicked or 

droopy, but for the first time I saw the shade determination took in his eyes. His jaw clenched as 

he drew in a breath.  

 “Clara, I’ve been wanting to talk to you about…” His voice dropped off immediately as a 

guy passing knocked right into his shoulder and threw him back a foot. The guy apologized but 

the two girls he was walking with laughed. The shade drained out of Scott’s eyes and his 

shoulders went back to their normal, downward curve.  

 “What is it, Scott?” 

  “Nothing. I’ll see you later.”  

 He turned, his hands now in his pockets and his shoulders drooping forward pulling at the 

weight of his backpack, and headed down the hall after Alli. 

 It was a weird exchange, but that was Scott. I turned in the opposite direction swerving in 

and out of groups of students hanging out in the halls or stashing books back in their lockers. As 

I rounded the corner I heard laughing and saw out of the corner of my eye as Jason leapt up and 

pulled down a large paper banner covered in colorful, acrylic paints announcing the upcoming 

Homecoming dance.  

 He balled it up and then chucked it at a group of ninth grade girls coming out of the 

ladies bathroom just a few feet away from him.  

 I got out of the school, half carried by the swarm of students spilling out onto the 

sidewalk and saw both Mom and Aunt Grace across 94th Street waiting for me.  

 Aunt Grace’s eyes scanned the crowd looking for something, or someone. 

 “He’s not there,” I said, tucking under Mom’s outstretched arm.  

 “Another day then,” she said with a wink. Mom gently punched her in the shoulder to 

show her disapproval and we set off walking east toward the park.  

 We walked south on the winding paths under archways of trees, maneuvering our way 

through groups of tourists stopping to have their picture taken. Sunlight broke through the trees 

casting lattice-like shadows across the cement path and the three of us talked mostly of school. I 



answered their questions as best I could without revealing too much, but giving enough that they 

were both satisfied and interested.  

 “How about you, Aunt Grace? Where have you been these past few months?” 

 Mom’s chin jerked out at the question, but she didn’t turn to look at Aunt Grace. 

 “Bouncing around Europe mostly. Spent some time traveling around Ireland. Nothing 

fancy. Just pints of Guinness and rowdy crowds, mostly.” 

 “It sounds great though. I can’t wait to travel. I would love to see Ireland one day,” I said. 

Out of the corner of my eye I saw the two of them share a glance. Mom’s arm wrapped around 

me and pulled at my backpack. 

 “Here, I’ll carry that for a bit. This must kill your back,” she said. 

 We made our way to the Conservatory Pond and took a seat next to the famous Alice in 

Wonderland statue. Aunt Grace stood after less than a minute of sitting and turned to look 

around, seeming a bit antsy.  

 I was watching younger kids climb up and over the various bronze mushrooms, or 

attempt to sit on the Mad Hatter’s hat. A woman with frizzy red hair shooed people out of the 

way as she pulled a small digital camera out of her fanny pack. “Brittany, get up next to Alice 

and… excuse me, I’m trying to take a photo… could you back up for just a… Brittany, I said 

next to Alice.” 

“Honey, do you remember what happened to Alice?” Mom’s voice was soft and slow. 

It’s how she used to speak to me as a child.  

“You mean in the book, or what’s happening to her right now?” My response to her 

question brought on a laugh from both of us. We turned to watch Brittany make her way down 

from Alice’s head. 

Aunt Grace was standing a few feet away from the bench shifting her weight between 

her feet on and off again as she rotated slowly, taking in our surroundings. She paused halfway 

through her orbit and stopped to stare at the woman directing Brittany. “I’ll be back, I have to 

pee,” she said, taking off in the direction of the public restrooms across the pond, but right 

through the path of the woman’s lens. 

“Excuse me, Miss?” The woman seemed annoyed at this point having finally gotten the 

young girl where she wanted her in relation to Alice.  



“Oh, shut up,” said Aunt Grace, still on the move. The woman’s jaw dropped and she 

turned back and forth to look for a response from anyone surrounding her, but there was no 

sympathy to be found. It was New York. 

“I mean in the story,” said Mom. An image of the tattered red hardcover flipped through 

my mind. 

“Sure. She had a bad day, ended up in Wonderland, and everything turned out aces in 

the end.”  

Brittany’s Mom had gotten her photo and now another mom had taken her spot in front 

of the statue directing her children where to stand on Alice, and bystanders where to stand out of 

frame.  

“And she felt really lost and confused at times, right?” Her arm was laying across the 

back of the bench and created a nook for me to fit next to her perfectly, though I left a few inches 

of negative space between us. I leaned away and towards the edge of the bench out of her line of 

questioning. I looked at her sideways across my shoulder and tried to read her expression. 

“Riiiiiight?” We had read Alice in Wonderland a lot, but I had never been quizzed on it 

before. 

“Alice changed sizes and felt strange. When the Caterpillar asked her who she was, she 

said she didn’t know anymore.” She was dragging the sentences out and looking at Alice’s 

frozen figure as yet another person, this time a teenage girl, took her turn telling her friends to 

climb the mushrooms, and one to give the Mad Hatter a kiss.  

She finally turned to me with an apologetic shade in her eyes. “All I’m saying is that 

sometimes that can happen in life, not just in story books, you know? Sometimes we feel like 

everything is suddenly unfamiliar and nothing seems to make sense and we get lost in that. But 

the best thing to do is just keep going and trust that our heart knows the way.”  

Confusion sat between us on the bench. My brain was playing a game of Red 

Light/Green Light with my Mom’s voice and right then it was Red Light.  

“Like the Caterpillar,” she started again. “Every caterpillar will eventually go into its 

cocoon and later come out a butterfly, but it doesn’t really know what’s going on or why it’s 

different, but something deep inside the caterpillar knows it’s what has to happen and that it’s 

for the best.” 

Then it hit me. 



“Ah, Mom. You have got to be kidding me. Didn’t we already have this talk years ago? 

Besides, health class will fill in the blanks, I promise.” 

The light came back to her eyes and she laughed, placing her hand on the back of my 

head and letting her fingers burrow through my hair.  

“It’s because Aunt Grace was teasing me, right? I don’t even know him, Mom.” 

She laughed again. 

“It’s not that, it’s just…,” her voice trailed off and she peered at me with a faraway look 

in her eye, nearly nostalgic. She blinked a few times and then chuckled again. “Well, if health 

class missed any gaps, maybe we’ll just go ahead and let your Aunt Grace take care of those. I 

bet your Dad would love that.”  

When Grace made it back, we got up and started making our way through the park 

following Mom through the Ramble, past Belvedere Castle and on until we made it to the main 

road. 

Runners and bikers zipped by us. We passed the tennis courts and ball fields, and then 

finally Mom veered right down a narrow path.  

“Come check this out, Clara,” Mom said. We headed down the path a few steps when I 

noticed Aunt Grace was sitting down on a bench.  

“Aunt Grace, you coming?” 

“Nah,” she said, leaning back on the bench with an arm extended along the back and a 

leg crossing the other. “I’ve already been down that path, and besides…I like the view from 

here.” Her head turned slowly as two guys wearing “Columbia University” t-shirts and really 

short shorts ran by. 

The dirt path led us under bowing trees casting shadows of dancing leaves under our feet 

where the sunlight was able to bleed through. Runners and walkers crisscrossed in front of us 

along a wider dirt path bathed in light. The blue sky and East Side skyline of rising columns in 

earth tones of beach sand and red clay grew upwards as our feet began to climb, lowering the 

horizon with each step. And there, in front of me, it rolled out like a reflection of the sky above 

it, rippling with shades of silver and blue across the water’s surface and glimmering with each 

small wave carried by the wind.  

“This is the Reservoir, Clara.” 



“I know, Mom. I walk by it every day.” 

Alli and I walked around its northern curve every morning on our way to school, but in 

that moment I realized I had never actually stopped to look at it before. In all my visits to the 

park while growing up, it was only ever a background image along whatever path I was 

following. Now, as I looked at it straight on, it seemed intimidating and ominous. A quiet yet 

massive presence guarded by the green cover of the park’s wooded areas. 

I moved to step toward the steel fence barricading the huge lake from the rest of the city, 

but Mom grabbed my shirt and yanked me back out of the way of oncoming foot traffic—a guy 

dripping sweat running with head phones hanging from his ears. I smelled salt as he ran by. With 

her hand on the crook of my neck, Mom led me across the path to the fence, weaving to avoid a 

woman pushing a stroller. 

I had seen the Hudson River before and even the Atlantic Ocean nearby, but this water 

looked so different, and bluer. This water seemed friendly and peaceful, stuck behind bars of 

ornamental cast-iron. The fence was pretty, but it was a steel cage. I grabbed two bars with my 

hands, looking at the water and the small dots of people running on its other side.  

“You know, I’ve never understood why they have a fence around it.” 

“It’s there to protect everyone, hon. To keep people out. And keep it… in.” Her voice 

lowered and drifted away into the breeze that blew across us. She turned her body sideways to 

face me and leaned her shoulder into a free space in the fence.  

“Why not let people use it? People are always rowing boats and stuff in the pond down 

by the fountain.” 

“Well this isn’t just a pond,” said Mom. She turned her head from me and was looking at 

the water as she spoke. “It used to be a lot more.” 

“Like what?” 

She blinked a few times struggling for words, or changing the direction of her thoughts. 

“Well, it used to be the water supply for everyone in the city, so it needed to be kept safe. And 

then…,” her voice and eyes wandered off again. It was getting irritating. I could tell there was 

something she wanted to say but wouldn’t. 

“Mom, it’s water. Seriously.” 



She turned to look at me. I half expected her to laugh as she usually did when I got 

impatient or a tad snotty. The tone in my voice hadn’t been the height of a respectful teen. But 

instead, she wore the same look of nostalgia and sadness that had tainted her expression back on 

the bench. She began again, looking like she was going to say something, but then seemed to 

chicken out. 

“I guess it doesn’t matter.” She turned back to the Reservoir, her eyes wandering away. 

“Now it’s just locked up.”  

She looked longingly at the water’s surface, though I couldn’t tell why. It seemed silly, 

for her to show this sort of emotion over something that couldn’t be all that important. After all, 

we had been coming to the park for years. We lived across the street from it. She had never 

shown this sort of emotion for it before. 

I watched her as she watched the water, the sunlight reflecting with a single sparkle like 

glitter off her eyes, glazed over with thought. She broke the gaze and looked down at me with 

her warm palm against my cheek.  

“One day,” she said with a smile. “One day.” 
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Cleaning my room was slow going, mostly because it was boring and I kept being drawn out of 

my room by the sound of Mom and Grace laughing. I heard it again and headed down the hall to 

find out what was going on, but Grace was in the foyer grabbing her bag. 

 “Where are you going?” 

 “Out,” she said. “You’re Mom has seem to forgotten punch for the adults. So I’ve put 

myself in charge of that.” 

 She gave a salute and stamped her feet together as punctuation.  

 “Grace, get the bigger bag of ice,” Mom said from the kitchen. “We’ll probably run out.” 

 Aunt Grace leaned in closely to me with her head tilted. “She thinks I’m just getting ice.” 

 I couldn’t help but laugh. 

“Clara?” Mom heard me in the foyer, and her voice meant business. 

“I’m doing it!” My head rolled back and Grace gave and an elbow poke in my side 

before heading out the door. 

A full and thorough cleaning of my room just wasn’t possible in the time restraint. When 

we got back I had set about doing the homework that absolutely needed to get done before 

tomorrow, saving everything that could wait another day for the weekend. 

Across my freshly made bed I had laid out an outfit for the evening. Nothing fancy, but a 

step above what I had worn to school.  I put on a pair of jeans, the nicest pair I owned that 

looked like slacks with a vertical crease up the leg, then slipped on the powder blue blouse. 



There was a white, satin ribbon hanging at its sides, and I struggled to get it through all of the 

thread loops that surrounded my waste and eventually just gave up on it.   

 After slipping on a pair of black ballet flats, I was good to go. 

 I turned the music off and closed my laptop—a sign of it being “off limits” to anyone 

who might hang out in my room later. The smells of dinner cooking and Mom’s voice struggling 

with something carried down the hall to my room, and I took off to see what she was up to.  

I took to the living room at a jog, and launched off the step in the foyer. She was 

standing on one of the stools from the kitchen hanging purple and white streamers over the living 

room’s archway. She had already blown up a bunch of white balloons, some for hanging like the 

one in her hand and some to scatter over the floor.  

“Mom, you have got to be joking.” 

“What?” 

“I’m too old for this kind of stuff.” 

“Clara, no one is ever too old for streamers.” 

“Mom, seriously…” 

“I know you’re getting older, Clara, but please don’t take my fun just yet.” 

She smoothed the clear tape over the streamers and then looked down at me before she 

burst out laughing. 

“Had a little trouble with the sash, Clara?” The white balloon floated in midair for a 

moment until she raised her hand above it and smacked it down, sending the it careening down 

to my forehead and rebounding back up and then slowly to the floor. “You’re too old for 

streamers and balloons the day you can tie a sash correctly.” 

“It’s embarrassing, Mom.”  

“Yes, it is.”  

I had been referring to the decorations, but the path her eyes took to my waist made her 

point clear. 

The white ribbon was clumped up and twisted in some areas, and the bow seemed flimsy 

and lopsided at best.  It appeared I would need her help with that part. 



As she stepped down from the stool there was a clear yet small rumble and her hand 

braced against the arch. I felt a shiver run up my legs making my knees stiffen trying to catch my 

balance. The shaking was slight but noticeable, as if the apartment building was hungry and its 

stomach growled. It lasted no more than a few seconds. She froze with her foot on the middle 

rung.  

My eyes had locked on her, but saw the white balloons scatter through the room off to 

the side, jostling and swaying. I had heard of earthquakes mostly from TV when Dad went 

through his Discovery channel phase, but had never felt one before.  

“Holy crap, what was that?” 

“I have no idea, sweetheart.” She stood frozen with one foot on the stepping stool and 

the other on the floor, her eyes were narrow looking through the apartment. “Maybe one of the 

neighbors dropped something heavy?”  

The apartment above us had been empty for months after Ms. Ostreka, who had always 

been very quiet, passed away. Mom climbed off the stool and shot straight through the living 

room and foyer to the front door opening it and leaning outside into the hallway. She looked left, 

and then right.  

With a crinkled look of confusion pushing her eyebrows together, she came back in, 

closed and locked the door. “That was odd. Here, I better fix that sash for…” We both froze as 

the floor shook again, this time longer and louder. 

The building wasn’t hungry… it was angry. 

The balloons seemed to twitch in place for a moment and Mom’s heavy curtains swayed 

back and forth. I felt my eyes go wide, feeling the vibrations coming up through my feet and 

spreading back to my knees. I felt my body sway back and forth without a center of gravity to 

keep me rooted. My stomach became heavy trying to compensate as an anchor, but the sensation 

made me feel sick. 

But then it stopped. 

“Mom, what’s happening?” I was terrified now, holding one end of my white ribbon 

intertwined through my clenched fists. Burning at the back of my eyes gave way to a few tears.  

“Get under the archway. It’s going to be fine.” The anxiety in her voice made me doubt 

she believed what she said. 



I couldn’t take my eyes off her. I was so frightened. I took a few steps back until my 

outstretched arm connected with the wall and watched her as she tried to cover her own concern 

with a look of ease. As if this was an everyday occurrence, completely ordinary. An occurrence I 

just happened to miss until now.  

Now it roared. Shook in spurts. Struggle echoed. Air swelled and rushed in a stream 

around the room to a single point. A whirlpool gathering strength. I fell backwards, my knees 

buckling underneath me, my body caught by the single stair into the kitchen.  

Her arms were reached out towards me as she cut through the angry space, light from the 

bay windows bouncing off of the key hanging from her wrist. Hanging, without moving except 

for a gentle pendulum sway, unaffected by the chaos. The sounds were coming from the kitchen 

and family room area, a cracking of wood, but unlike the soft snap of a branch, this sound 

ruptured through the apartment.  

There was a blur to everything as the entire apartment shook violently. Mom was at my 

side then, her arms wrapped around me and mine wrapped around her waist. I could smell the 

lilac and vanilla from her perfume she dabbed under her ears each morning. I leaned into her 

shoulder, the tears gathering behind my eyes frozen in fear.  

“Clara, I will not let anything happen to you.” Her voice was severe and her eyes were 

charged with the intensity of her conviction. She kept repeating the words into my ear. “Nothing 

will happen to you. Nothing can happen to you.” 

Then silence. The room froze and became eerily still. The balloons returned to a gentle 

glide across the hardwood floor until finding a resting spot. The sound of wood giving way 

under force was gone. Even the noise of cars honking and busses braking from 18 stories below 

had disappeared. Total silence surrounded us like it was a presence in the room. 

I could even feel the rise and fall of my mother’s chest against my cheek, her warm 

breath across my ear and down my neck, but could not hear the sound of her breathing or my 

own.   

Mom pulled her arms away from me slowly as her legs lifted her up and into the kitchen; 

her hands still tense and claw like at her sides. I allowed my hands to find their way up the arch 

pulling my body with them. Mercury ran through my veins and thumped heavily against my 

temples and through every joint making it impossible to gather enough strength in my legs to 

stand up straight. 



My hand grasped at the wall’s edge, grabbing and tearing a purple streamer by accident. 

A small tear mumbled through the kitchen, like a whisper compared to the storm of blasts, cracks 

and clamors that had torn through the apartment less than a moment ago. It made Mom turn over 

her shoulder with a jolt, startled.  

Then the noise shot out. Sprang back to life. Resurrected. CRACK. Mom screamed. 

Echoing. Metal on metal. Snapping wood. CRACK. Split in the marble. Bigger. Stretching over 

the side. CRACK.  CRACK. CRACK.  

I saw it. A beam of light from the split in the counter slicing the air to the ceiling.   

A tear rolled over my eyelid, but I couldn’t find my voice. Mom took a step closer to the 

counter, me with my hand still holding the wall to support myself.  

Then another… CRACK. More light. Sliver of white. Then more. And more. It was 

quickly turning into a river running to my mother’s body just a foot away from the counter. 

CRACK. Its pace was quickening, and with each crack more of the counter was pulled away into 

the light. It didn’t crumble. It didn’t fall. I saw pieces of our counter snap downward in a 

staccato rhythm as if pulled with intention.  

The light was more than a river now. With each piece of granite or wood that snapped 

down, another ray of light would shoot up joining the others, melting into them and forming a 

large wall of golden white that was closing in on my mother and I. 

Once more the cracking stopped and the wall of light stood silent, swaying. Mom stared 

straight into it before turning to me over her shoulder slowly.  

There was fear in her eyes, along with tears gathering. A single tear dropped over the 

edge and down her cheek in a death fall to the floor below. Her lips moved slowly pushing each 

syllable out with a slow and steady forcefulness that sent heat coursing through my limbs.  

“Clara,” she said with intensity. “You need to run.”  

My tongue reached back and found my voice cowering in the back corners of my throat. 

Tears burned tracks down my cheeks and across my quivering chin, now released from my 

terror.  

The counter collapsed rapidly piece after piece creating a rhythm that pounded against 

the walls, aching to get out into the open. 



The towering wave of light chased Mom as she turned and launched forward now 

screaming for me to run, but my arms wouldn’t budge except to cling tighter to the wall. With 

her left hand, she grabbed the shoulder of my blouse and hurled me off the step and into the 

living room, yelling for me to run, to hide. I slid, crashing my knees into the floor and clawing 

with my hands to pull myself forward and back onto my feet. They refused. I could not get my 

feet back under me. While my feet pumped grasping for grip, my arms lurched forward, the 

sweat of my palms sticking to the wood panels and giving me enough hold to pull against with 

the little strength my petrified muscles had. 

I twisted my hip back and saw out of the corner of my eye the dark figure of my mother 

backlit by only light… light that was swallowing our entire home. Light that was chasing her and 

gaining. The chain on her wrist swung lower and deeper as she pried it from her arm. When it 

was free she threw it out over my head. I heard the cling of metal on metal like the single stroke 

of an orchestra’s triangle somehow rise above the cracking and clacking of wood snapping and 

steel breaking, being twisted to its limits.  

Then the last screams of my mother, pleading with me to run as she was swallowed 

whole by the brightness.  

The voice disappeared as her dark figure melted away into the light. I braced myself 

against the foyer landing, tears stinging my face and neck, yelling for her. Light was going to 

engulf me. I was going to join her. The separation was temporary. My shoulders tightened. My 

head turned and my eyes clenched. I prepared myself for pain, for burning… 

But neither came.  

Once again there was silence and the whirling air paused in mid-flight. I relaxed one 

eye. The wall of light had stopped. It was a frozen mass, an illuminated glacier. It was leaning 

towards me, inches from my face. The surface melted and throbbed with glints of pearlescent 

waves pouring every which way. This monster, this beast which I cowered from seemed to be 

moving with me for a moment, taking me in with every tilt of my chin, each cower of my 

shoulder. It poured around me gently on all sides until my lips parted and a tiny, single word 

creaked out from the back of my throat. 

“Mom?” 

The creature stopped and retreated with great force and agility, sucking itself back 

through the floor which restored itself, board by board, as it passed through to the other side. 

Snap…Snap…Snap. Each piece that had broken away, pulled under, popped back into place in a 



reverse domino effect, chasing the mass of light back into the kitchen and pushing it back down 

into what had started as a river, then back into a beam, then a glow, and with one last snap, the 

island counter was restored. It was whole.  

Cracks from the kitchen island and the floor were gone as if nothing had ever happened, 

leaving the rooms just as they had been when I had first jogged across the floor and was greeted 

by the embarrassment of streamers and balloons a few minutes before.  But now with one torn 

streamer, and one less person. 

Tingling warmth bled out from my knees and up my thighs as I crawled on all fours 

toward the spot where my mother’s figure was consumed by the light. I had to think about each 

movement of my arms and legs, forcing them to move. My whole body was shaking, the tremors 

becoming more intense fighting back against each motion. 

Had only a moment passed? Had it all happened so quickly? Time stopped in my mind, 

my awareness now on lockdown unable to process what I had just witnessed. Quickly and with 

an all-encompassing force I fell into shock. 

There was a rumbling deep within my throat where animalistic sounds reverberated, 

unable to form words—a harsh and disheveled manifestation of my incoherent thoughts. 

The sounds of busses and cars, people yelling and a neighbor walking down the hall 

seeped back into the room with their day-to-day normalcy, but I couldn’t get myself to call out or 

to move.  

My mind refused to budge from the place it halted just a moment ago. It refused to take 

in anything else until the past minute was restored—until my mother was back on the stool 

hanging streamers through the archway.  

No. The busses or the neighbor in the hall could not exist until my Mom’s figure was 

back in the living room decorating and tying my sash. I blinked repeatedly begging my will to 

become reality.  

 Finally words formed through a continuous and muddy exhale. “This can’t be real.”  

My mind clung to that simple thought. I repeated it countless times pushing myself 

forward a little bit more with each exertion. Pulling myself with sweaty palms against the 

hardwood floors, I reached the exact spot she had disappeared, right behind the cream colored 

couch facing the windows where blue met green. It was cold. The floor was cold where my 

hands stopped.  



“This can’t be real.” I lowered my cheek between my palms and pressed it against the 

smooth, chilled surface. The chill kissed my face gently, like she would when she would put me 

to sleep as a child.  

I cried, not knowing what to do and still dense with shock. An unfamiliar wave of 

emotion poured over me, lifting and lowering my shoulders. I cried harder and harder, gasping 

for air but unable to slow the heaving. Loss. Grief. This can’t be real.  

“Mom? Mom, please.” 

My mind flipped from the images of the past few minutes to old memories—the three of 

us lying on the couch together watching TV, playing a board game at the kitchen table on New 

Year’s Eve, Mom doing a victory dance after winning while Dad and I just laughed. Then came 

the most recent memory—that morning when Dad had embraced Mom across the counter from 

me.  

The memories moved at the speed of sound, flipping through each year randomly and a 

pain in my stomach pulled at my heart realizing just how much I had taken for granted along the 

way. 

The mental slide show slowed as it rested on a memory from Dad’s Discovery Channel 

phase—a special on tornados. I was stretched out on the couch nestled under his arm, my head 

resting at his chest and watched as survivors of one of Oklahoma’s worst tornados were 

interviewed. A woman in a bathrobe and curlers pale with shock, looked straight into the camera. 

I stiffened a bit at her directness. It seemed like she was looking beyond the camera, beyond 

location, beyond time, to look straight at me.  

She described a deathly silence. Where everything stopped just long enough for relief to 

begin trickling in and for balance to find itself again, making the tornado’s jarring return all the 

more catastrophic. 

The woman’s voice trailed off, unable to finish ticking off the list of things lost or 

destroyed. She turned back to the camera, her eyes as wide as a freshly slapped child and looked 

straight at me one last time, sending a shutter through my spine. 

My mind exhaled, releasing me from its travels and returning my awareness to the cold, 

hardwood floor of our living room with a deathly absence bearing down on me from all sides.  

In that moment I realized a characteristic of evil, a weapon it used to lure and seduce the 

unprepared—silence. 



 

 

“I was down there buzzing forever, Claire.” The sound of the door closing behind Aunt Grace 

snapped me awake.  

My eyes opened slowly, though my head never moved. I could see her heels as she 

closed the door. “Thank God your doorman has a crush on me or else I would have just been 

stuck down there…” 

I could see her foot as she turned, and I could see the key and chain she nudged with the 

toe of her boot. There was no motion for a moment, but a sharp exhale with a slant of panic came 

from her. Her knees bent and a large brown bag in her arm lowered to the floor.  

Her arms then free, she picked up the key between her fingers. The chain trailed, 

swinging back and forth.  

“Clara!” Her voice was sharp, cutting through the apartment with an echo. “Clara! 

Where are you?”  

She took off sprinting down the hallway to my bedroom. I peeled my cheek off the floor 

and willed my shaking arms to push me up to a sitting position, the dried tears on my cheeks 

leaving a salty film across my skin. Puddles of tears had collected in wet and dry spots on the 

floor below me.  

“I’m here.” I didn’t recognize my battered and torn voice as my own.  

Each word ran its fingernails across my throat as it came out. My neck ached and my 

eyes felt like they couldn’t open all the way.  

The sound of her sprinting stopped and immediately changed directions, getting louder 

each second. The warmth of her palms was on my cheeks suddenly. The heat on my skin and the 

sensation of her presence brought a relief that ached in my chest. 

“Clara, are you okay? Are you hurt?” 

She didn’t ask where Mom was, but her eyes seared into mine as she tilted my head to 

hers. Her voice was low and severe, the lighthearted and joking tone that were so intrinsic to the 

Aunt Grace I knew was absent. 

My neck hurt. My throat hurt. My eyes burned.  



Out of the corner of my eye I could see a single torn streamer ride a draft into the air and 

float slowly back to its position against the wall. The moment I opened my mouth to try and 

explain what I had seen, the tears came back with greater force, my mind now cooperating 

through each detail, each moment. Recalling the experience brought it all back a bit more real 

then when it first happened. The sound rattled in my head and the image of cracking marble and 

wood cut through me.  

I closed my eyes tightly trying to make it go away, trying to see only blackness, but it 

was all on the back of my eyelids. The brightness. Her eyes. Her figure vanishing within the 

light.  

The heaving exploded through my chest escaping out through my mouth and the tears 

came back, hotter than before stinging my cheeks and rolling over onto my aunt’s fingers. She 

pulled me into her chest and wrapped her arms around me with her fingers clenched.  

How long ago was it that Mom held me like this just feet away from this spot? How 

much time had passed? Had it really happened? It couldn’t be real.  

Aunt Grace rocked back and forth with me tightly in her arms with more and more 

pressure the harder I cried. Or maybe it was her arms growing tighter every moment that 

squeezed the agony out of me. Eventually I began to calm down and could only then hear her 

soft, mournful breaths.  

We sat like that for five minutes, maybe fifteen or thirty. After your life—reality as you 

understood it—crumbles in front of your eyes, time loses its importance. Our grip on each other 

only loosened with the sound of the front door opening.  

Fear struck both Aunt Grace and I first as our spines stood alert and heads turned. She let 

go of me and in one machine-like motion slid me behind her body. Her legs maneuvered into a 

crouch and her arms seemed charged for an attack. 

Dad’s shoulder slipped through the doorway first and turned as he closed the door 

behind him, set his leather messenger bag on the floor and hung his jacket on the stand in the 

foyer.   

“I know. I know. I’m late. But you wouldn’t believe how chaotic work was today,” he 

said with the smooth, loving humor intended for Mom.  

It was the last time I heard that flavor in his voice. That sweetness and honey in his tone. 

I wish I could have bottled it at that moment, preserved it for later, but in that moment all I 



wanted was him. I jumped out of Aunt Grace’s hold and ran to the foyer, once again crying 

freely. His arms opened automatically as I came running towards him, but instead of taking me 

in, he took my shoulders and held me at arms’ length locking eyes with me, and demanding to 

know what had happened. I couldn’t get myself to say it. I couldn’t. Finally he looked up and 

over my head to where Aunt Grace stood in the living room. 

“What happened? Grace, where’s Claire?” He held me close, his hand on the back of my 

head as my face buried deep within his side. After a second, I glanced over and saw Aunt Grace 

looking at him from the living room, standing with a blank gaze. She looked down at the key that 

was in her palm and slowly wrapped the chain around her right wrist. She looked me straight in 

the eye seeming to consider her next words carefully. A cold and stoic expression spread across 

her face. She had decided. 

“She’s not here,” was all she said.  

“What do you mean she’s not here?” 

“I mean she’s not HERE, Chris.” 

Dad let me go to follow her, his elbows straight and his steps fast. He was angry and the 

anger was building quickly. I stepped into the living room and watched through the archway as 

they paced around the island counter a bit before settling into opposing sides. Their voices 

raised, volumes building on one another and voices overlapping, pushing and fighting for 

position. 

“Where is she?” 

“I don’t know, Chris. All I know is that she’s not HERE.” Aunt Grace wasn’t looking at 

him. Instead she pulled her phone from her back pocket and lifted her left arm, straightening it 

below the phone. She hovered her phone above her barcode tattoo for a few seconds until there 

was a clicking sound as if a picture had been taken. Her fingers went to work immediately, 

furiously texting something as quickly as possible. 

Dad’s eyes bounced between her phone and her face, confusion morphing into shock and 

then anger. 

“You did this. How could you do this? She was your sister.” 

“You think I had something to do with this?” 

“You’re reckless. You’ve always been reckless and you encouraged this…” 



 “It was her decision and I supported her…” 

“Decision? None of this has ever been her choice. You think she wanted this?” 

 “None of us wanted this, Chris. It was a responsibility given to…” 

“You talked her into it. You never thought about the consequences…” 

 “…us and we accepted it knowing full well there were risks…” 

“…accepted it? I have never accepted this. I was never given a choice.” 

 “You chose this when you chose her. She warned you, so don’t you dare blame me.” She 

pressed one more button with emphasis and then locked her phone before putting it back in her 

pocket. 

 Their voices seethed in the background, but my mind was split between two realities. I 

was both here, in this moment, and there, in the moment in which reality, as I knew it vanished 

in a flood of violent light. 

“There.” My voice ached at first when I said it.  

It felt foreign to me, and even though it was barely above a whisper, it cut through their 

yelling. They both froze on either side of the island, startled by my voice. My hand rose 

robotically against my will and pointed to the middle of the counter between them.  

“That’s where it came from.” My eyes clung to the spot where the first crack appeared 

and my finger followed downward, tracing its path splitting the counter and onto the floor, over 

the landing and into the living room until my finger pointed downward between my feet.  

“That’s where she went.” 

He was in front of me in a flash, on his knees looking up at me and holding my elbows. 

He locked eyes with me, this time with desperation behind his stare. 

“What, Clara? What was here? Where did she go?”  

“I don’t know. She just… disappeared.”  

“Clara, please.”  

His voice quivered and shook. He was pleading with me. With my eyes locked in his, I 

saw the veil of anger dissolve for a moment and succumb to the weight of mourning and pain. 

His eyes went glossy as a swelling of tears gathered and protruded until finally slipping over the 



edge of his lower lid, skipping like a stone across water’s surface against his cheek. Red spread 

throughout his face and his lips began quivering, warbling each word as it passed over.  

A simmering heat shot through my veins as his fingers dug deep into my arms and shook 

me with each syllable pushed through his clenched jaw. 

“Where did she go?” 

“Chris, you have to stop,” said Aunt Grace, taking a step into the living room, but Dad 

stood up immediately and walked to the front door without another word. He reached into the 

inside pocket of his suit jacket pulling out his phone.  

“Who are you calling?” Aunt Grace took a stance just behind me with one hand on the 

small of my back. It didn’t feel warm. The touch sent a chill up my spine. I turned slightly to see 

that her stance was solid, like that of a soldier.  

Dad kept his head down and passed us both on his way to the kitchen dialing. 

“The police.” 

“To tell them what exactly, Chris?” 

“To tell them my wife has gone missing.” 

“Right, that will go over great. ‘Officer, my wife disappeared while on duty as a 

Guardian protecting our daughter, the oldest…” 

“Not ANOTHER word.” His eyes cut through the room with such violent anger that my 

stomach dropped. I had never seen his face contorted with such burning craze.  

“She is not just an assignment, Grace. She is my daughter, and your niece. She is your 

family.” His voice lowered and shook at the final word. There may have been more he wanted to 

say, but he choked on the words. 

Questions whirled around my mind, unable to make sense of what they were saying, but 

the tone of his voice was one I had never heard before or believed him capable of. Every muscle 

in my body froze in awe. 

Behind the frozen layer of fear trembling in my body and mind, I wondered why they 

seemed to accept the supernatural element of Mom’s absence so easily. Dad had shot straight to 

anger and mourning while Aunt Grace had solidified in resolve. It seemed odd.  



He was pointing the phone at her like a weapon. “She was my wife. She was your sister. 

She was your sister and my wife and you want me to do nothing?”  

This time when she began to speak, the words came out softer, trying to approach him 

kindly and pleading.  

“Yes,” she said. 

“You’ve lost your mind, Grace.” 

“They’ll take her away, Chris. They’ll think you’re crazy and they’ll take Clara away. 

We won’t be able to protect her from…” 

He cut her off, his tone pleading with her. “Please, Grace.” He bit his bottom lip to stop 

it from quivering. “She’s too young.” 

For a moment there was nothing and the statement hung between them in the archway 

until finally he broke under the weight of his own grief, folding into himself. Anger melted off of 

his body and dripped to the floor with his tears. He gasped for air as the pulsating wave of grief 

overtook his shoulders.  

I wanted to go to him, to hold him like I probably should have, but I stayed with my feet 

planted watching as he disappeared in front of my eyes and became a man I didn’t recognize. A 

stranger I hadn’t a clue how to comfort having never realized the seeds of such pain were buried 

inside of him all along.  

We both wanted her. She was the one to comfort. She was the one to soothe cuts, 

wounds or breaks. She was the one to dry tears, blowing them out like birthday candles.  

All I could do was watch him, a weeping heap at the spot in the kitchen where it had 

started. Unable to go to him—unable to command my body to cross the distance that lay 

between he and I—I froze once again under the weight of my own confusion and shock, and 

looked down between my toes.  

My father, just outside of my view, crouched in an ever expanding and contracting pile 

of pain at the place in which it started. Myself—well, I stood cold in fear and growing numbness, 

where it had ended.  



 

 

5. 

 

 

 

 

 

Nearly a week had passed, but words between Dad and I did not. Mostly there was silence in the 

apartment, but every now and then I could here him crying, gasping for air through each attack 

of grief. They came on suddenly, and hard. He hadn’t looked at me since that day in the living 

room when he grabbed me and begged me to explain what had happened, to tell him where Mom 

had gone.  

I was sitting on the floor with my back against the end of my bed, my legs crossed at the 

ankles and my hands laying limp and dead on my thighs. I was staring at nothing, just staring. I 

felt outside of time, unaware of it. I could have been sitting like that for a few minutes, or a few 

hours. The only thing I cared about anymore was staying out of Dad’s way. He hadn’t gone to 

work since that day, and I hadn’t gone to school. 

I didn’t even feel sad anymore. I couldn’t. The guilt had consumed my whole body and 

moved into my chest, blocking out my heart. I felt nothing.  

I could hear him crying somewhere else in the apartment. The muffled sound clawed at 

my chest and hollowed me out, leaving a deep heaviness in my core. I couldn’t bear to hear it 

any longer. 

I crawled across my bedroom floor and slid into the closet, closing the heavy door 

behind me. I sank into the darkness, feeling my way to the back. Mom had used the back of my 

closet to store a lot of her winter clothes, mostly long woolen trench coats that still smelled of 

her. I pulled one of them up close to me and took a deep breath in through my nose to get 

whatever traces of vanilla and lavender I could, holding the coat’s edge between my fingers. I let 

my head lean against the wall hugging me from the right and I closed my eyes. 



A draft must have found its way under the closet door because cold air swirled around 

my face, but it felt good. It almost felt like it used to when Mom would blow on my tears. I took 

deep breaths of the cool air, pulling it into my chest.  

The coolness kept coming, but now from underneath me, as if the floor of my closet was 

freezing. On the other side of my closed eyes the darkness became thicker, mustier with each 

breath. That’s when the wool between my fingers grew thinner and thinner until it simply 

evaporated.  

My eyes opened, but nothing was there anymore, only darkness. The winter coat was 

gone, as was her scent, but the coolness stayed. I pulled my cheek from the wall and could see 

through the darkness that there was texture to it, not at all like the flatness of my closet wall. I 

looked down to the floor and saw the same texture.  

I wasn’t in my closet any longer.  

I shot up onto my feet with my back against this unfamiliar wall and looked out into the 

room. It was circular and made of gray stones cut to fit like puzzle pieces along the floor and 

walls. I looked up and saw that the walls faded into darkness, but at the center of what must have 

been the ceiling was a bright circle of light that fell to the floor at the room’s middle in a cylinder 

of light the color of sunrise. 

Had I fallen asleep? Was I dreaming? 

I approached the light, but I was skeptical, so I didn’t dare touch it. It looked different. 

On that day when the light took Mom, the light had wrapped around my body as if it were 

looking at me. It had been dense and I wasn’t able to look through it. This light in front of me 

looked normal, as if natural sunlight was pouring into the room.  

I reached my hand out toward its edge, shaking. When it finally broke through into the 

light’s boundary, I pulled it back quickly expecting it to burn, cut or pull me in. But none of that 

happened. It felt fine. A little warm compared to the coolness of the stone room.  

I went to the walls and traced the perimeter with my hands waiting for my eyes to adjust 

to the darkness. The stones were cold to the touch and the skin on my arms and face began to 

feel damp moving through the thick, chilled air. Then suddenly my hand felt a shift from the 

smooth, rolling texture of stones to grit and roughness that dipped and curved in patterns. My 

hand searched down and found the slippery knob that perched out by my hip. My eyes warmed 



up to the darkness and I could finally see the outline of the massive door in front of me. It looked 

like a solid block of wood carved into the shape of a door.  

I tried the handle, but it was locked. I bent down to examine it and saw a single keyhole, 

but there wasn’t anything for me to turn and unlock the door. I tried the handle again.  

I started knocking then. Maybe someone was on the other side of it and would hear me. I 

knocked again and pressed my ear to the door. Still, no sound seemed to gather itself on the other 

side. My knocking grew louder and louder the more discouraged I got, but still all I could hear 

was the thumping of my sore knuckles against the giant door like the beat of a bass drum.  

The pain became too much. My fist relaxed and my arm fell to my side, fingers dragging 

across the door’s carvings on their way down. The patterns looped and curved, intertwined and 

crisscrossed. It was ivy. Someone had carved strands of ivy with leaves and buds into the wood.  

I took a step back and looked at the door. There was no light seeping through underneath 

or around its edges. I could see now that the ivy swirled around the edges of the door in loops 

and curves. It was two very long strands of ivy, working their way around the area of the door 

and then finally circling one another at the door’s center until they intertwined, creating a circle.  

I kept taking steps back toward the light. I was trapped.  

Besides the hopeless door locked from the wrong side, the only way out was through the 

ceiling, but it was too high. Even if I could climb the slippery walls, there was no way I could 

make it up to the top all on my own. I walked to the light again and stepped in slowly at first, 

testing it with my toes and then a leg, and when nothing seemed to happen, I allowed the whole 

of my body to walk to the exact center of the room in the center of the light. I looked straight up 

and out to see if I could see anything.  

“Help, please help me.” I cupped my hands around my mouth and shouted as loudly as I 

could. My throat felt like grit and gravel, still raw. “Please, I’m trapped. Hello?” 

Finally, the tears that had stockpiled for days sprang from my eyes. Tears fell down over 

my eyelids leaping from my chin onto my shirt in scattered droplets as my knees bent and I 

dropped to the floor.  

With my head turned down, the light coming from above faded quickly, and the brisk 

coldness from the stone seemed to run at me from every direction. A shiver ran up my spine as I 

sank into complete darkness again, blinking my eyes a few times to double check that they 

hadn’t fallen shut of their own volition.  



I felt woozy like the floor below my tucked legs had melted and I was falling down, but 

as fast as it had come on I was whirled back up.  

The floor below my legs was warm and fuzzy underneath my palms. Warm air and light 

came back up as if on a dimmer. I blinked a few times to make my eyes focus, and as they did, I 

could see the outline of my aunt’s head backlit by my bedroom light.  

“Clara, it’s okay.” She was wiping away the tears by dragging her curled fingers down 

my jaw line, and then sweeping her thumb up across my cheek under my eye.  

I couldn’t bring myself to say anything at first. I turned and looked at the wall behind 

me, felt it with my hands. It was flat and smooth. I was so confused.  

I stood looking at the wall of my closet trying to piece together what had just happened, 

while my aunt continued talking, but not to me. Her voice was muffled and aimed behind her.  

“She must have fallen asleep in here,” she said. 

“So it seems.” There was a man in my bedroom. His voice was flat and sounded bored. I 

turned to look at him standing a few feet outside of the closet with his hands on his hips. He was 

younger than Dad, but older than Aunt Grace by a couple years at least. Strands of his dark 

brown hair hung down near his eyes and rested on the thin rims of his rectangular glasses.  

I looked him in the eye a little longer than what may have been comfortable for him, but 

there was something to be found there. Some sort of hostility lingered just under the surface, and 

distrust flavored his tone. I felt it in my gut—resentment. 

“Here, hon. Let me help,” she said, putting her hands gently under my arms and guiding 

me up onto my feet. She stood next to me with her arm around my back, her hand resting on my 

shoulder. I could feel the key wrapped around her wrist bounce off the back of my arm. It used 

to do that when Mom would put her arm around me. The feeling was familiar, and so foreign at 

the same time.  

“It’s okay, Clara. This is a friend of mine, and your mom’s. He’s here to help.”  

The man took a few steps back as Aunt Grace led me out of the closet, closing the door 

behind us.  

He leaned in a bit looking me in the eye, tilting his head. I felt like I was being 

examined. I took a step back into Aunt Grace’s side and he got the message. With a deep breath 

in and out he dropped his arms to his sides and softened his eyes. 



“Clara, do you remember me?” His eyes were a bright green like velvet with spikes of 

dark brown shooting outward from their dark centers.  

I didn’t respond.  

“I guess not.” He raised his chin upwards towards my aunt. “Probably for the best, 

although disappointing.”  

He gave up on me and raised his hand to his rough chin, dragging his fingers down 

across his jaw. I could hear the slight crackle with every pass of his hand. Someone forgot to 

shave that morning, or adopted minimal facial hair as part of his personal style.  

Something on his arm caught my eye, at first just a spec but as his hand twisted over his 

chin up the side of his face, I could see it—a barcode tattoo, seemingly identical to Aunt Grace’s 

and Mom’s. I watched it with extreme focus until his arm stopped suddenly and slowly swung 

around behind his back. I looked up and saw that he had been watching me watch his arm. 

“I guess that means she doesn’t remember much at all, right?”  

His tone and the look on his face were crudely disappointed, as if I had somehow let him 

down in a significant way simply by not recognizing him. 

 “She’s not of age yet, Brik,” she said. “She only just turned sixteen.”  

He turned and looked straight at me. Something about his gaze made me stand straighter 

and stare right back at him, a tension building as if we were in the middle of a staring contest and 

I needed to win. He answered her with a smile never once pealing his eyes away from our match.  

“Yes, well… I’m sure you understand how that’s easy to forget, Grace.”  

The pulling at the back of my eyes got harder and then finally he nodded his head softly 

and said, “Happy belated birthday, Clara,” before heading out into the hallway.  

I turned up to Aunt Grace who looked down on me with an apologetic smile. “He’s 

really not all bad, I promise,” she said.  

As she moved toward the door, I felt the words climbing up through my throat. I wanted 

to tell her about the room. I felt as if I should tell her about it, like I was withholding information 

from her if I didn’t, but maybe it was just a dream. Maybe I had fallen asleep just like she said.  

But everything had felt so real.  



“Clara?” Her head tilted just a little bit to see if from a different angle. She was trying to 

make sense of the confused look I must have had, but the effort was interrupted.  

Brik’s head popped back into the doorway with his eyebrows peeking over his glasses.  

“Are we going to do this or what?” 

The impulse to slam the door shut right on his head was vivid—lucky enough for him 

the image of it was just enough to satisfy that need.  

 

 

Dad was waiting for us in the kitchen on the other side of the counter, leaning against the 

back of the sofa that faced the family room area in the wide, open space. His eyes looked red and 

his face looked as if grief had aged him years within the past few days. His eyes never met mine 

as I crossed under the archway behind Aunt Grace. Brik took to the refrigerator immediately and 

began shuffling through it as if he owned the place. Then he opened an old 2-liter of soda, took a 

swig and scrunched his nose. 

“Ugh, it’s flat.” 

My eyes went wide with amazement. I looked to Dad and Grace, sure one of them would 

say something to put this stranger in his place, but neither did. Grace watched him with patience. 

Dad stared off at the wall behind me.  

“Jackpot,” he said.  

Aunt Grace and I sat in the same stools we had when we were watching Mom make 

pancakes. Dad stayed against the couch off to the side. All three of us silently watched Brik 

finish. 

“This stuff is the best,” he said, pulling out the nearly empty carton of Sunny Delight 

and putting it on the counter. He turned back into the fridge and surfaced again with the jug of 

cranberry juice stored in the door’s side compartment.  

He opened both containers and started pouring cranberry juice into the other, the bright 

red disappearing into the middle of the thick orange and finally bleeding up from the bottom 

creating a rose color.  

“Brik, so what is it?” Aunt Grace was leaning with her elbows on the marble. She must 

have already filled him in on what had happened. I was on strict orders not to tell anyone, and 



was even told by Aunt Grace that if ever asked I should answer that Mom had just left. No note. 

No warning. She just left Dad and I.  

The thought of actually saying that made bile rise in my throat. I tried to negotiate with 

Aunt Grace for a different story. A vacation. A family emergency. An alien abduction, which 

honestly was the closest we could come to the truth. But Aunt Grace stressed we couldn’t give a 

story that would raise more questions.  

“We can’t tell anyone she’s dead because we’re going to do everything in our power to 

find her and bring her back,” she said. “Telling them she left… well, people won’t really know 

how to respond to that. They won’t push you for answers.” 

She used the story when excusing me from school and when turning people away as they 

arrived for the birthday party. She calmly went into crisis cleanup mode shortly after her fight 

with Dad and filled me in on the need-to-know details, repeatedly emphasizing the importance of 

me sticking to the story no matter what. Not that it mattered right now. I hadn’t been going to 

school or talking to anyone. Alli had tried calling a few times each day, always getting 

voicemail.  

I hadn’t listened to the messages, but I knew she was worried. But even that didn’t 

matter yet. The fact I was falling behind in all of my classes didn’t matter. None of it mattered to 

me. My thoughts were still in a protective lock down and any emotional depth I had once had to 

care about anything was gone. 

“We’re not really sure yet, but I’ve got everyone I can spare either looking for her or 

trying to find out how this could have happened,” said Brik, his voice suggesting actual grief for 

the first time. He turned to Grace and held her eyes for a moment. His face softened and voice 

lowered. “You know there was now way to see this coming. If there had been, I would have… 

we would have been here.” 

She looked down at her open palms with a nod. I watched as her nostrils flared once, 

twice, and she seemingly bit down on the inside of her lip. I had only ever seen her cry once and 

it was over ten years ago. And even then I only caught a glimpse of it, hiding behind the wall 

looking out into the living room. She was on the couch gasping and crying while Mom rocked 

her back and forth, wrapping her in her arms.  

She had always been the strong one for all of us.  



Dad dropped his head down and started rubbing his hairline with one hand, pulling his 

fingers inward from his temples on either side to a single point in the middle of his forehead 

while taking a deep breath in.  

“This is ridiculous,” he said. “Where is my wife?” 

“There’s no way to tell yet,” said Brik. “Claire had mentioned a number of times over 

the past few months that she felt like something was wrong—that something was drawing closer 

to…” he flipped his pointer finger up towards me and let it drop. “… you know. I’m sorry, I 

should have looked into it more then. But we’ve been focusing all of our assets on the Reservoir 

and security here in the city. We thought we had it covered, that nothing could get in from the 

outside, which it couldn’t… it can’t. But whatever this was came from inside. We weren’t 

prepared for that. For all we know, this light could be a new weapon, some sort of violent 

concoction of Rex’s to do his bidding over a distance since we aren’t allowing him or any of his 

people close to Clara.”  

“Brik?” Aunt Grace’s patience was being tested now. 

“I don’t know what to tell you, Grace. It’s not the first time we’ve been surprised.” His 

finger flipped up towards me again, and I started to get annoyed at the silent conversation 

happening right in front of me. 

“There are only two places any of us can ever be… as far as we know, and that’s here or 

the Other Side. She’s not here, and I’m telling you she hasn’t shown up on the Other Side either. 

So… surprise. I guess there’s a third option we didn’t know about.” 

My eyes bounced back and forth between them. I had no idea what they were talking 

about. I remembered the Reservoir, my birthday and our walk up the path to the iron fence. I 

remembered the look on Aunt Grace’s face when Mom mentioned she was taking me through 

the park. I remembered Mom’s mournful expression as she looked out over the Reservoir 

through the bars. The memories and the silent conversation happening just then seemed to 

connect, but how they connected was unclear. 

Dad shifted his weight and bit at the question he was about to ask. 

“Is she…,” His lips quivered, unwilling to say the next word. Brik spoke quickly and 

firmly sparing Dad the torture of such a word hanging on his tongue. 

 “No, she’s not destroyed.” Even Brik had visible difficulty saying the word. “Even that 

leaves a mark of its own.” 



 I saw Grace’s eyes flicker to Brik, but he avoided her gaze. He continued quickly setting 

his intents on Dad, staying clear of Grace. 

 “There’s literally no trace of her, which is good news.” 

 “How could that possibly be good news?” Dad was growing angrier as his desperation 

rose. 

 Brik walked to him, resting a hand on Dad’s shoulder.  

 “Chris, it means there’s still a chance we can find her.” 

“How is this even possible?” Aunt Grace’s voice was raised and shaky, her open palm 

falling onto the island’s surface with a smack.  

“Evolution? Adaptation? Interference?” he said. “We’ll find out.”  

He adjusted his glasses with one hand and turned his compassionate gaze on her.  

Grace’s well-maintained grief had completely fallen out of check then, and he adjusted his tone 

and body language to it.  

“Gracie, all we can do is wait to be shown the next step.” He motioned toward me at that 

last part, and both Dad and Grace turned to look at me. 

“You’re really getting on my nerves with that,” I said with a snarl under my breath, 

keeping my eyes locked on his. 

He stared back for a moment and then disengaged, returning his attention to Grace. 

“If it was after Clara directly, it would have taken her. Our concern is keeping Clara safe 

and that is our only concern. Claire knew that.” 

He turned back to Dad. “I am sorry. I wish I could tell you she showed up. I can promise 

you we’re looking. We’ve got as many people as we can spare on this, on both sides. For now, 

the best thing to do is wait.” 

I sat there listening, a ball of guilt growing larger in my chest, pushing at my ribs. None 

of what he was saying made sense to me other than this had been my fault in one way or another.  

“I wish it had been me,” I said, my voice so soft I barely knew I had said it aloud. 

All three turned on me quickly, Brik the most severely, the green of his eyes sharp 

enough to cut though his eyeglasses.  



“Do not ever say that,” he said, glaring at me with such force, I could feel it at the root 

of my spine. “Do not even think that. If you give up, Clara, you let them win.” He approached 

me on the side of the counter as he said it until finally he came up right next to me. “If you give 

up, we’re all lost.”  

The anger came quickly, barreling through the guilt in my chest and breaking through 

any manners my Mom and Dad had ever taught me. The heavy tone burned the inside of my 

mouth, and the words came quickly. “What are you talking about? Who will win? What do I 

even have to do with any of this?” 

My chest rose and fell with each heavy breath I took in to calm the beast back down. 

Brik bent at the waist until his eyes were level with mine, the green taking on a softer tint now 

with the specs of gold throwing drops of light back against his glasses. I could feel his hand 

cover mine on the marble counter top. It was soothing, which I hated. But immediately the anger 

that had just broken free crawled back into me and was gone.  

“Everything, Clara. You have everything to do with this.” He turned my hand in his, and 

allowed his other hand to cover it completely, palm to palm.  

“You’re the oldest soul,” he said, tightening his grip for a moment, but then it melted. 

His hand slipped away from mine with a shrug. “Well… half of it, at least.” 

 

 

Green, rolling hills lay out before me like an ocean. A breeze caught my long brown hair, 

brushing it off my shoulder as I walked into the grassy waves toward a spec of light in the 

distance gradually becoming bigger. The light grew larger. I could make out the sandy blonde 

hair, the body beneath it and the swinging of legs as his pace quickened.  

My breath caught in my chest, expanding my heart and sending a flood of warmth 

through my body. I took off at a sprint, wanting so badly to see the face, the eyes.  

The grass was cool and moist under my bare feet with each stride, carrying me along to 

this person who felt so familiar, but I could not recognize. The faster I ran, the more in focus his 

body became. Then I could hear it, his voice, carried on the wind pulling us together. “Clara!”  

“I’m here,” was all I could spare the breath to say. “Just wait!”  



The voice continued, a scream diluted by the space between us into a frantic whisper. 

“Clara! Clara!”  

The figure stopped and stood with his hands at his sides and his head lowered, blocking 

his face from view. “It’s hopeless.”  

His whispered resignation whipped around my head on a breeze.  

“No! I’m so close, keep going,” I yelled as I pushed at my legs to move faster.  

“Clara! Clara!” The voice continued in a deeper tone as the boy’s figure dropped to the 

ground. As his knees touched the ground, the bright green surrounding his figure turned to 

brown and spread out like a sickness from the spot where he had fallen until finally 

encompassing the large tree back on the horizon. The tree’s green leaves dried to the color of 

thirsty soil and began to fall as the sickness spread upwards. A deep black traveled up the tree’s 

core from the roots to the branches dissolving the bark to gray ash that blew away with the 

leaves until finally the entire tree had been consumed and vanished. 

Still the transformation from life to ash spread in all directions.  

Tall, green blades of grass standing upright and swaying back and forth went rigid 

before snapping and crumbling. Life was being sucked out of the land as death spread, and the 

boy, with his golden hair catching the light as it swayed in the wind, was at the center. 

I felt the scream before I recognized the voice as my own, my arms pumping and pulling 

at the air.  

And then the voice came once again, but this time deeper. “Clara, wake up.”  

It was my father’s voice pulling me away from the ghastly scene. I blinked my eyes a 

few times and could feel the bristle of my comforter against my chin and his hand on my 

shoulder jostling me awake. “Clara, come on. Wake up. We need to get going,” he said, getting 

up from my bed and heading into my closet. 

I rubbed my eyes and took in a huge breath. The faint smell of Tide filled my nose, a 

scent leftover from a week ago when Mom last washed my sheets. I had pulled as much of that 

smell as I could each night before I went to bed since then. 

“Where are we going, Dad?” He was in my closet now pulling bits of my clothes off 

hooks at random—a couple shirts, some pants, a coat—and throwing them out onto the floor. He 

pulled a duffle bag down from the shelf and brought it out to the foot of my bed.  



“We’re leaving,” he said, pulling the pile of clothes and dumping it into the bag. He still 

never looked me in the eye, but this was the first he had spoken to me in days.  

I slid to the edge of my bed and watched him work. He was animated again, there was a 

light back in his face as he attempted to fold a tank top then a dress and place them into the bag.  

“But why?” 

“We can’t stay here anymore. You’re not going to be able to take much, so only pack the 

things you’ll need, and remember to grab some things from the bathroom like your toothbrush 

and…”  

“But Dad, why do we have to…” 

“Clara because I HAVE to.” He froze as he barked his response, hovering over the 

cluttered duffle bag. 

“I can’t stay here, Clara. I just can’t.” He never once looked at me. He just paused for a 

moment and then stood up, and turned to leave the room. “We’re leaving in twenty minutes.”  

I snapped into the task trying not to think about it. I pulled clothes out of the dresser and 

from the closet and tried to ignore the memory of Mom picking clothes up off my floor a week 

ago. I looked around the room for more, but there was no time. So much was going to be left. All 

of these things that had surrounded me each day for as long as I could remember, this home in 

which I had spent every day of my life to that point… the only life I had with Mom, was all 

being abandoned.  

Then I remembered the book. Mom’s copy of Alice in Wonderland. I couldn’t leave it. I 

had to take that with me. I took off down the hall and passed through the foyer and turned into 

the living room crossing into the study, or Dad’s office whenever he chose to work from home. I 

could see Dad fussing with drawers in the kitchen out of the corner of my eye.  

“Clara, we’re leaving in five minutes,” he said without turning his head from the drawers 

of papers and opened mail.  

“I’m just looking for something,” I said, beginning to run my fingers across the mosaic 

of book spines against the far wall. Bindings of every color, fabric and texture I could ever 

imagine were packed tightly into the bookcase.  

My fingers rolled over each book quickly as my eyes scanned for the little red binding 

with the worn gold filigree. Time was ticking. 



“Clara… two minutes, and I mean it,” Dad called out from the foyer. I could hear the 

clank of a single suitcase being dropped to the floor. 

I thought about asking Dad if he knew where Mom had kept the book, but he had gone a 

full day now without breaking out in tears as far as I knew. I didn’t want to bring something up 

about Mom that might upset him. On his desk was the framed photograph of them on their 

wedding day. Tucked into the frame outside the glass was a crinkled photo of the two of them 

young and in love, laughing and hugging. In the opposite corner was another photograph tucked 

into the frame’s edge.  

Through its faded and worn colors I could make out Mom in a hospital gown holding me 

with Dad leaning next to her on the bed, his arm wrapped around her shoulders and a big smile 

on his face. He referred to it as our first family portrait.  

This collection of memories was being left intentionally. It seemed a lot of items around 

the study that could remind him of Mom were being left. I didn’t want him to know what I was 

looking for because maybe he would make me leave without it. It was clear we weren’t just 

abandoning our home—we were abandoning her memory.  

Without thinking, I grabbed the two loose snapshots out of the frame’s edges and slid 

them into my back pocket.  

As I left the study and headed out into the living room towards the foyer I concentrated 

on staying calm, making each of my movements seem casual, hiding the frenzy beating away at 

my heart.  

“Clara, what are you doing? We don’t have time for this.” 

“I’m just looking for something. I’ll be done in a minute.” At least I hoped I would be. I 

headed through the foyer toward the opposite hallway leading to the bedroom they shared. Dad 

hadn’t slept in the room every since my birthday, opting for a makeshift bed on the family room 

sofa instead.  

I picked up my pace a bit once I was behind the wall of the hallway and blocked from 

his view. From the door I shot straight to the dresser, pulling open drawers and burrowing 

through the piles of her folded clothes, all neatly stacked and still smelling of her. I made my 

way down but found nothing. I turned and scanned the room trying to think of where else she 

may have hidden something.  

“Clara!” 



“IN A MINUTE!” 

I ran to her side of the large bed and pulled out the drawers of her nightstand, lifting up 

books and papers, magazines and crossword puzzles, the collection of my mother’s nightly 

activities. Then, there at the bottom I could see a flash of dull red and felt the grainy texture 

against my fingertips. I had found it. I pulled it out and saw the faded gold letters, then took the 

two photographs out of my back pocket and tucked them inside the cover.  

Through the hallway I could see Dad standing in the foyer wearing his jacket now 

flanked by his suitcase and my duffle bag he must have grabbed. My jacket was in his hands, 

pulled from the coat stand next to the door.  

“I’m ready now,” I said. 



 

 

 

6. 

 

 

 

 

 

It had been over a week since I had last been at school, and just as long since I had bothered 

opening one of my textbooks. But despite the constant cloud cover in my mind, I was told I had 

to return and play out my role in the story—abandoned daughter.  
There was a lot they weren’t telling me, and I hated that feeling, but I didn’t have the 

energy to fight it. I was a giant meat puppet driven only by the obligation to keep the show 

going, as Aunt Grace directed, but even that was difficult to do in private let alone out in public. 

I would wake up. Wander around the huge brownstone Dad and I had moved into. Sit in 

front of the TV, sometimes remembering to turn it on. Eat, if I was told to. Sleep, if I 

remembered. Nothing seemed to register anymore. 

We were in limbo without the promise of heaven.  

 Aunt Grace helped us move into a fully furnished brownstone on the Upper West Side, a 

“favor from Brik,” she said. Dad had taken the third floor, and mainly stayed there. I took the 

second and sometimes wandered to the first. We never really crossed paths.  

 There was a room on the second floor at the top of the steps decked out in a similar 

fashion to my former bedroom, in my former home… my former life.  

 Aunt Grace had popped in and out that week to help us get settled, though that process 

took no more than a few minutes given how little we had brought with us. The kitchen cabinets 

and fridge were already packed with dishes and food. There was toilet paper in every bathroom, 

and plush towels stacked high in the linen closet. 



 The place seemed like it had been lived in for years. By who though, I hadn’t a clue. Nor 

did I really care.  

 Over the weekend Grace sat us both down at the kitchen table and told us it was time we 

both went back to our lives—me to school and Dad to work. The rest that followed was some 

sort of heartfelt pep talk to both of us, and a reminder to stick to the story.  

 The words were a blur. I got up from the table before she had finished and slowly walked 

up the stairs to my room and laid down in the dark. 

 Now, standing on the corner of 97th Street and Central Park West waiting for Alli, it 

occurred to me that I probably should have returned her messages. She had tried by phone, text 

and email over the past week or so, but eventually gave up. The last one she sent, a simple one-

line text on my cell phone, read, “I’m here if you need me.” 

 Then she let me be.  

 I hadn’t even warned her that I was going to school today, or that we had moved a few 

blocks south of 97th Street. When I saw her heading towards me across the intersection, I could 

see her looking north on Central Park West scanning the faces. Her expression dropped when 

what she was looking for couldn’t be found. She turned her head back in front of her and paused 

slightly as she crossed at the light finally seeing me. 

 She approached with care. 

 “Hey,” I said in a muffled tone. I couldn’t stand to look in her eyes for too long. They 

were filled with concern and confusion, not knowing if she should ask or pretend like this was a 

normal walk to school like the hundreds we had already shared.  

 Before she could say anything, I turned and started walking toward the park. She 

followed right behind. 

 “So, what all have I missed?” 

 “Clara, you know you can…” 

 I stopped her short by shaking my head. “Alli, I’d rather not, if that’s okay.” 

 I wasn’t quite ready to deliver the lines Grace had fed me. Besides, Alli had already been 

given the story through her mom the night of my birthday. She had all the details she needed, 

and if I couldn’t bring myself to play my assigned role, I could at least avoid contradicting it. It 



was bad enough that the events of the past week were beginning to make me think I was crazy. I 

didn’t need my best friend thinking the same. 

 “Okay,” she said with a nod, and our pace picked up as we followed our path through the 

park around the Reservoir. I stood as far from it as I could. Alli rattled on about the assignments 

I had missed and some hazing the Seniors had done on a poor Freshmen who wandered into their 

hall by mistake.  

 “I heard the ink wouldn’t wash off her lip so she had to walk around school the whole 

day with a blue handlebar moustache on her face. So embarrassing,” Alli tried to keep it light 

with her tone, but I noticed her glancing over at me more often than usual. 

 As we got onto 95th Street on the East Side, other students dressed in autumn layers 

slouching under the weight of their backpacks rushed by us, casting inquisitive looks back over 

their shoulders at me. So the story had spread in my absence.  

 The stares went on throughout the day, and teachers went out of their way to pat my 

shoulder or offer me assistance catching up with homework saying, “Just take your time,” or, 

“Let me know if there’s anything you need.”  

 I met the Chapter 11 group on the first floor for lunch, but it wasn’t the relief I thought it 

would be. I knew they had questions, but it seemed Alli had gotten to them first and warned 

them to act natural. Or maybe Aunt Grace had been right. Maybe this was a topic that made 

people uncomfortable, enough to keep a safe distance at least.  

 Walking back to school, both Alli and Scott stayed close, flanking me on either side 

ready to protect me if needed. Crossing the intersection I heard him and his cronies laughing 

before I saw them. 

 “Gaber! Where you been?” 

 I looked up and saw Jason jogging over to us. 

 Alli and Scott pulled in tightly, packing in at my sides with their arms just behind my 

elbows guiding me to the school’s door at a quickened pace. But Jason was on the other side of 

Alli then matching our stride. He leaned forward and looked across at me, but I refused to look 

back.  

 “What’s wrong, Gaber? Your mom finally ditch you? Can’t really blame her.” 



 The fury boiled up and over in my stomach before I could even register what I was 

feeling. It burned through each limb and froze my feet into the sidewalk in a defensive stance. 

The reaction made him smile. He stopped and turned to face me.  

 Alli’s hands went to my shoulders pushing me back. “Clara, let it go.” 

 Scott came across us and stood by Jason, pushing him back and looking completely out 

of place. There was nothing intimidating about Scott though he hovered a good four inches 

above Jason’s head. It was like watching a baby bird get ready to fly for the first time—like I 

needed to protect Scott from getting hurt when all he was trying to do was protect me. 

 I pushed back on the fury that wanted to see red, to see Jason’s broken nose or crumpled 

body on the sidewalk, and gave in to Alli’s pushing back toward the school. 

 “Guess your dad won’t be putting any notes in your lunch, eh Gaber?” 

 The fury was back and I turned ready to snap him in two, his friends’ laughter feeding the 

monster inside of me. The pleasure I would feel when that laughter turned into gasps of fear was 

decadent on my tongue. Jason would pay. 

 Scott was in front of me in an instant using his whole body to push me back, and Alli’s 

grasp around my wrist pulled. A crowd had started to gather—some looking concerned, others 

chuckling along with Jason’s clique, but all anxious for a fight. 

 I closed my eyes pressing back on the fury and gave in to Scott and Alli’s force, going 

limp and allowing them to pull me back into the school. They guided me all the way to the third 

floor never letting go.  

 “He’s an idiot, Clara. You can’t let him get to you,” Alli said, still pulling me to English 

class.  

 If it were possible, there were even more eyes on me now. Somehow word of the incident 

outside had made it up to the third floor before we had. I pulled my arm out from under Alli’s 

hand and looked down. 

 “I can’t,” I said. 

 “Can’t what?” 

 “I just… I need a minute.” I turned and left her there in the hall. She called after me a few 

times, but I ignored her. As I made my way to the stairwell going up to the fourth floor, students 

strolled into the classrooms looking over their shoulders at me, waiting for the snap to happen.  



 By the time I got to the stairwell I was looking for, the halls were nearly empty. Just a 

few scattered students struggling to fit books into their bags or lost in conversation. I put my 

hand on the fencelike cage that separated the darkened stairs from the hall and ignored the posted 

sign warning people not to go further.  

 I yanked on the cage and it sprang open. I had heard from others that it was unlocked 

sometimes, and often used as a place to skip class. I headed up the stairs and used all of my 

weight to open the large metal door, and then spilled out onto the roof.  

 The air was cool against my flushed skin and I became aware of the sweat that had 

gathered on my forehead. The sun was glowing behind a cluster of white clouds traveling at a 

quickened pace across the sky. The sounds of street traffic far below me were softened. The 

relief of finally being alone sank in. 

 There was no other presence there with me. Dad with his anger and grief was far way. 

The mobs of students with their questions and speculations were locked into windowless rooms 

distracted by lectures. I was finally alone and the cool, clean air washed the residue of everyone 

else’s emotions off of me.  

 I used my backpack as a pillow as I lay there staring up at the sky, watching the clouds 

float past. The longer I lay there leaving my mind closed off to any thoughts or memories, the 

more relaxed I felt. The thought of skipping class before and coming up to the roof had always 

filled me with anxiety. I was constantly afraid of getting caught breaking rules, and scared of the 

disappointment and punishment I would undoubtedly find once I got home. But that didn’t 

matter any more did it? Nothing waited for me at home.  

 And frankly, under the circumstances, it was hard to believe school mattered.  

 I heard the scratch of metal on metal as the large door was pushed open. I sat up, 

anticipating a faculty member or even a love struck couple skipping class to come out from 

behind it, but there was a pause.  

 Then a few delicate fingers adorned with fire engine red nail polish curled around the 

side of the door. Her head slowly peeked out, short red hair dangling from her angled neck.  

 “Oh, hello there. Looks like I’m not the only one who ignores warning signs or dark and 

dreary stairwells,” she said. 

 She stepped out from behind the door onto the roof, her high-heeled leather boots 

catching the sun. She pulled at the collar of her fitted jean jacket and straightened her petite 



figure. She looked older than a student, but too young to be a faculty member. She certainly 

wasn’t one I recognized. I stumbled for words realizing I had just been caught red handed no. 

 “Oh don’t worry, I’m not going to tell on you. Just saw the cage open and got curious 

myself.” 

 I felt relieved at what seemed to be sincerity in her voice. She kept looking at me with a 

smile.  

 “I just needed… a break, is all,” I said, standing up and wiping off my jeans. 

 “Don’t let me stop you,” she said. “I was just checking.” Her eyes scanned out across the 

roof and then came back to me. “Everyone deserves a break now and again.” 

 She seemed nice. A bit intimidating under the circumstances—a complete stranger on a 

rooftop wearing boots capable of stabbing someone straight through the heart with a single, 

perfectly delivered kick.  

 “Just promise me you won’t jump, ‘kay?” She smiled with a wink and turned back to the 

door, pulling it closed behind her with just a crack of space to spare.  

 I was alone on the roof again and stayed there for what could have been an hour before a 

Junior couple came giggling up the stairs on their way to what I assumed was their usual make 

out spot. I stood up and grabbed my bag, not even wanting to deal with sharing the space with 

them. I figured it was safer at this point to get myself back into the darkroom for last period.  

 I brushed past them with a little too much force as they jumped back, startled at the sight 

of another person on the roof. But I didn’t linger. I could hear them whispering too each other as 

I walked down the darkened steps. 

 “What’s her problem?” 

 I slammed the cage shut with irritation. The echoes of the clanging metal sent a message 

up the stairs, which satisfied me. Their whispers stopped at that point, or I just traveled out of 

earshot. Either way, I was relieved.  

 I made it down to the art studio before classes had been excused and was able to check in 

with Mr. Stark before the next lot of students began filing in. It was obvious he wasn’t prepared 

for my return to class, and although he looked at me with a bit of sympathy at first, he quickly 

reverted back to his academic apathy, which I preferred. He told me I could use the day to finish 



up what I had been working on, but the next day I would have to join back with the class and try 

to catch up on what I had missed on my own time.  

That was fine by me.  

I grabbed the supplies I needed and got into the empty darkroom, exhaling a deep breath 

once the door clicked shut. I was alone again. 

I took out my sheet of negatives and remembered what I was holding. Silvery shadows 

of Mom’s face repeated in rows and columns stared up at me. My fingers tensed and crumbled 

the edges of the plastic sheet.  

I pulled out a single row that had one shot I could use. I hadn’t meant to take the shot, so 

it was blurry and on a diagonal. The counter top took up a third of the photo and bounced the 

light back to the lens with a flare. The windows of our family room were blurred in the 

background, but there was no figure. There was no person in the image looking back at me, so it 

was the only one I could bear to stare at for the next hour. 

I didn’t bother mixing new chemicals. I just started using the basins leftover by whoever 

had been there before me. My back was to the door when I heard it open as quietly as it could. 

My shoulders stiffened.  

Then it hit me. I remembered who I had shared the darkroom with the last time I was in 

here and I felt my cheeks flush, this time with embarrassment about what he may have heard, if 

anything. For some reason, I didn’t feel like I could lie to him—that I wouldn’t want to lie to 

him, if he asked.  

He said nothing though. In silence he went to his enlarger, opened his bag and crossed 

the room to the stereo system and docked his phone. It was a new playlist, but that was normal 

for Dave—new week, new find. Any other week I probably would have recognized the band, but 

I hadn’t been checking in at his blog daily. 

But I did recognize it, which was a first without the help of his blog. A song by Greg 

Laswell started playing. Alli had shared the same song on my Facebook wall over a month ago 

and I loved it. If circumstances were different I probably would have done emotional cartwheels 

to find out Dave and I shared a musical taste in common. 

The song soothed me, and I kept my head down soaking it in for a moment. 

He took a step closer to me, his hands in his pockets. Out of the corner of my eye I 

watched as he took a deep breathe in and let it out. He was wearing a thin, plaid shirt with the 



snap buttons undone and sleeves rolled up to his elbows. The faded blue t-shirt he wore 

underneath rose again and froze as he made the decision to say what he wanted to say.  

I braced myself. 

“Clara.” His arm reached out to me and then, thinking better of it, pulled awkwardly 

back to his side. 

There was a deep and easy feeling that blossomed at my core when he said my name. I 

felt the urge to confess everything to him, as if his voice had the power to cut through the role I 

was being forced to play—through the lie I was being made to live.  

I wanted to turn to him and cry into that blue t-shirt. I wanted so badly to bury my face 

into his chest and feel his chin lightly rest on the top of my head as his arms wrapped around me. 

All of this desired familiarity just at the sound of my name, a name he had no doubt learned from 

the passing rumors that circulated the school last week.  

He stumbled over words, making another attempt at what he had to say. I couldn’t help 

it—I turned to look at him despite my efforts to keep my eyes locked on the developing image in 

front of me. The urge to cry swept over me with a piercing force as my eyes met his in the 

reddened shadows.  

There was no teasing or mocking in his expression. No curiosity or confusion. Only 

sadness, as the deepest part of my heart hidden away by layers of anger was finally reflected 

back to me in his face.  

“Clara, I’m so sorry.” 

His eyes held mine for a moment, but then I blinked and the embrace of his eyes was 

carried away into the room’s shadows and it no longer felt comfortable standing that way. I felt 

exposed. I felt vulnerable. I felt as if he could see everything I was trying to hide.  

I cleared my throat and turned back to the large metal sink my hands were clinging too, 

but he didn’t move. I closed my eyes, pulling in just enough air to push the words out while 

holding the tears back. 

“Thank you,” I said softly.  

After a pause, I heard his sneakers pad across the linoleum floor back to his enlarger. We 

were silent the rest of the hour, never again saying a word to each other then or any day after.  



My encounters with Dave Shaw faded into nothing as the year dragged on. He fell away 

just as other friends and acquaintances did. Even Jason left me alone, though whenever I passed 

him in the hall he seemed to glare at me with a desire to finish what had been started out on the 

corner of 94th Street and Madison Avenue.  

I ventured through the school like a ghost, keeping to myself and eventually bowing out 

of any activities I had once enjoyed. No one was angry when I eventually stopped going to 

Chapter 11 meetings. I hadn’t turned in an assignment since before my birthday, so it must have 

come as a relief to them that I was finally making it official rather than stringing them along.  

Eventually the stares and whispers would stop and everyone’s gossiping attention would 

flip to the rooftop couple that broke up in a dramatic scene at Homecoming, or the rumored 

affair between two teachers, or the ass kicking some tenth grade kid got care of Jason and his 

crew. 

All of that would come eventually that year, but in that moment I was thankful to be 

cloaked by the darkroom’s shadows. I peeled my focus away from the whispers, from the stares, 

and even from Dave just a few feet away from me. All I allowed myself to consider was the 

black and white image of my old, empty home swimming in the stop bath.  

I focused on that image and the familiar music that filled the room until my heart slept 

and emotion vanished. 

 


